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Plan a Fiscally-Fit Holiday Season
 

By Debbie Downie, CFA

The holiday season is a marathon of gift-giving, entertaining and travel that many of us don’t adequately
prepare for.  Lack of preparation can lure us into overindulgence.  Just as over-eating and drinking too much
eggnog can challenge our physical fitness, charging too many gifts on credit cards while spending considerably
more than realistically affordable during this season of giving can wreak havoc on our fiscal fitness.   To keep
this holiday season a joyous time and prevent financial stress in the New Year, a little self-discipline can help
keep your purchases to a manageable limit.   Following are six ways to prepare for a fiscally-fit holiday season.

1. Revisit December 2008

The best starting point to determine what you can afford this holiday season is to review what you spent last
year.  Be diligent in accounting for all items such as holiday cards, postage, gifts, food, travel, decorations, and
even special occasion clothing.  Purchases such as teacher gifts, children’s parties, portrait sittings with Santa,
entertainment for kids while school is out, babysitting and extra child care expenses should be included as
well.

2. Reconcile Last Year with This Year

Once you’ve calculated your 2008 holiday expenditures, the next step is to determine whether it was excessive
or appropriate.  If last year’s spending landed you in debt, you may want to scale back your 2009 spending
plans to what will work without creating financial hardship and the stress that comes with it.  Factor in any job
changes or new purchases that impact available cash.  Some financial planners recommend spending no more
than 1.5% of your annual income on holiday expenses.  If you haven’t saved that much, look for ways to cut
back.

3. Get the Family On Board with the Budget

Setting a spending limit and sticking to it will keep you from overspending.  Be disciplined and don’t go over
your budget, no matter what.  For the budget to work, all family members have to be on the same page.  The
key is to communicate with everyone and set expectations to avoid last-minute weaknesses and over-buying. 
Be honest about what nonessentials you could cut out this year.

4. Make a List – Check it Twice

Bring focus to your gift spending by creating a list of all the people you plan to shop for.  Then, set a spending
limit for each person, and jot down gift ideas before heading out to shop.  It helps to know in advance what you
want to buy so you’re not enticed by all the attractive merchandise on the shelves.  Even though you might feel
the urge to splurge, remember most people appreciate simple and meaningful over expensive and useless. 
Recognize that over-spending in one area means that you MUST reduce costs in another.

5. Shop Smart

Stores know the temptation of exquisite décor displays and fab clothing that lead to impulse purchases, and
with it, a case of buyer’s guilt later.  Be strong and don’t give in.  A pass on that $100 lush velvet skirt today

may ultimately lead to a much happier and fiscally-fit spring 2010.   A good rule-of-thumb to adhere to is “if
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may ultimately lead to a much happier and fiscally-fit spring 2010.   A good rule-of-thumb to adhere to is “if
it’s not on your “approved” list, don’t buy it.”   Don’t shop for yourself.  Avoid the “one for you, one for me”
shopping mindset.  You’ll end up spending double what you would had you shopped only for the loved ones in
your life.  Ignore “big” sales.  More often than not, they’re not really sales at all.  Those “Buy 2, Get 1 Half
Off” deals only trick you into buying more than you would otherwise.  Remember to stick to your list.

Before hitting the brick and mortar stores, shop online first.  The internet makes it easy to shop around.  It also
makes it harder to buy on impulse.  Since most retailers have inventory on their websites, you can decide
exactly what you want to buy before going to the mall.  Many Internet retailers also offer free shipping if you
shop early enough.  Think about all the time – and gas – you’ll be saving!

6. Choose Cash over Credit

To avoid overspending your budget, many financial advisors recommend an “all cash” philosophy.  However,
sometimes a credit card makes more sense (easier returns, some merchandise protection, having a paper trail). 
For those purchases, select a single credit card for careful tracking and research which rate or limit works best
with your need.  Many cards offer easy online review of transactions so you can keep on top of expenses. 
Don’t buy if you can’t afford to pay.  Keep in mind that when you use credit, you’re borrowing from your
future income.  You know your finances better than anyone.  Only charge what you can afford and you’ll avoid
paying on holiday debt until the next holiday season.  Paying your balance over several months – or worse,
years – means the gifts end up costing more than what they would have if you’d just paid cash.  You’ll save
money in interest charges if you pay your balance in full when you get your first statement after the holidays. 
That’s the great part about setting a budget and charging only what you can afford.

Do not be tempted to open up new credit cards to make purchases, stick with the ones you have.  Inquiries that
are made when you apply for new credit cards hurt your credit.  Plus, the extra debt won’t be worth it next June
when you’re still paying it off.   Don’t max out your credit cards; instead keep your credit card balances below
30% of your credit limit.  Your credit utilization – how high your credit card balances are compared to your
credit limit – is 30% of your credit score.  The higher your credit card balances, the lower your credit score.   

Following these six steps is great preparation for fiscal-fitness this holiday season.  Having and adhering to a
budget will actually free you up from some of the stress that comes with the holidays by giving you permission
to pass on things you really didn’t need and would most likely not really want after the holiday season
anyway.  Avoiding excessive debt and overspending is the best holiday gift to you long after all the presents
have been opened and celebrations ended.

Deborah Anne Jurek-Downie, CFA is not your ordinary financial advisor as a personal fiscal trainer in Red
Bank, she brings over 28 years of ethical and transparent investing experience on Wall Street with an MS in
Investment Management and BBA in Finance.  A Middletown resident for over 17 years, Ms. Downie is
affiliated with TFS Securities Inc., a full service, family-owned Lincroft based Broker-Dealer.  As a mother of
two girls and the eldest of four daughters, she is passionate about educating females from the cradle to the
grave in all matters financial and bills herself as “the local, married with children Suze Orman, with a little bit
of Erma Bombeck”.  For a free analysis of your current financial situation with absolutely neither charge nor
obligation, please call 732-245-7589 to schedule a consultation.

Securities offered through TFS Securities, Inc., Member FINRA/SIPC, a full service broker dealer located at
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Securities offered through TFS Securities, Inc., Member FINRA/SIPC, a full service broker dealer located at
437 Newman Springs Rd., Lincroft NJ 07738.  (732) 758-9300. Investment Advisory Services offered through
Innovative Market Trends, a service of TFS Securities, Inc.
 


