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Why You Need a Budget

A budget is not about restricting yourself or making your life boring. It is about
making sure your money goes where YOU want it to go, instead of wondering
where it all went at the end of the month. Think of a budget as a plan for your
money - you are telling every dollar where to work for you.

What a Budget Does For You

Prevents Money Stress: You will always know if you have enough money for
something before you buy it. No more anxiety about overdraft fees or running out
of money.

Helps You Reach Goals: Want a car? College fund? New phone? A budget
shows you exactly how much to save each month to reach your goal on time.

Stops Impulse Spending: When you see where your money is actually going,
you make better decisions. You will think twice before buying things you don't
really need.

Builds Good Habits: Learning to budget as a teen gives you skills that will help
you forever. You will be ahead of most adults who never learned this.

Shows You Patterns: After a few months of budgeting, you will see patterns in
your spending and can make smarter choices.

Reality Check: Most adults do not have a budget and struggle with
money because of it. By learning this now, you are setting yourself up for
success. Even a simple budget is better than no budget at all!




The 50/30/20 Rule Explained

The 50/30/20 rule is one of the simplest and most popular budgeting methods. It
divides your after-tax income into three categories. Here is how it works:

50% - Needs (Must-Haves)

These are expenses you MUST pay - things you cannot live without or that you
are committed to paying. For teens, this category might be smaller than for
adults, but it is still important.

Common needs for teens:

e Carinsurance and gas (if you drive)

e Phone bill (if you pay your own)

e School supplies and required fees

e Lunch money (if not provided)

e Portion of rent (if you contribute to household)

e Medications or medical copays

e Pet expenses (if you have a pet you are responsible for)

"1 Key Point: If you live with parents who cover most expenses, your "needs"
might only be 10-20% of your income. That is okay! Put the rest toward wants
and savings.

These are things that make life more enjoyable but are not essential. You could
live without them if you had to. This is where most teens spend the majority of
their money.

Common wants for teens:

e Eating out with friends (restaurants, coffee shops)

e Entertainment (movies, concerts, streaming services)

¢ New clothes and shoes (beyond basics)

e Video games and apps

e Hobbies and sports equipment

e Gym membership

o Gifts for friends and family

e Ride shares and transportation for fun

e Personal care beyond basics (nail salon, fancy haircuts)



71 Key Point: Wants are not bad! You work hard for your money and should
enjoy some of it. The key is keeping wants to 30% so you still have money for
saving and needs.

20% - Savings and Goals (Future You)

This is money you set aside for your future. It can go toward specific goals or just
build up as a safety net. This is the most important category for building wealth
over time.

What to save for:

e Emergency fund (for unexpected expenses)

e Saving for a car or car down payment

e College savings

e Moving out fund

e Big purchase you are saving for (laptop, phone, etc.)
e Investment accounts (if you are already saving well)
e Travel fund

e First apartment fund (deposits, furniture)

[ Key Point: Pay yourself first! Transfer your 20% to savings as soon as you get
paid, before you spend on anything else. If you wait until the end of the month,
there will be nothing left to save.



Calculating Your 50/30/20 Budget

Let's walk through exactly how to set up your budget using the 50/30/20 rule. We

will use real examples so you can see how it works.

Step 1: Calculate Your After-Tax Income

This is the money that actually hits your bank account after taxes are taken out.

Look at your paycheck stub - it is the "net pay" or "take-home pay" amount.

Example Calculation:

Jordan works part-time making $12 per hour, 15 hours per week.
* Gross pay per month: $12 x 15 hours x 4 weeks = $720

« After taxes (roughly 15%): $720 - $108 = $612

» Monthly after-tax income: $612

Step 2: Calculate Your Category Amounts

Now multiply your after-tax income by 50%, 30%, and 20% to find your category

limits.

Jordan's Budget Breakdown:
Monthly income: $612

50% for Needs: $612 x 0.50 = $306
30% for Wants: $612 x 0.30 = $184
20% for Savings: $612 x 0.20 = $122

Total: $306 + $184 + $122 = $612 v




Step 3: List Your Actual Expenses

Write down everything you spend money on in a typical month. Be honest -
include that daily coffee, those app purchases, everything! Put each expense in
the right category.

Jordan's Actual Spending:

NEEDS ($306 budgeted):

* Car insurance: $120

 Gas: $80

 Phone bill: $30

* School lunch: $60

Total Needs: $290 (under budget by $16!) v

WANTS ($184 budgeted):

« Eating out: $100

« Streaming services: $20

* New clothes: $40
 Movies/entertainment: $30

Total Wants: $190 (over budget by $6!) A

SAVINGS ($122 budgeted):
* Car fund: $122
Total Savings: $122 v

Step 4: Make Adjustments

If you are over budget in any category, you need to make cuts. In Jordan's
example above, wants are $6 over budget. Jordan could cut back on eating out
by $10 and use the extra $4 to boost savings. The goal is to make all three
categories fit within their limits.



Setting Up Your Budget System

Now that you understand the 50/30/20 rule, let's set up your actual budget
system. You have several options - choose what works best for you.

Option 1: The Envelope Method (Cash-Based)

This is the simplest method and great for visual learners. When you get paid,
withdraw your money and put it in physical envelopes labeled with your
categories.

How it works:

1. Get three envelopes and label them: Needs, Wants, Savings

2. When you get paid, withdraw your money from the ATM

3. Put 50% in Needs, 30% in Wants, 20% in Savings

4. Only spend what is in each envelope for that category

5. When an envelope is empty, you are done spending in that category
Pros: Very visual, hard to overspend, simple to understand

Cons: Not practical for online shopping, carrying cash can be risky

Option 2: Bank Account Method (Digital)

Open separate bank accounts for each category (or at least separate checking
and savings). Transfer money between accounts to match your budget.

Setup:

e Main checking account for Needs (50%)

e Second checking account for Wants (30%)

e Savings account for Savings/Goals (20%)

e When paid, transfer the right amounts to each account
e Use the appropriate account for each type of expense

Pros: Works with debit cards, safe, easy to track, automatic

Cons: Requires multiple accounts, transfers take time



Option 3: Budgeting Apps (Tech-Savvy)

Use a budgeting app that automatically tracks your spending and helps you stay
within your 50/30/20 limits. Many are free and connect to your bank account.

Popular apps:

e Mint (free, connects to bank, automatic categorization)

e YNAB - You Need A Budget ($15/month, very detailed, great for serious
budgeters)

e EveryDollar (free version available, simple interface)

e Goodbudget (digital envelope system, free for up to 10 envelopes)

e PocketGuard (shows how much you can spend after bills and savings)

Pros: Automatic tracking, mobile access, reports and insights, alerts when over
budget

Cons: Requires connecting bank account, learning curve, some cost money

Option 4: Spreadsheet Method (Customizable)

Create a simple spreadsheet in Google Sheets or Excel. Track every expense
manually and watch your category totals. This gives you the most control and
customization.

Basic setup:

1. Create columns: Date, Description, Category, Amount

2. Add your income at the top

3. Calculate your 50/30/20 limits

4. Enter each expense as it happens

5. Use formulas to sum each category and see remaining budget

6. Update daily or weekly

Pros: Free, completely customizable, no account linking needed, learn Excel
skills

Cons: Manual entry takes time, easy to forget to update, no automatic alerts



Recommendation: Start with whatever method feels easiest. Many
people start with a spreadsheet or app to learn, then switch to the bank
account method once they have the hang of it. The best budget system is
the one you will actually use!




Adjusting the Rule for Your Situation

The 50/30/20 rule is a guideline, not a law. You can adjust it based on your
unique situation. Here are common scenarios for teens and how to adapt the
rule.

Scenario 1: You Live with Parents (Low Expenses)

If your parents cover most of your needs, you might only have 10-20% in needs.
This is a great opportunity to save more for your future.

Suggested split: 10% Needs / 40% Wants / 50% Savings

Why: With few expenses, this is the perfect time to build savings
aggressively. Future you will thank you when you have a car fund, college
money, or moving-out fund ready to go.

Scenario 2: You Have High Needs (Car, Rent, etc.)

If you pay for a car, insurance, phone, and maybe contribute to rent, your needs
might be 60-70% of your income. That is okay - adjust accordingly.

Suggested split: 65% Needs / 20% Wants / 15% Savings

Why: When needs are high, you have to prioritize them. Cut back on
wants and save what you can. As you earn more or expenses decrease,
shift back toward the standard 50/30/20.

Scenario 3: You Have a Big Savings Goal

Saving for college? Want a car in 6 months? You might want to temporarily boost
your savings percentage to reach your goal faster.

Suggested split: 50% Needs / 10% Wants / 40% Savings

Why: Short-term sacrifice for a specific goal. Cut back on wants
temporarily to reach your goal faster. Once you hit your goal, return to
normal spending.




Scenario 4: Irregular Income (Varies Each Month)

If your income changes month-to-month (babysitting, gig work, tips), budget
based on your lowest typical month. Save any extra in good months.

Strategy: Use 50/30/20 on your minimum expected income

Example: If you make $400-$800/month, budget based on $400. When
you earn more, put the extra $400 entirely into savings. This builds a
buffer for slower months.




Common Budgeting Mistakes to Avoid

Everyone makes mistakes when they start budgeting. Here are the most
common ones and how to avoid them:

Being Too Strict or Too Loose

Problem: You set a $0 "wants" budget and feel miserable, or you set a 60%
wants budget and never save.

Solution: Start with 50/30/20 and adjust gradually. A budget should be realistic,
not punishing.

Forgetting Irregular Expenses

Problem: You budget perfectly each month, then car insurance hits and blows
everything up.

Solution: List all yearly expenses (insurance, gifts, school fees) and divide by 12.
Save 1/12 each month.

Not Tracking Small Purchases

Problem: You think "it's only $3" but those $3 purchases add up to $90 by
month's end.

Solution: Track EVERY purchase. Use an app that rounds up to make it easier,
or check your bank daily.

Giving Up After One Bad Month

Problem: You blow your budget in week 2 and think "I'm bad at budgeting" and
quit.

Solution: Budgeting is a skill that takes practice. One bad month doesn't mean
failure. Learn and adjust.

Categorizing Wants as Needs

Problem: You convince yourself that new shoes are a "need" when you have
perfectly good ones.

Solution: Be honest with yourself. Ask: "Would | be in trouble without this?" If no,
it's a want.

Not Reviewing and Adjusting

Problem: You set a budget in January and never look at it again. Life changes
but your budget doesn't.

Solution: Review your budget monthly. Adjust categories based on actual
spending patterns.



Saving Last Instead of First

Problem: You plan to save "whatever is left" at the end of the month. Spoiler:
there's nothing left.

Solution: Pay yourself first! Transfer savings the day you get paid, before
spending anything.

Not Having an Emergency Buffer

Problem: One unexpected expense destroys your whole budget and you have to
start over.

Solution: Build a small emergency fund ($200-500) before strict budgeting. Use it
for surprises.



Making Your Budget Actually Work

A budget only works if you stick to it. Here are proven strategies to make
budgeting a habit:

Weekly Money Check-In (15 Minutes)

Set a specific time each week (Sunday evening works well) to review your
budget:

1. Review all spending from the past week

2. Update your budget tracker (app, spreadsheet, etc.)
3. Check your category balances - are you on track?
4. Identify any problem areas or overspending

5. Plan adjustments for the upcoming week

6. Transfer money between accounts if needed

Use Automation
Make budgeting easier by automating as much as possible:

e Set up automatic transfer to savings on payday

e Use auto-pay for recurring needs (phone bill, insurance)
e Enable low balance alerts on your checking account

e Set up spending alerts when you hit 75% of any category
e Use round-up apps that automatically save spare change

The 24-Hour Rule for Wants

Before buying anything in the "wants" category over $25, wait 24 hours. This
simple rule prevents impulse purchases and gives you time to consider if you
really want it. You will be surprised how often you decide you don't actually need
the item.



Find Free or Cheap Alternatives

Small changes add up to big savings:

Instead of restaurants: Cook with friends at home (way cheaper and more
fun)

Instead of new clothes: Thrift stores, clothing swaps with friends

Instead of coffee shops: Make coffee at home, bring a thermos

Instead of movie theaters: Stream at home, outdoor movies, $5 matinees
Instead of gym membership: Free YouTube workouts, running outside, school
facilities

Instead of paid apps: Find free alternatives or wait for sales

Reward Yourself for Milestones

When you stick to your budget for a full month, celebrate! But use a planned
want, not a budget-breaking splurge. Examples: nice dinner out (budgeted in
wants), buy that item you've been eyeing, take a day trip. Positive reinforcement
makes budgeting feel less like deprivation.



Your Budget Action Plan

Ready to start? Here is your step-by-step action plan to create your first budget
this week:
Step 1: Calculate Your After-Tax Income

Look at your last paycheck or add up your typical monthly earnings after taxes.
Write this number down.

Step 2: Calculate Your 50/30/20 Amounts

Multiply your income by 0.50, 0.30, and 0.20. These are your spending limits for
each category.

Step 3: Track All Spending for One Week

Save every receipt. Write down every purchase. Use your bank app to review
transactions. Get a realistic picture.

Step 4: Categorize Your Expenses

Go through your spending and put each item in Needs, Wants, or Savings. Be
honest about what's really a need.

Step 5: Choose Your Budget Method

Pick envelopes, bank accounts, an app, or a spreadsheet. Set it up today - don't
overthink it.

Step 6: Make Your First Month's Budget

Create your budget for this month using your 50/30/20 limits and expected
expenses.

Step 7: Set Up Automation

Create automatic transfer to savings on payday. Enable spending alerts. Make it
effortless.

Step 8: Schedule Your Weekly Check-In

Put a recurring reminder in your calendar. Make it a non-negotiable appointment
with yourself.



Step 9: Start Today - Not Tomorrow

Do not wait for the perfect time or the start of a month. Begin tracking your
spending today.



Key Takeaways
What You Have Learned:

e The 50/30/20 rule divides income into: 50% needs, 30% wants, 20% savings

e A budget is a plan for your money, not a restriction - it gives you control and
freedom

e Pay yourself first by transferring savings immediately when you get paid

e Track every expense, even small ones - they add up quickly

e Adjust the percentages based on your situation - the rule is a guideline, not a
law

e Choose a budget method that fits your lifestyle: envelopes, accounts, apps, or
spreadsheets

e Review your budget weekly and adjust monthly based on actual spending

e Automate savings and bill payments to make budgeting easier

e Be honest about needs vs wants - most things are wants, and that is okay

e One bad month does not mean failure - budgeting is a skill that improves with
practice

“¥ You Are Ready! Creating your first budget is a huge step toward
financial independence. Most adults never learn to budget properly and
struggle with money their whole lives. By mastering this skill now, you are
setting yourself up for a lifetime of financial success. Remember: the goal
is not perfection, it is progress. Start with small steps, build the habit, and
watch your confidence and savings grow. You have got this!
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