THE DYNAMICS OF MONEY

Money is one of the issues couples fight about the most. Why? Because —

Money is about ownership, and what "belongs to me" and "what I have a right to". It's about freedom and choices. It's about selfishness and generosity. Dealing with money requires great respect for each other. Respect for our differences in philosophy, in needs, in preferences; even respect for each other person's privacy.

Money is about responsibility: with regard to making it, planning the uses for it, spending it, saving it. It is about the responsible use of credit.

Money is about our expectations! What is money for? How much is enough? How big a house do we need? How important is it to "keep up with the Joneses"? It is about male and female roles and the changes in those roles and expectations. If we can remember that we "do not have a right to our expectations" it will help us.

Money is about power and control. Money is symbolic of power because money represents my power and ability to get the material things I want. If we have power issues, we will most certainly have money issues.

Money is about personality differences. Some of us are "savers", some of us are "spenders". Some of us clip coupons and drain the last ounce of detergent out of the bottle while some of us are spontaneous and "live for the moment". We can learn from each other. Money is also directly related to careers/vocations we choose. (Some careers/vocations bring in more money than others.)

Money is related to my childhood: How much we had or didn't have, how my parents earned money and spent it. Consider the following:

"We were on welfare. I was determined never to be poor again. I wanted a big beautiful house and a large bank account for security."

"My father scrimped and saved his whole life — didn't even own a decent pair of shoes. Then he died young and never enjoyed any of the money he'd saved. I don't want that to happen to me."

Money means different things to different people. It may mean: "never enough", or "security", or "the fun we can have with it". It may mean "yours", or "mine", or "ours". Money is often a "red flag" word because we get so emotional about it. That is why good communication is so important with regard to money. We need to understand what money means to our spouse.

Money elicits a lot of anger when we feel we have had a "right" to spend and our partner says no or when we feel "cheated". Money — or lack of it can — be a source of hurt if we feel our spouse is being selfish about it. It can also be used to inflict hurt if we choose to "retaliate" with our checkbook or credit cards.

Money issues can only be resolved in an atmosphere of trust and a genuine desire to resolve or find solutions. And that takes time: time many of us feel we don't have. Money issues can be solved. It just takes patience and understanding.

© 1996-2005 TTO/PEC

GUIDELINES TO HANDLING MONEY

There is no "right" or "wrong" way to budget our money but there are some important general guidelines.

1.
Planning is important. If we have no plan, no budget, don't be surprised if we have some unpleasant

surprises. And if we have not sat down and studied our finances, then we have no right to complain about the way our partner is handling them. If the issue hasn't been negotiated, it hasn't been settled  and if it hasn't been settled, I have no right to expect it. 

A lot of fruitless argument occurs over the proverbial "spilled milk". What's done is done. If we didn't plan it out ahead of time — we have no right to complain about it later. Besides: It's too late. Let's concentrate on next time.

2. Whatever our budget turns out to be, it must be mutually negotiated. One spouse cannot unilaterally make all the money decisions — regardless of who is making the money. Marriage is partnership. It doesn't matter who makes the money or who literally pays the bills. The decisions should have been made together.
3. Basically we can't spend more than we earn. (Or what we can realistically pay back on the schedule we have agreed on with our debtors.)

4. Everyone needs some savings for the "unforeseen". We need to look back at the last year or so and see how many unforeseen (that is non-budgeted) items we have had. Also, what are some possible  unforeseen expenses we might have, looking ahead. Ex., repairs to appliances, house, cars. Replacement of broken items, ex. Refrigerators, roof, hot water heater, car. Emergencies: medical, legal, death/burial, other?

How much appears to be the minimum amount of money we need to save for these possibilities? Does insurance seem wise for some of these?

Besides these emergencies, what might we want to save for? (vacation, college, retirement, etc.) How much?

5. Necessities always need to be budgeted in first, then important prioritized items, then our "wish list".

6. Spouses must negotiate in good faith and stick by whatever agreements they make (or re-negotiate prior to making changes).

7. If there "is no enough money" there are only two alternatives: 1) cut expenses or 2) increase income.

8. Blame games and power struggles are off limits with any conflict resolution — particularly money discussions. Unemployment and emergency expenses sorely test our "respect", but in all cases respectful communication is the key.
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A BUDGET PLANNING GUIDE
(use with "Budget Worksheet")

1. Make a date for about 2 hours to discuss finances, and design an annual budget.

2. In the meantime, each assemble any bills, receipts, etc. you can find for the last year.

3. On the date agreed and without blaming or complaining take a hard look at where your money is going.

There is a common belief that "the other person is spending too much" but,
LIFE IS EXPENSIVE

4. Take three separate pieces of paper and label them:

#1. "Absolute Necessity"

#2. "Important — Expenses"

#3. "Wish List" (see "Budget Worksheet")

5.
Do the best you can to list every expense on one of the three sheets of paper and be sure to put the total dollar amount next to each item. 

6. Naturally, we will find disagreement even in terms of which list to put items on! But remember —absolute necessities are a matter of survival. Most of us would argue a car is a necessity, but I know people who walk or ride a bus/train to work. Many feel a "dishwasher" or "garage" are necessities, but they are really only "important" or even "wish list" material. Beware of your expectations as you do this. Vacations and hobbies are "wish list" material no matter how important they are to one of us personally. If you cannot agree on which list to put it, put the item on the top of the lower sheet. After 2 hours — set another date. We don't want to be overtired.

7. Notice each of us has already made some choices about expenses: Do we live in a big house in the suburbs or a small apartment in the city? Do we eat steak and prepared foods or live on peanut butter and beans? Even on our necessity list there may be ways we could cut expenses if we had to.

8. Now, add up the "Absolute Necessity" list. Is there any money left? If not, ask where you can cut expenses still more or how you might increase your income. (You may need professional assistance).

b) If there is money left after the "Necessities", move on to the "Important" list. Prioritize each item on the "Important" list. If you cannot agree-try this: take turns picking out the next most important item. Be sure any item you put at the "top" (because you did not agree which list they belonged on) are high priority. Then add in all the important list. Is there still money left? If not, go back and lower the allotment for some items or take the lower priority items off.

c) Is there any money left for the "wish list"? Follow the same procedure as above. Or, perhaps you can prioritize here by year: This year we will save for a vacation, next two years we will save for a new car.

9. The bottom line is "There is never enough money", but we can't have more going out than coming in. And somehow we need to agree on it.

10. If at all possible, each spouse should have some "discretionary income" they can spend any way they like (or save). Even if it is only $1.00 a week, it is important for each of us to have some "space and privacy"

11. Normally, joint savings and checkbooks are in order in marriage, but some couples do successfully negotiate other solutions. It doesn't matter — as long as you both agree, and stick to your end of the bargain and there are no creditors at your door!

12. In the poem "The Piano", an elderly couple sacrifices everything to enjoy buying a piano. Others think they are "crazy", but they are not; they are making choices.

13. Money is all about mutually agreed to choices. We can arrange our finances any way we wish so long as we do not land on public assistance or in bankruptcy. But our decisions must be mutual — no power struggles or arm-twisting. If we have successfully negotiated this guide, we have a budget for next year.

14. If we can't manage this alone we can check out some of the additional resources listed below. WHERE TO GO FOR MORE ASSISTANCE

Consumer Credit Counseling

Provides analysis of income, expenses and
debt. Makes recommendations for

restructuring budget and debt reduction.

Mediation 

Helps both sides listen to each other and
find common ground. Helps couples
negotiate to a win/win agreement.

Cooperative Extension

Has helpful pamphlets on money management

and offers classes on consumer and

home management.

BUDGET WORKSHEET

Items to be on the
"Important Expenses" list such
"Wish List"

	"Absolute Necessities" page:
items as:
	
	



Mortgage/rent ("shelter")

Utilities/heat/gas/electric/water, etc.


Car(s)/truck (including gas, repairs, insurance)

Telephone 


His/Her discretionary money

More/nicer clothes

Other services — cleaning, yardwork, snow removal, etc.

Nicer/new car(s)/truck

Nicer/more household items/cell phones

Home improvement (renovations,

decorating)

Entertainment (DVD players, computers, dining, theater, health clubs, etc.)

Vacations

Luxury items (boats, pools, etc.)

Hobbies

Other?
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Medical expenses	Basic clothing (and accessories, shoes)


Food	Gifts to family and friends, etc.


Laundry	Children's needs


Health/paper/cleaning expenses	Insurance: medical/life/annuities


Transportation	School expenses/college


Taxes	Household (furniture, carpets, tools,


                                     appliances, etc.)


Outstanding debts (not listed elsewhere)	Professional Services — (finance, tax,


legal, eyes, teeth, counseling, etc.)


Other?	Other?








