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When Cambridge fi rst began conduc  ng personal fi nance 
seminars, the standard budge  ng tools were a pad, a pencil, and 
hours of precious  me spent trying to make sense of everything.  
Well, technology has changed all of that.  Your budget – and your 
fi nancial goals – don’t have to live on paper anymore; you can 
use your computer and the power of the internet to create an 
eff ec  ve Spending Plan that works for you. There are a number of 
interac  ve websites that will help you track your spending, adjust 
your budget to accomplish specifi c goals, and best of all, show 
you how to make your money grow.  Let’s take a look a few of 
these sites and how they can help you master your fi nances.

The granddaddy of budge  ng sites is Mint.com, which is a free 
website designed to bring your fi nances into the digital world.  
Based on the informa  on you provide, Mint will provide you with 
a number of sugges  ons appropriate to your situa  on, showing 
you how to use your money wisely. One of Mint’s greatest 
a  ributes is its ability to calculate your average spending in any 
category to help you easily create a budget based on historical 
spending. Mint will also help you plan ahead by showing you how 
much you’ll save by cu   ng back in any category. You can even 
plan for one-  me expenses and goals such as homeownership, 
re  rement, or ge   ng out of debt.  Simply enter how much you’ll 
need to meet your goal, your  metable, and the resources you 
have available and Mint will do the rest. You can check how close 
you are to your goal any  me via the internet, your Smartphone, 
or Tablet device. You can even set up monthly e-mails that track 
your progress, and learn how to reach your goals faster with free 
advice and customized next-steps.

Planwise.com is another great website, and some of you may fi nd 
it a li  le more user-friendly.  As opposed to the informa  on that 
you have to share with Mint, such as your credit card accounts 
and bank accounts, Planwise lets you establish an anonymous 
profi le.  For anyone who’s skep  cal about online security, this 
is a great op  on.  I’ve had a chance to use Planwise and chat 
with the folks over there, and I was very impressed with their 
philosophy.  The focus of Planwise is to empower users to make 
good decisions by working with a simple interface, keeping the 
focus on consumer educa  on and not on the bells and whistles. 
All of this is evident is the site’s construc  on.

A  er you select a goal, Planwise gets to work by off ering you ideas 
and  ps to get there based on your personal fi nancial profi le.   
For instance, I decided my goal would be to buy a home in 2016.  
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It took me a few minutes to enter my income and monthly 
expenses, and, soon a  er, the site provided a visual plan to 
help me strategize my spending. Planwise detailed how much 
I would need to budget to meet my goal within the  meframe 
indicated – three years in my case. The feedback was insigh  ul 
and made perfect sense for my fi nancial situa  on. Even be  er, 
Planwise allows me to share this informa  on with the other 
people in my life who will play a role in helping me realize my 
goal.  You can allow your spouse, partner, family, friends or 
advisors to have safe access to your plans so you can make those 
big decisions together. When it comes to fi nancial planning, 
this is a signifi cant advantage.  It’s far easier to meet your goals 
when your team is on-board.  If you run into any trouble using 
the Planwise site, there are tutorials and a learning center that 
will show you how the site works, helping you plan for a variety 
of fi nancial objec  ves.

These are just a few tools that can help you out.  There are many 
websites, Smartphone, and Tablet applica  ons that can help 
you plan your fi nancial life.  Technology has taken the arduous 
processes of developing a budget and fi nancial plan and made it 
simple.  In 2013, there is no good reason to not have a plan.  All 
it takes is a few minutes of your  me, an internet connec  on, 
and an idea of where you want to go in life.  Best of all, most 
of these tools are absolutely free.  So, what are you wai  ng 
for?  Get yourself on track for success star  ng now.  Visit Mint.
com and Planwise.com to fi nd out which pla  orm works best 
for you, and then start on the path to meet your goals. 

Your budget – and your fi nancial 
goals – don’t have to live on paper 
anymore.

By Th omas J. Fox



Emotional Budget Busters

home about $150 a week, and my bills were around $210.  A  er 
a couple of weeks tracking my spending, I was able to adjust my 
budget in line with my income.  Even be  er, I took the li  le I 
had le   over and used it to start building savings.  Even with the 
job I had at the  me, I was able to meet all my obliga  ons and 
set aside 8% for savings every week.  It doesn’t sound like a lot, 
and it wasn’t – I started saving just $12 a week, but $12 is be  er 
than zero dollars, and when I eventually ran into a li  le bit of 
fi nancial trouble, the few hundred dollars in my savings account 
was a lifesaver.

Finally, we come to our last 
Emo  onal Budget Buster, 
Nega  vity.  Whenever 
I meet someone who’s 
struggling, I encourage them to budget. As you can imagine, the 
responses aren’t always pre  y. A lot of people tell me that the 
whole thing sounds horrible, or that their friends tried it and 
hated it.  To be truthful, there is some work involved, but it’s 
not diffi  cult and the payoff  is amazing.  When you completely 
understand your fi nances, you gain the ability to make informed 
decisions, a profound accomplishment all by itself. Instead 
of being led by your wallet, you lead! Now, that’s posi  vity in 
mo  on, which brings us to our rather obvious conclusion: when 
it comes to making a Spending Plan, the most important factor 
isn’t how much money you earn or how much you owe; it’s your 
state of mind that ma  ers most. 
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To many people, “budge  ng” holds nothing but nega  ve 
connota  ons. They feel that budge  ng is some sort of punishment, 
rather than an act of libera  on.  Successful businesses think 
diff erently. In fact, they’re usually successful because they 
budget, knowing they make be  er decisions that way.  A  er all, 
if a business didn’t devote  me and energy to budge  ng, they’d 
be more likely to make poor choices, and too many of those can 
lead to disaster.  The same is true for us.  Even though we know 
we need a good fi nancial plan, many of us are reluctant to take 
a serious look at our fi nances. These barriers put our future in 
jeopardy, preven  ng us from becoming fi nancially liberated. Let’s 
take a quick look at some of these Emo  onal Budget Busters.

The fi rst Emo  onal Budget Buster is 
Denial, and, as fi nancial counselors, we 
hear it every day. “I don’t need a Spending 
Plan. I manage my fi nances just fi ne.” On 

the wall in my offi  ce is a drawing of a large circle, with a  ny dot in 
the upper right-hand sec  on.  The circle represents Informa  on. 
The dot, “More than you can ever dream of knowing.” Trust me; 
there is a lot to know about your fi nances, and if you think you’re 
doing ‘okay’, you probably sense that you could s  ll do be  er. 
What are the current interest rates on all my loans? When is the 
right  me to open a new credit account? When should I refi nance 
my home? How much do I need to save for every year I’ll live 
in re  rement? Most people can’t answer these ques  ons, and 
those are the easy ones!

Our second Emo  onal Budget Buster 
is Apathy.  I remember trying to do a 
simple spending plan with a former 
roommate – a pre  y lazy guy, and his 
response was predictable, “Ugh, I don’t want to make a budget 
right now.”  People put off  a lot of things, but money management 
shouldn’t be one of them. An eff ec  ve Spending Plan can make a 
huge diff erence in your life.  It helps iden  fy waste and highlights 
expenses that can be adjusted.  Those adjustments build savings, 
and pre  y soon, you’re on your way to reaching your short- 
and long-term goals.  Imagine a day when you no longer dread 
opening your bills. That day can be today, as long as you’re willing 
to take the  me to plan.

One of the toughest budget 
busters to overcome is 
Defea  sm.  I defi nitely 
struggled with this when I was 

younger.  Like many people, I thought “I don’t earn enough money 
to bother with all that.”  Well, I was wrong.  At the  me I brought 

Denial

Apathy

defeatism

negativity

By Th omas J. Fox
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When it comes to money, your brain, especially your prefrontal 
cortex, is your “Onboard Accountant.” The prefrontal cortex 
is located in the frontal lobe area and, among other things, is 
responsible for “execu  ve” func  ons such as resolving confl ict, 
making choices, predic  ng future events, and governing social 
control. As society evolved, so did the func  ons of the prefrontal 
cortex.  It’s now a powerful processor that rou  nely conducts 
cost-benefi t calcula  ons. Some  mes its calcula  ons are correct, 
and other  mes they’re not.  So, when it comes to spending, you 
may want to create a mechanism to check your “Accountant’s” 
advice.

A cost-benefi t analysis is a process you can use to determine 
the value of a par  cular fi nancial ac  on you might want to take.  
In this case, the pre-frontal cortex ins  nc  vely weighs your 
desire for a product versus the pain of the price. For instance, 
you may salivate every  me you see an ad for the latest and 
greatest phone, but the $500 price tag is a li  le tough to swallow. 
Without much conscious delibera  on, your “Accountant” may 
spring to a logical solu  on – use your credit card.  But there are 
other things to consider.  Can you aff ord to pay back the charge 
in a reasonable  me frame?  What if your new iThing-a-ma-jig 
provides no addi  onal value beyond instant gra  fi ca  on?  You 
may not fi nd the answers un  l a  er you buy, which may be too 
late.  What we need is a way to accurately assess the purchase – 
its pros and cons. Fortunately, there are a few simple strategies 
that will help us out.

First, use cash. It’s a lot easier to swipe a piece of plas  c for $500 
than to put 25 twenty-dollar bills in the cashier’s hand.  When we 
use cash, we force our prefrontal lobe to pay more a  en  on to 
the pain of the purchase, rather than caving in to the desire.   For 

instance, as an avid gamer, I was eager to get my hands on the 
latest gaming system, but I’m not a big credit card user.  When 
the latest console fi rst came out, it was $500, but I wasn’t eager 
to part with $500 in cash.  Instead, I waited.  This allowed me to 
purchase the system later on for $199, which included two free 
games.  That $300 I saved allowed me to stay within my fi nancial 
plan, and address more important responsibili  es.

Second, get a Budget Buddy.  Even though my career is educa  ng 
people about the proper use of money, I’m s  ll human.  I 
some  mes have the same overwhelming desire to buy certain 
things like everyone else.  Whenever I feel the urge to purchase 
something beyond my budget, I send a text to my Budget Buddy.   
Because my Buddy knows me pre  y well, they play “devil’s 
advocate,” off ering objec  ve feedback about the pros and cons of 
the purchase, and I do the same for her. Whenever she’s ba  ling 
over whether or not to buy something, she gives me a call.  This 
partnership has helped both of us avoid some ques  onable 
purchases.

The last bit of strategy takes a bit more willpower, but it’s easy: 
Sleep on it. When you’re considering a major purchase, take a 
day or so to think about whether you really need the item. Taking 
 me allows you to research the item thoroughly, do some price 

comparisons, and determine whether the product is in line 
with your expecta  ons. This way, you stand a be  er chance of 
making a decision that’s right for you. I took this approach with 
my last television. As I was walking through the store, I no  ced 
what appeared to be a really good deal on an HD set.  My TV was 
working fi ne, but it was from the 90’s.  I took a day to think about 
it, reviewed my budget and the pros and cons of the new TV, and 
discovered I did want to upgrade.  I reviewed the set online and 
found the same one at a compe  ng retailer for $100 less. A much 
be  er decision was made by wai  ng 24 hours.

Some  mes, our mind play tricks on us, but it’s not inten  onal, 
there’s simply a lot going on in our head. It’s okay to take a step 
back every now and then, especially when money is involved. 

When you’re considering a major 
purchase, take a day or so to think 
about whether you really need 
the item.
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QCRe-Inventing Your 
Relationship with Money

Why should you change your rela  onship with money?  Because 
things change. More importantly, you change. One of man’s 
greatest skills is his ability to adapt, but we rarely do so eff ec  vely 
in the face of a fi nancial challenge. It may be human nature to 
repeat the pa  erns we’ve grown accustomed to, but things change 
too quickly in the fi nancial world – we have to evolve with it.  If we 
don’t, we’ll end up was  ng our hard-earned money, worried about 
things we can’t control.

Changing your rela  onship with money is a lot easier than you 
might think. Fortunately, there’s a tool from the business world 
that can help you redefi ne your fi nancial rela  onship.  A SWOT 
analysis, S-W-O-T, is an exercise that promotes the cri  cal thinking 
skills necessary to alleviate fi nancial strain.  SWOT is an acronym 
for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportuni  es, and Threats, and this 
type of analysis is conducted whenever a business encounters 
a situa  on that could impact their bo  om line. For instance, if 
new legisla  on will impact the products or services off ered by 
a company, it will conduct a SWOT analysis to gauge how they 
can off set any meaningful revenue losses.  Key stakeholders will 
evaluate what they do be  er than anyone else – in our example, 
what they lack in rela  on to their compe  tors, what opportuni  es 
may be presented because of the change, and the threats 
presented by the legisla  on.  This line item assessment helps 
to create a broader strategy, and build confi dence to help meet 
whatever is on the horizon.

Conduc  ng your own SWOT analysis is usually a piece of cake.  You 
only need a pencil and paper, an open mind, and a fair sense of 
reality. Similar to a business, you’ll need the stakeholders in your 
household to be involved, so gather the family and have a frank 
discussion about your fi nancial situa  on.  When you’ve come to 
a consensus on the issues, start to assign them to the appropriate 
category.  For instance, you may agree that you do a fantas  c job of 

saving and bargain hun  ng – great strengths to have. Conversely, 
your family may have issues managing high levels of credit card 
debt, which is a common weakness found in our current economy. 
Another very important part of the analysis is looking inside and 
outside the household for threats.   Threats come in many shapes 
and sizes, and may be unique to your family.  For instance, one of 
the major earners  may work in an industry that is on the decline, or 
within a company that is struggling.  Could they be laid off  or face a 
salary reduc  on? Although the threat may not be immediate, it is 
credible and you have to factor that into your strategy.

One of my favorite parts of a SWOT analysis is fi nding opportuni  es.  
In this sec  on of your plan you can focus on ways to reduce 
expenses or generate more income.  One of my favorite Cambridge 
stories was when one of our counselors helped an elderly individual 
who was facing foreclosure.  They lived on a parcel of land they 
weren’t fully using, but it was zoned for agriculture.  The counselor 
recommended they use the land for that purpose. Not only did the 
individual avoid foreclosure and start a roadside farm, they hired 
two people to help.  Now that’s an opportunity that pays itself 
forward.  What opportuni  es are wai  ng for you? Now may be the 
best  me to fi nd out.

You don’t have to stress over money, but it’s very easy to get 
comfortable behind the 8-ball. Don’t let that happen. You can 
change how you look at the world, your family, and your fi nancial 
situa  on by understanding the challenges in your path and crea  ng 
a strategy to off set any impact they may have. 
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QC What You May Not Know About 
Credit Cards

Credit cards seem fairly straigh  orward.  You make a purchase, 
swipe your card, and the bill comes once a month.  Well, it’s 
really a bit more complicated than that, especially since the rules 
keep changing. As we’ve said previously, “you pay for what you 
don’t know,” and that’s certainly true in the fast-paced world of 
consumer borrowing.  So if you haven’t been paying a  en  on 
lately, I’m here to help you avoid paying the hard way later on.

Almost every state has established a maximum interest rate 
that a creditor can charge. Most of these are low; however, a 
na  onal bank can choose to follow the laws of the state that it 
designates as its headquarters, and in some cases, where it only 
has branches. Not surprisingly, the states most o  en chosen are 
those that have no interest rate caps, meaning the creditor can 
charge any interest rate they choose.  How bad could it be?  In 
some countries I’ve seen credit cards with a 65% interest rate.  
That’s crazy, but so are 29.9% rates, which is the common penalty 
rate in the U.S. these days.  So what do you need to know to 
protect yourself and your money?

When you sign up for a credit card, your interest rate is protected 
for your fi rst year, or less if you’ve received a promo  onal rate.  
This protec  on was a result of the Credit Card Accountability, 
Responsibility and Disclosure Act, or CARD Act of 2009.
You also have some protec  ons when it comes to late payments.  
First, let’s establish what cons  tutes a late payment.  Your 
payment is late if your creditor receives it a  er the statement 
due date. That means your credit card issuer could charge a late 
fee; however, that doesn’t mean your credit will be impacted.  
Your creditor can’t report a late payment to any of the credit 

bureaus un  l a payment is made more than 30 days past the 
due date.  If your payment is received 60 days past the due date, 
the CARD Act protec  ons I men  oned will disappear, and your 
interest rate could increase.

When it comes to rate increases, there are two things to 
remember. First, any interest rate increase you receive will apply 
only to new charges.  Your balance at the  me of the increase will 
be charged at your previous rate. Also, your credit card company 
must give you 45 days advance no  ce to accept the increase. If 
you refuse it, chances are your card will be closed.  It’s possible 
to nego  ate to keep your previous interest rate, and if you’re 
successful, be sure to get it in wri  ng. If your creditor challenges 
your refusal, the CARD Act s  pulates that you have at least fi ve 
years to pay off  your balance under the old rate.

The CARD Act also has a provision that allows your rate 
to decrease if you’ve shown improvement in your credit 
management. Under the Act, your issuer must review interest 
rate increases a  er six months. If you’ve made your payments 
on  me during that period, the issuer can reset the APR to your 
pre-penalty rate.

It’s also important to consider some of the unique protec  ons 
that come with using a credit card.  With the increase in online 
shopping and iden  ty the  , some people have begun using their 
debit cards in place of their credit cards, but there are several 
reasons why this isn’t advisable.  You see, the maximum liability 
for unauthorized purchases on a stolen or lost credit card is $50 
under federal law, though many issuers off er zero liability. If the 
loss involves just your credit card number, then you have no 
liability under the law.  In addi  on, if you buy an item with your 
credit card and it proves to be defec  ve or is damaged during 
shipping, etc., your credit card issuer becomes your ally as you 
work to get sa  sfac  on from the merchant.

Now, if someone seals your debit card informa  on, and it’s 
a  ached to one of your bank accounts, you could be in for a 
world of hurt.  Despite the fact that debit cards operate similarly 
to credit cards, they o  en lack the same protec  ons. It can take 
you months or years to recover your funds, if at all. If you choose 
to use your debit card, make sure you choose the credit op  on 
when paying so you can receive a paper copy of the transac  on 
that contains your signature.  If the thief doesn’t know your pin 
number, they’ll have to do the same.  This will make it easier to 
prove your claim.  
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Cambridge is about more than just credit counseling. We also off er free fi nancial 
literacy seminars throughout our local community. In 2013, Bank of America 
awarded our organization a generous grant to support these eff orts, as you’ll read 
in the press release below. 

Cambridge Credit Counseling, a 501(c)(3) non-profi t 
organiza  on, was recently awarded $30,000 by Bank of 
America to con  nue its free fi nancial literacy courses. 
Cambridge’s seminars are provided to veterans and their 
families, high school and college students, as well as other 
groups throughout Western Massachuse  s. In addi  on, 
the Bank of America grant will support the development 
of new curriculum to meet the evolving needs of local residents.

“There is a startling lack of fi nancial knowledge in Massachuse  s and across the country, par  cularly 
among the groups Cambridge serves,” noted Bob Gallery, Bank of America Massachuse  s president. “The 
best way to improve long-term fi nancial success is by changing habits, and that starts with educa  on.”

“We are grateful to Bank of America for inves  ng in the success of our educa  onal programs,” remarked 
Christopher Viale, Cambridge’s President and CEO. “We look forward to their con  nued support so we can 
con  nue to help local residents build a solid fi nancial founda  on.”

With Western Massachuse  s poised for economic growth due to the casino project, the area’s budding 
entrepreneurial ecosystem, and the advent of high-speed rail, the needs of residents will change drama  cally 
over the next few years. This funding will help Cambridge Credit Counseling maintain vital programs and 
introduce new curricula to meet those needs. In par  cular, the funding will help Cambridge expand its 
outreach to veterans and college students, and support new ini  a  ves to encourage entrepreneurship. 

“Cambridge’s fi nancial literacy programs have a profound impact on our community,” noted Thomas 
Fox, Cambridge’s Community Outreach Director. “We’ve helped formerly homeless families regain their 
independence, aided veterans who needed help stabilizing their fi nances, and empowered thousands of 
local young people to take their fi nancial life more seriously.”

The majority of par  cipants in Cambridge’s fi nancial educa  on programs are individuals and families from 
low- to moderate-income households. Cambridge employees conduct seminars at a variety of loca  ons 
throughout the community, providing informa  on on topics such as budge  ng, building savings, proper 
credit management, student loan repayment, and housing. During 2012, Cambridge provided 442 free 
community seminars, educa  ng more than 4,800 residents of Western Massachuse  s
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