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How to Make a Budget You’ll Actually Stick With 

 

It’s one of the oldest pieces of advice out there, but it’s one of the hardest to actually 
follow: Make a budget—and stick to it. 

Only 44% of Americans say they could cover a $1,000 emergency with savings, and just 
22% have enough to last six months without income. Meanwhile, 57% still report feeling 
uncomfortable with their emergency savings, highlighting the importance of building and 
sticking to a realistic budget.¹ The good news? Putting together a simple budget is not 
difficult. Here are some tips: 

Step 1: Gather the numbers 

To create a budget you can live with, examine your habits. 

Think of yourself like a business. Essentially, you’re trying to figure out how much you have 
left over—your “profit” so to speak—once you add up everything that comes in and goes 
out. 

Use your pay stub to calculate how much you take home after subtracting out health 
insurance, your 401(k), and taxes. That number will tell you how much money you have to 
cover your expenses (and put together some savings) in any given year. 

Next, determine your expenses. Think through how much you spend on housing, food, your 
daily commute, and other recurring costs, like a monthly gym fee. 

Now, subtract those recurring costs from your take-home pay. This is the amount you have 
for Step 2. 

Step 2: Figure out your biggest unpredictable costs and set a limit 

Now that you have your recurring costs, be honest with yourself—figure out how much you 
usually spend on extra things like going out to eat, traveling, or on entertainment. Go over 
your credit card statements to identify as many of these costs as possible. 

Now, how much do you have left of that number you tallied at the end of Step 1? 

Are you seeing lots of your favorite coffee charges on there? Or are you racking up bills at 
your favorite cosmetic shop? Chances are, you’ll find a pattern of small purchases that 
really add up at the end of the month. Your budget is where you will map that out. 

Here’s the key: Once you know how much you are spending on average, it’s time to set a 
limit. 

A successful budget works directly with your current habits to set reasonable limits of what 
you can spend each month. 
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To stay with the coffee example, imagine you set a budget of $70 a month for coffee. Divide 
$70 by the cost of your favorite cup to determine how many coffees you can have per 
month. 

Step 3: Prioritize 

Once you know your spending limits, you will need to prioritize. If you absolutely must have 
a coffee each day, that’s fine. Perhaps you can find other places to cut back or look for 
cheaper options, like a regular coffee instead of a latte, or carrying your own in a thermos. 

It’s one thing to know that it’s important to save money and quite another to make room in 
your budget to do it. We tend to think saving is hard because it means giving up things we 
love. But if you’ve accurately mapped out your costs and your assets, you know exactly 
how much is left to save—and what’s left over for you to enjoy. 

It’s all in the budget. 
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¹Bankrate, “2024 Emergency Savings Report,”  
https://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/emergency-savings-report/ 
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