Top Ten Features of a Successful Budget

What makes a good budget? Most budgets (no matter how simple or detailed) have some of the same few problems that keep rearing their ugly heads. To avoid them, here are the top ten most important features of a successful budget. 

1. Categories that fit your personal situation and your spending habits, not somebody else's. 

2. Accurate income projections. 

3. Enough categories to give you a meaningful picture of where your money goes and where you might be able to cut costs, but not so much detail that tracking is a chore that you'll soon tire of. 

4. Inclusion of expenses that don't occur on a monthly basis, such as auto maintenance, homeowners insurance, personal property taxes, service contracts, etc. 

5. Regular review of categories to determine if you need more or fewer, review of expenses, and brainstorming about ways to trim costs in each category. 

6. Cash expenditure tracking and recording. Cash spending is the biggest leak in most budgets. Cash disappears quickly and if you don't write down everything you spend it on, you'll have a distorted look at your spending. 

7. A line item for savings so you treat a contribution to your savings account just as you would a bill you owe. 

8. Realistic written goals. Budgeting isn't about tracking your costs, it's about setting financial goals (saving for a downpayment on a house, buying a new car, getting out of debt, saving for retirement, putting your kids through college, traveling, etc.) and finding ways to meet them. Without goals, your budget is just a pair of handcuffs. 

9. Identification of spending patterns you may not have been aware of when you weren't tracking your spending. 

10. Most importantly, internal motivation and a positive attitude!
HERE ARE THE TOP 10 REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD HAVE A BUDGET:
1. A budget is a guide that tells you whether you're going in the direction you want to be headed in financially. You may have goals and dreams but if you don't set up guidelines for reaching them and you don't measure your progress, you may end up going so far in the wrong direction you can never make it back. Can you imagine the government or a major corporation operating without a budget? No, and neither should you. 

2. A budget lets you control your money instead of your money controlling you. 

3. A budget will tell you if you're living within your means. Before the widespread use of credit cards, you could tell if you were living within your means because you had money left over after paying all your bills. The use of credit cards has made this much less obvious. Many people don't realize they're living far beyond their means until they're knee deep in debt. 

4. A budget can help you meet your savings goals. It includes a mechanism for setting aside money for savings and investments. 

5. Following a realistic budget frees up spare cash so you can use your money on the things that really matter to you instead of frittering it away on things you don't even remember buying. 

6. A budget helps your entire family focus on common goals and reveals areas where you're spending too much money so you can refocus on your most important goals. 

7. A budget helps you prepare for emergencies or large or unanticipated expenses that might otherwise knock you for a loop financially. 

8. A budget can improve your marriage. A good budget is not just a spending plan; it's a communication tool. Done right, a budget can bring you closer together as you identify & work towards common goals and reduce arguments about money. 

9. A budget can keep you out of debt or help you get out of debt. 

10. A budget helps you sleep better at night because you don't lie awake worrying about how you're going to make ends meet. 

