
Achieving Financial Health 

No one’s born with the perfect ability to manage money. Financial security takes planning and discipline. People 
of all income levels can get into financial trouble if they’re not careful. And for some, it requires changes in 
spending habits to turn things around. Whether you’re on track and want to keep it that way or finding it tough 
to make ends meet, here are some tips that can help. 

Set Specific Goals

Set and stick to short, mid-range and long-term savings goals while paying all your bills on time. A good rule of 
thumb is to set aside at least five to ten percent of your take-home pay each month. Many experts suggest 
aiming to have three to six months’ pay in an emergency fund you can access whenever you may need it.



Budget, Track, and Adjust 

Even the best plan won’t help if you can’t follow it. Be realistic when you draw up a personal budget. Then 
track your spending to see how you’re doing. Knowing just how much you spend can give you an idea of 
where to cut back. Be sure to include saving money each month as an item in your budget. And if you 
overspend in one area or have unexpected expenses, it’s okay. Look for another area where you can make up 
for it.

Use Credit Cards with Caution

Credit cards can make it easy to take on debt. Aim to pay off the balance each month. If that’s more than you 
can manage, try to pay more than the monthly minimum so you can get the account paid off faster. If you’re 
getting deeper into debt each month, go back to your budget and see if you can put more of your income 
toward paying down debts.

Take Advantage of Savings Incentives

Does your company offer a match on 401(k) contributions? If so, that’s extra money you can save toward 
retirement. And you also may qualify for tax credits when you sock funds away. Learning about savings 
incentives can help you save more, faster.

Keep a Good Credit Rating.

If you have trouble paying one or more bills on time, call and explain the situation. Creditors will often work 
with you to come up with a plan. Keeping a good credit report makes a difference. It can help you get credit 
or a loan for a house or a car. And a higher score can help you get lower interest rates.

Look for Savings

Cut back on your energy use. Scale down your entertainment costs. Shop at outlet stores or wholesale 
clubs. Bring your lunch to work more often. Take advantage of free or low-cost activities in your area. 
Make a grocery list and buy only what’s on it. Live for a month or longer spending only for needs and not 
wants.

Engage Your Family and Support Network

Ask family members for input about where to cut back. Budget and track your expenses together. Have a 
friendly contest or make a game of increasing your savings – without skimping on things you really need, 
of course! Talk to people in your network about how they’ve saved more. They may just have a tip that 
can save you hundreds or even thousands over time.



The Importance of Setting Financial Goals 

Getting what you want doesn't always come easy. More often than not, you've got to work hard to achieve the 
results you desire. Getting out of debt and securing your financial future is no exception. This requires 
dedication, perseverance, and the know-how to manage your money to the best of your ability.

Still, there's another very helpful but often overlooked way to reach your aspirations. It's a process called goal- 
setting, and for people who achieve what they set out for, it's the one thing most of them have in common. 
They most likely charted out a long-term plan; mapped out the times, tasks and deadlines along the way; and 
stuck firmly to their plan in order to achieve their goals. "People never plan to fail; they just fail to plan" (or set 
goals).

What Are Goals, and How Are They Different from Pipe Dreams?

Consider the scenarios between these two families: the Johnsons and the Smiths...

The Johnsons
• hope to get out of debt
• want to purchase a house
• wish to eventually send their child to college

The Smiths
will be out of debt by January 2016 based on monthly payments of $600

• will buy a house by March 2017 with the $10,000 saved as the down payment
• will have $14,000 in savings, bonds, and stocks to be applied to tuition by the time their child is 18 years

old

So, in your opinion, which family has a stronger foothold on achieving their desired goals? Clearly, the Smiths 
have a strong game plan with specifically defined tasks and actual timelines and deadlines to obtain their 
goals. If they work hard and follow their plan, there's a good chance they'll get what they're after.

The Johnsons, on the other hand, have merely pointed out the things they wish for without targeting an action 
plan to achieve them. Without a plan to stick by, they might find their wishes are little more than pipe dreams 
or wishful thinking.

Sometimes when people write down their goals, they discover that some of the goals are broad and far- 
reaching, while others may seem smaller in scope. Dare to dream, but be realistic about what you can attain.

And because goals can vary so differently, a good idea is to break them down into three separate categories of 
time. One more thing to remember: Placing a timeframe on your goals really depends on a lot of different 
factors, so that timeframe can change anytime.



Long-term Goals (over 5 years)

Long-term goals are those that won't happen overnight, no matter how hard you work to achieve them. They 
make take a long time to accomplish, so give yourself a reasonable amount of time, based on your best 
estimates of what it will take to achieve them. Examples of long-term goals might include college education for 
a child or purchasing a home. Whatever the case, these goals generally require longer commitments and 
often more money.

Intermediate-term Goals (1-5 years)

Intermediate-term goals are those that can't be executed overnight but might not take many years to 
accomplish. Examples may include purchasing/replacing a car, getting an education or certification, or paying 
off your debt (depending on the amount).

Short-term Goals (over 5 years)

Short-term goals generally take under one year to achieve, based on the date the task is needed, the total 
estimated cost, and required savings.

So, what are your goals? Make up a list, decide which timeline your goal(s) fit into, detail the steps necessary to 
achieve your goals, then take action toward reaching those goals.

Thinking Differently About Money

Different people view the economic turmoil of recent months as a disaster, a setback, an inconvenience – or an 
opportunity – depending on their attitudes. Some see our challenged economy as a dare for discovering new 
solutions that are bigger on creativity, and smaller on cost. Frugal has become the word of the day for many 
these days!

Let’s focus on the word “frugal” for a moment. It doesn’t necessarily signify “lean and mean.” People can be 
frugal simply by being careful and thoughtful as to how they spend their money.

• Frugal may include the decision not to spend money on fads, and possibly even spending a bit extra for 
purchases that will last. For example, buying clothes with a classic look that never go out of style.

• Frugal may mean a willingness to try less expensive store brands or generic equivalents for food and 
household items. You may find some to be indistinguishable from name brands, while the quality of 
others may not be worth the switch.

• Frugal can mean trying your hand at repairing - rather than replacing - things that break, rip, leak, or stop 
working. As a bonus, you may even learn some new “fix it” skills along the way!

Being frugal is really about lifestyle change, and spending money intentionally out of those values that mean 
most to you. It’s recognizing contentment can mean a sense of satisfaction with what we have, rather than 
feeling the need to spend to keep up with the neighbors. It can mean foregoing some of the small things, 
knowing that saving by not buying a cup of gourmet coffee, or brown bagging it for lunch really does have an 
impact in the aggregate. It’s realizing finding a good deal is often worth the extra legwork. Being frugal means 
acknowledging many expenses can be controlled. The payoff is having a little more money left over for things 
that really count.

Think about your own spending patterns and talk with others who share your “money pool” with you. Consider 
ways to live within your means, avoid debt, and save in advance of large purchases. If you can agree on these 
shifts toward more thoughtful spending, you may achieve a happier attitude toward money and your lifestyle.
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