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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  BUDGETING

Every year, the  
same expenses  

arrive like clockwork. 

The winter holidays appear 
with gift lists and travel plans. 
August brings backpacks, 
lunchboxes and classroom fees. 
Summer means vacations, wed-
dings and higher utility bills. 
Yet many households still treat 
these costs as financial surpris-
es instead of predictable parts 
of the calendar.

IDENTIFY AND BUDGET
Financial experts say one of 

the smartest ways to reduce 
stress is to plan for seasonal 
spending long before the bills 
arrive.

Unexpected expenses are of-
ten not unexpected at all. They 
simply happen far enough 
apart that people forget to 
prepare for them. By building 
these costs into a year-round 
budget, consumers can avoid 
relying heavily on credit 
cards or draining emergency 
savings.

The first step is identifying 
recurring seasonal expenses. 
These may include holidays, 
birthdays, graduations, school 
shopping, annual insurance 
premiums, sports registration 
fees, home maintenance or 
vacation travel. Reviewing last 
year’s bank or credit card state-
ments can help reveal patterns.

Once annual costs are iden-
tified, divide the total by 12 
and save that amount each 
month. For example, a house-
hold expecting to spend $1,200 
during the winter holidays 

could set aside $100 per month 
throughout the year. Some 
people create separate savings 
accounts or use budgeting apps 
that allow sinking funds dedi-
cated to specific goals.

FACTORS  
AFFECTING SPENDING
Timing also matters. Shop-

ping gradually instead of all at 
once can soften the financial 
impact. Buying school supplies 
during sales, spreading out 
holiday purchases over sever-
al months and booking travel 

early may help reduce costs. A 
little preparation can prevent 
the budget from feeling like it 
was hit by a runaway shopping 
cart in December.

It is important to distinguish 
between meaningful spending 
and pressure spending. Social 
expectations can encourage 
people to overspend on gifts, 
events or celebrations. Setting 
realistic limits ahead of time 
can help families avoid finan-
cial regret after the season 
ends. A thoughtful homemade 
gift, potluck gathering or 

smaller celebration may carry 
just as much meaning without 
creating long-term debt.

STAY ON TRACK  
WITH FLEXIBILITY

Experts recommend build-
ing flexibility into seasonal 
budgets. Prices can rise unex-
pectedly, especially for travel, 
groceries and children’s activ-
ities. Leaving a small cushion 
can help absorb surprises 
without disrupting the rest of 
the household budget.

Finally, seasonal spend-

ing should not crowd out 
long-term financial goals. Re-
tirement savings, emergency 
funds and debt repayment still 
matter even during expensive 
times of year. Planning allows 
households to enjoy traditions 
and milestones without sacri-
ficing financial stability.

The calendar may keep 
bringing predictable spending 
spikes, but with preparation, 
those moments can feel less 
like financial emergencies and 
more like manageable chapters 
in the rhythm of the year.

Mastering Seasonal Spending
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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  IDENTITY PROTECTION

Artificial intelligence 
has made everyday 

life more convenient 
in many ways, but it 

has also given 
scammers new tools 

to exploit consumers. 

Fraudulent emails, cloned 
voices, fake customer service 
chats and highly convincing 
phishing scams are becoming 
more sophisticated. Financial 
experts say consumers should 
take proactive steps to protect 
both their digital identity and 
their financial health.

One of the most important 
habits is monitoring credit 
reports regularly. Unexpected 
loans, unfamiliar accounts 
or suspicious credit inquiries 
may be early warning signs of 
identity theft. Consumers are 
entitled to free annual reports 
from the three major credit 
bureaus, and many financial 
institutions now offer free 
credit monitoring services as 
well.

Freezing credit is another 
option for people concerned 
about fraud. A credit freeze 
prevents lenders from access-
ing a credit report without 
permission, making it harder 
for criminals to open accounts 
in someone else’s name. The 
freeze can be temporarily 
lifted when applying for legiti-
mate credit.

Strong passwords and mul-
tifactor authentication remain 
essential. Experts recommend 
using unique passwords for 

different accounts and avoid-
ing easily guessed information 
such as birthdays or pet 
names. Password managers 
can help consumers safely 
organize login information 
without relying on memory 
alone.

RECOGNIZING  
MODERN SCAMS

AI-generated scams often 
rely on urgency and emotional 
manipulation. Fraudsters may 
impersonate banks, delivery 
companies, employers or even 
family members. Some scams 
use voice-cloning technology 

to mimic loved ones asking 
for emergency money trans-
fers. Others create fake online 
stores or customer service 
portals designed to steal pay-
ment information.

Be cautious about clicking 
unfamiliar links, downloading 
attachments or responding 
immediately to alarming 
messages. Verifying requests 
through official phone num-
bers or websites can help 
prevent costly mistakes.

MANAGING TECHNOLOGY 
AND SPENDING HABITS
Digital security is not only 

about fraud prevention. It can 
involve protecting financial 
wellness from the constant 
pull of online spending. 
Personalized advertising, 
limited-time sales alerts and 
one-click purchasing can 
encourage impulse buying be-
fore consumers have time to 
evaluate whether a purchase 
fits their budget.

Setting limits on technology 
use may help reduce unnec-
essary spending. Some people 
remove shopping apps from 
their phones, unsubscribe 
from promotional emails or 
establish cooling-off periods 

before making nonessential 
purchases online. Others set 
app timers or screen-time lim-
its to create more intentional 
technology habits.

In many ways, today’s dig-
ital world functions like a 
bustling marketplace that nev-
er closes. Notifications flash 
like neon signs at all hours, 
competing for attention and 
dollars alike. By combining 
smart cybersecurity habits 
with mindful spending prac-
tices, consumers can better 
protect both their identities 
and their finances in an in-
creasingly connected world.

Security in the Age of AI Scams
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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  BUILDING CREDIT

Credit scores influence far 
more than loan approvals. Land-
lords, insurance companies and 
even some employers may re-
view credit history when making 
decisions. The good news is that 
building credit does not require 
taking on large amounts of debt. 
It requires consistency, patience 
and responsible habits.

START SMALL AND  
STAY CONSISTENT

One of the most common 
tools for beginners is a secured 
credit card. Unlike traditional 
credit cards, secured cards re-
quire a refundable deposit that 
typically becomes the card’s 
credit limit. For example, a $300 
deposit may provide a $300 line 
of credit. Because the lender has 
less risk, secured cards are often 
easier to qualify for than stan-
dard credit cards.

Using the card carefully is key. 
Experts recommend charging 
only small amounts and pay-
ing the balance on time every 
month. Carrying a balance does 
not improve a credit score. In 
fact, high balances compared to 
available credit can hurt it.

Another option is becoming 
an authorized user on a trusted 
family member’s credit card. In 
this arrangement, the primary 
cardholder adds another person 
to the account. If the account 
has a strong payment history 
and low balance, that positive 
history may help the autho-
rized user begin building credit. 

However, both parties should 
communicate clearly about ex-
pectations and spending rules.

Credit-builder loans are an-
other popular tool. These small 
loans are designed specifically 
for establishing payment histo-
ry. Instead of receiving money 
upfront, the borrower makes 
monthly payments into a sav-
ings account or certificate. Once 
the loan is paid off, the money 
is released. This creates a record 
of on-time payments without re-
quiring traditional borrowing.

AVOID COMMON MISTAKES
While building credit, consis-

tency matters more than speed. 
Missing payments, maxing 
out cards or opening too many 
accounts at once can slow prog-
ress. Financial experts often 
recommend keeping credit us-
age below 30% of the available 
limit and paying bills before the 
due date whenever possible.

It is also wise to monitor cred-
it reports regularly for errors or 
fraudulent activity. Consumers 
are entitled to free annual credit 
reports from the three major 
credit bureaus. Reviewing them 
can help catch problems early.

Building strong credit is 
less like a sprint and more like 
tending a garden. Small actions 
repeated over time gradual-
ly create something sturdy 
enough to support future goals, 
whether that means renting an 
apartment, financing a car or 
eventually purchasing a home.

Why Your Credit Matters

© ADOBE STOCK

For young adults just starting out or 
people rebuilding after financial hardship, 
establishing credit can feel intimidating. 



PERSONAL FINANCE  |  RISK MANAGEMENT

Natural disasters  
can arrive with little 

warning, leaving 
families focused on 

immediate safety and 
long-term recovery  
at the same time. 

While emergency kits and 
evacuation plans are import-
ant, financial preparedness 
plays a major role in helping 
households recover after hur-
ricanes, floods, tornadoes, 
wildfires or severe storms.

Experts say one of the most 
important steps is reviewing 
insurance coverage before 
disaster season begins. Many 
homeowners are surprised to 
learn that standard policies 
may not cover certain events. 
Flood damage, for example, is 
often excluded from traditional 
homeowners insurance and 
may require separate coverage. 
Renters should consider insur-
ance, since landlords’ policies 
generally do not protect ten-
ants’ personal belongings.

Taking inventory of pos-
sessions can make future 
insurance claims easier. Photos 
or videos of rooms, furniture, 
electronics and valuables 
can help document what was 
owned before damage oc-
curred. Keeping receipts or 
serial numbers for major pur-
chases may simplify the claims 
process later.

PROTECT DOCUMENTS 
AND EMERGENCY FUNDS

Store important financial 

and legal documents in a se-
cure, waterproof location. This 
may include birth certificates, 
passports, insurance policies, 
tax records, mortgage infor-
mation and medical records. 
Many people keep encrypted 
digital copies stored in secure 
cloud services or external 
drives.

Emergency cash is anoth-
er often-overlooked part of 
disaster planning. During 
widespread outages, ATMs, 
payment systems and internet 

service may not work. Keep-
ing a small amount of cash on 
hand can help cover necessi-
ties such as fuel, groceries or 
temporary lodging during the 
first days after a disaster.

Financial experts often 
recommend building an emer-
gency savings fund that can 
cover several months of ex-
penses if work is interrupted or 
unexpected repairs arise. Even 
setting aside modest amounts 
over time can provide a critical 
cushion during recovery.

AFTER A DISASTER
Documenting damage quick-

ly is important. Take photos 
before cleanup whenever pos-
sible, and contact insurance 
providers promptly to begin 
the claims process. Keep re-
ceipts for temporary repairs, 
hotel stays and emergency pur-
chases, since some costs may 
qualify for reimbursement.

Remain cautious about 
scams. Disasters often attract 
fraudulent contractors, fake 
charities and identity thieves. 

Verify contractors’ licenses, 
avoid large upfront payments 
and research charities before 
donating.

Recovery after a natural di-
saster can feel overwhelming, 
especially when financial un-
certainty piles onto emotional 
stress. But preparation acts 
like a financial storm shelter. 
Having insurance, accessible 
records and a plan in place can 
help families regain stability 
more quickly when the skies 
finally clear.

Finances and Natural Disasters
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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  DAILY HABITS

Cutting expenses does 
not always require 
dramatic lifestyle 
changes. In many 

cases, small shifts in 
everyday habits can 
create meaningful 
savings over time. 

Financial experts often rec-
ommend focusing on practical 
strategies that reduce unnec-
essary spending while still 
allowing room for enjoyment 
and flexibility.

One simple way to save is 
buying in bulk. According to 
advice from Harvard Feder-
al Credit Union, purchasing 
larger quantities can reduce 
per-unit costs significantly. 
However, experts caution 
consumers to focus only on 
products they will realistically 
use before expiration dates ar-
rive. A giant warehouse-sized 
tub of snack crackers loses its 
bargain glow if it ends up stale 
and forgotten in the pantry.

Meal planning is another 
strategy that can reduce both 
grocery spending and daily 
stress. Planning meals and 
shopping with a list helps 
prevent impulse purchases 
and food waste. It may reduce 
the temptation to rely on ex-
pensive takeout meals during 
busy evenings.

Consumers looking to trim 
spending can explore sec-
ondhand shopping. Thrift 
stores, resale shops and on-
line community marketplaces 

often carry clothing, sporting 
goods, household items and 
party supplies at a fraction of 
retail prices. While shoppers 
may not always find a specif-
ic item immediately, many 
discover unexpected bargains 
along the way.

RETHINKING 
CONVENIENCE SPENDING

Modern convenience can 
quietly chip away at a budget. 
Online shopping, for example, 
makes it easy to buy items 
within seconds, often with-
out much reflection. Harvard 
Federal Credit Union suggests 
trying a temporary break from 
online shopping to evaluate 
spending habits. Even adopt-
ing a “24-hour basket rule” 

can help. Leaving items in 
an online cart for a full day 
gives shoppers time to decide 
whether a purchase is truly 
necessary. As an added bonus, 
some retailers send discount 
offers to shoppers who wait.

Shopping in-person can 
save money and support local 
businesses, especially if you 
are intentional about choosing 
stores owned by your neigh-
bors in the community.

Streaming services are an-
other area where monthly 
costs can quietly multiply. 
Subscribing to several plat-
forms at once may lead to 
what some consumers call 
subscription fatigue, paying 
for services that are barely 
used. Rotating one streaming 

service at a time can provide 
entertainment while lowering 
recurring expenses.

Zero-dollar days can also en-
courage more mindful habits. 
On these designated days, no 
spending is allowed. People 
may bring lunch from home, 
brew coffee in their own kitch-
en and avoid unnecessary 
errands or online browsing. 
The challenge turns saving 
money into something almost 
game-like, with each spend-
ing-free day acting as a tiny 
flag planted on the mountain 
of self-control.

MAKING SPENDING  
WORK HARDER

Reducing expenses does 
not only involve cutting back. 

It can mean making purchas-
es more efficient. Harvard 
Federal Credit Union notes 
that cash-back credit cards 
from trusted providers may 
help consumers earn rewards 
on purchases they already 
planned to make. Experts 
recommend using such cards 
carefully and paying balanc-
es in full whenever possible 
to avoid interest charges that 
could erase the savings.

Ultimately, successful bud-
geting often comes down to 
awareness rather than depri-
vation. Small, intentional 
choices repeated consistent-
ly can gradually strengthen 
financial stability without 
making life feel stripped of 
comfort or joy.

Small Changes to Spend Less
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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  SMALL STEPS, BIG GAINS

Building wealth  
is often portrayed  

as a dramatic 
transformation — 

landing a six-figure 
salary, picking the 

perfect stock or 
launching a 

successful business. 

In reality, financial stabil-
ity is more often built slowly 
through consistent habits re-
peated over time.

For many people, long-term 
financial growth comes not 
from sudden windfalls, but 
from small, manageable de-
cisions: Saving automatically, 
investing regularly and resist-
ing the temptation to increase 
spending every time income 
rises.

Experts say the key is creat-
ing systems that work quietly 
in the background rather than 
relying on willpower alone.

AUTOMATE THE BASICS
One of the simplest ways 

to build savings is to make 
the process automatic. Direct 
deposits into savings ac-
counts, automatic retirement 
contributions and recurring 
investment transfers remove 
the need to make repeated de-
cisions each month.

Even modest amounts can 
grow over time. Saving $25 
or $50 a week may not feel 
significant in the moment, 
but consistency matters more 
than starting big. Automatic 

systems also reduce the temp-
tation to spend money before 
setting it aside.

Many employers offer 
retirement plans that auto-
matically deduct contributions 
from paychecks. Financial 
professionals often encour-
age workers to contribute 
enough to receive any avail-
able employer match, since 
that is essentially additional 
compensation.

For people who are self-em-
ployed or working irregular 
hours, setting up recurring 
transfers on payday can create 
similar structure.

INCREASE  
SLOWLY OVER TIME

Building wealth does not 
necessarily require dramatic 
budget cuts. Small increases 
can have a major effect over 
the long term.

Some savers choose to raise 
retirement contributions by 
1% each year or direct part 
of every raise, bonus or tax 
refund into savings rath-
er than everyday spending. 
These incremental changes 
may feel less restrictive while 
still strengthening financial 
security.

This strategy can help 
combat lifestyle creep, a 
common pattern in which 

spending rises alongside in-
come. A larger paycheck can 
quickly disappear into up-
graded subscriptions, dining 
habits, vehicles or housing 
costs if spending expands 
automatically.

That does not mean people 
should never enjoy financial 
progress. Instead, experts 
recommend being intentional 
about which expenses truly 
improve quality of life and 
which simply become routine.

FOCUS ON CONSISTENCY,  
NOT PERFECTION

Market fluctuations, unex-
pected expenses and financial 
setbacks are normal parts of 
life. Building wealth gradually 
means accepting that progress 
will not always look dramatic.

People who invest steadily 
over time often benefit from 
consistency rather than trying 
to predict market highs and 
lows. Regular contributions 
during both strong and weak 
markets can help smooth out 
volatility over the long term.

Financial habits tend to 
become easier through repeti-
tion. Packing lunch a few days 
a week, reviewing subscrip-
tions annually or maintaining 
an emergency fund may seem 
minor individually, but to-
gether they create a stronger 
financial foundation.

Wealth-building rarely hap-
pens overnight. More often, 
it grows quietly through rou-
tines repeated month after 
month; less like a fireworks 
display and more like a garden 
slowly taking root beneath the 
surface.

Build Long-Term Wealth
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PERSONAL FINANCE  |  DEBT MANAGEMENT

Debt often carries a 
negative reputation, 
but financial experts 

say the reality is 
more nuanced. 

Some forms of borrowing 
can help people build long-
term financial stability, while 
others may create cycles of fi-
nancial strain. Understanding 
the difference between good 
debt and bad debt can help 
consumers make smarter bor-
rowing decisions.

According to guidance from 
Champlain College, good debt 
is borrowing that has the po-
tential to increase income or 
net worth over time. In these 
situations, there is generally 
some type of return on invest-
ment. Examples may include 
student loans, mortgages or 
business loans.

For many people, educa-
tion loans can open doors to 
careers with higher earning 
potential. A mortgage may 
help build equity in a home 
rather than paying rent in-
definitely. Business loans can 
provide funding to launch or 
expand a company that gener-
ates future income.

That does not mean these 
debts are risk-free. Borrowers 
still need to evaluate interest 
rates, repayment terms and 
their ability to manage pay-
ments responsibly. 

Even good debt can be-
come financially stressful 
if payments exceed what a 
household budget can realisti-
cally support.

RECOGNIZING  
HARMFUL BORROWING
Bad debt, by contrast, typ-

ically finances items that do 
not grow in value or produce 
future income. Champlain 
College notes that high-inter-
est credit card debt, payday 
loans and rent-to-own agree-
ments are common examples.

Credit card debt can be-
come especially difficult when 
balances carry high interest 
rates and only minimum pay-
ments are made. A relatively 

small purchase can balloon in-
to a much larger expense over 
time, almost like a snowball 
rolling downhill and gathering 
extra layers with every turn.

Payday loans present anoth-
er challenge. While marketed 
as short-term solutions, they 
frequently carry extremely 
high fees and interest rates 
that can trap borrowers in 
ongoing cycles of debt. Rent-
to-own agreements may end 
up costing far more than pur-
chasing an item outright.

BORROWING  
WITH INTENTION

Financial experts recom-
mend asking several questions 
before taking on debt. Will 
this purchase increase future 
earning potential or long-term 
value? Is the repayment plan 
realistic? Is the debt financing 
a need or simply a temporary 
want?

Pay attention to interest 
rates and loan terms rather 
than focusing only on month-
ly payment amounts. A lower 

monthly payment stretched 
over many years may cost sig-
nificantly more overall.

Debt is not automatically 
good or bad. In many ways, it 
functions like a financial tool. 
Used carefully and intentional-
ly, it can help build oppor 
tunities and stability. Used care-
lessly, it can quietly chip away 
at future financial freedom. Un-
derstanding the distinction can 
help you make decisions that 
support long-term goals rather 
than short-term impulses.

Good Debt vs. Bad Debt
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