
IT'S EASY TO CREATE A BUDGET  
THAT WORKS FOR YOU

A budget can help you pay your bills on time, cover unexpected emergencies, and reach 

your financial goals—now and in the future. Most of the information you need for your 

budget is already at your fingertips. This guide explains how to create a budget and stick to it.
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BUDGET 
BASICS
Learn to create 
and stick to a budget

When you understand how to manage your finances, you’ve got an invalu-

able tool in taking control of your life. Wise use of these skills can provide 

peace of mind, financial freedom, increased buying power and a secure fu-

ture. This guide is one of a series on PRACTICAL MONEY SKILLS FOR LIFE.

BUDGET BASICS

CREDIT HISTORY

CREDIT CARD BASICS

DEBIT CARD BASICS

PREPAID CARD BASICS  

IDEnTITY THEFT

For more information on creating and maintaining 
a budget, visit 
www.practicalmoneyskills.ca/budgeting 

For an online Budget Worksheet that calculates 
the figures for you, visit 
www.practicalmoneyskills.ca/budgetplanner

For additional online calculators, visit 
www.practicalmoneyskills.ca/calculators

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES



CREATE YOUR BUDGET
This worksheet will help you get a clear picture of 
your monthly finances. It will also act as a starting 
point for your budget. To complete it, follow the 
simple steps outlined below.

1. QUESTION YOUR NEEDS AND WANTS  What 
do you want? What do you really need? Evaluate 
your current financial situation. Take a look at the big 
picture. Make two lists – one for needs and one for 
wants. As you make the list, ask yourself:

§  Why do I want it?

§  How would things be different if I had it?

§   What other things would change if I had it? 
(for better or worse)

§  Which things are truly important to me?

§  Does this match my values?

2. SET GUIDELINES  We all have different budgets 
based on our needs and wants. But the Building a 
Budget chart on the next page shows some guidelines 
on how much should go toward different expenses. 
You may need to make adjustments for a daily latte 
fix or visits to family, but remember to subtract 
amounts from other areas if you do.

3. ADD UP YOUR INCOME  To set a monthly  
budget, you need to know what’s coming in. Make 
sure you include all sources of income such as salaries, 
interest, pension, and any other income sources.

4. ESTIMATE EXPENSES  The best way to do this 
is to keep track of how much you spend each month. 
Categorize spending depending on your needs and 
wants. Use the Budget Worksheet in this guide as a 
starting point.

5. FIGURE OUT THE DIFFERENCE  Once you’ve 
created your budget, keep records of your actual 
income and expenses. This keeps you aware of the 
difference between what you budget and actually spend.

BUILDING A BUDGET
This chart shows some rough guidelines on how 
much of your income should go toward different 
expenses. If you live in an area where transportation 
is higher than normal or rents/mortgage are higher, 
you may need to make adjustments. Also, if you 
would like to add a section for gifts or something 
else, then you'll need to subtract from another area. 

6. TRACK, TRIM AND TARGET  Once you start 
tracking, you may be surprised to find you spend 
hundreds of dollars a month on eating out or other 
flexible expenses. Some of these are easily trimmed. 
Cutting back is usually a better place to start than 
completely cutting out. Be realistic. It will help you to 
be better prepared for unexpected costs.

The SMART Way to Trim Expenses
In finding ways to trim flexible expenses, it helps to 
have a goal to save toward each month. Setting such 
a goal needs to be SMART:

SPECIFIC  Smart goals are specific enough to suggest 
action. Example: Save enough to visit Rome for your 
wedding anniversary. Not just “save money.”

MEASURABLE  You need to know when you achieved 
your goal or how close you are. Example: A trip to 
Italy costs $2,000, and you have $800 saved.

ATTAINABLE  The steps toward reaching your goal 
need to be reasonable and possible. Example: I know 
I can save enough money each week to purchase that 
trip to Italy.

RELEVANT  The goal needs to make sense. You don’t 
want to work toward a goal that doesn’t fit your need. 
Example: We would like to stay in four-star hotels in 
celebration of our anniversary.

TIME-RELATED  Set a definite target date. Example: 
I want to go to Italy by next summer.
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YOUR CREDIT HISTORY — THE RECORD OF 
HOW WELL YOU HAnDLE CREDIT

To get a glimpse of your financial future, many businesses look at your financial past. This 

history is contained in your credit report. Your credit report determines everything from 

qualifying for a loan, the rate you'll pay on that loan, getting a new job, renting an apartment 

and obtaining car insurance. This guide explains what credit bureaus are, why your credit 

history matters, and how to correct credit report errors and keep your credit rating strong.
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CREDIT 
HISTORY
Your credit history and 
how it affects your future

When you understand how to manage your finances, you’ve got an invalu-

able tool in taking control of your life. Wise use of these skills can provide 

peace of mind, financial freedom, increased buying power and a secure fu-

ture. This guide is one of a series on PRACTICAL MONEY SKILLS FOR LIFE.
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CREDIT HISTORY

CREDIT CARD BASICS

DEBIT CARD BASICS

PREPAID CARD BASICS  

IDEnTITY THEFT

Once a year, it’s a good idea to check your credit 
report for accuracy, and you can do so for free 
through the major credit bureaus. Get your reports 
by contacting the bureaus directly. If you find any 
errors, protect yourself legally by contacting the 
reporting bureau in writing within 30 days.  

CREDIT BUREAUS
EQUIFAX CANADA INC. 
www.equifax.ca                
1.800.465.7166

TRANS UNION CANADA 
www.tuc.ca                                          
1.866.525.0262 
or in Quebec: 1.877.713.3393



What Is a Credit History?
Your credit history is a financial profile. It lets lenders, 
landlords and employers know how you have managed 
money in the past and helps them decide whether 
or not to do business with you. This history is 
contained in a credit report that is kept on file by 
the independent credit bureaus listed on the back 
of this guide. It may include such information as:

§ How promptly you have paid off credit cards and loans

§ How well you have handled paying other bills, such 
as rent and utilities

§ Your total outstanding debts

§ How much available credit you have on credit cards 
and home equity loans

Who Can See Your Credit Report?
Your credit report can and most likely will be reviewed 
by anyone planning to give you a loan or credit, such 
as banks and credit unions, credit card issuers, auto 
financing companies, and insurance companies. Your 
report also may be checked by landlords and potential 
employers. Some lenders may also use the details in 
your report to determine how much credit they are 
willing to offer you and at what rate. Anyone with a 
legitimate business need can access your credit report, 
though an employer (or prospective employer) typically 
requires your written consent to do so. 

Checking Your Own Credit Report
It’s a good idea to check your credit report at least 
once a year to see what it says about you. Just contact 
one of the credit bureaus listed on the back of this 
guide. You are allowed to see your credit reports 
for free every 12 months. However, if you have been 
denied credit in the past 60 days, you have the legal 
right to receive another free copy of your report from 
the bureau that issued it. 

How to Correct Errors 
On Your Credit Report
If your credit report contains any mistakes, credit 
bureaus are bound by law to correct them at no 
charge, providing that you inform the bureau of the 
problem in writing within 30 days of receiving your 
report. If the investigation of your claim does not 
yield a satisfactory result, you may send the bureau a 
written statement of up to 100 words to clarify your 
case. Be sure to include photocopies or other proof 
to support your claim. In many cases, the bureau 
will have to include your statement with any future 
reports that contain the disputed information. 

Your Credit Score
When you apply for credit, lenders determine your 
credit risk by examining your credit scores, also known 
as FICO® scores because they are calculated with 
software developed by Fair Issac and Company. The 
main credit bureaus – TransUnion and Equifax - keep 
credit information about you that is used to calculate 
your FICO scores. Such information includes your 
payment history, the amount of money you owe, 
the length of your credit history, and the number of 
recently opened credit accounts.

Your FICO scores guide lenders as to what your credit 
risk is. Scores range from 300 to 850. The higher 
your score, the lower your perceived risk to a lender. 

To get a free estimate of your credit score, visit 
www.whatsmyscore.org/estimator.

How Your Credit Score 
Affects You
If you have a high credit score, you are more likely to 
be granted the credit you apply for. If you have a low 
credit score, you may be rejected or charged a higher 
rate of interest on credit you do receive. Charging 
higher interest rates is how banks make up for the 
increased risk that you may represent.

Raising your credit score can save you thousands of 
dollars in lower loan payments on your home, car and 
credit cards.

Tips to Keep Your 
Credit Score Strong
§ Complete credit applications carefully and accurately.

§ Use your credit cards responsibly and don’t let 
them reach their limit or spend beyond your means.

§ Attempt to pay your credit card balance in full each 
month, but at least make the minimum payment by 
the due date.

§ Always pay bills on time.

§ If you have problems paying your bills, contact 
your creditors. In many cases, they will work with 
you to figure out a payment plan.

§ If you move, let your creditors know your new 
address as soon as possible to avoid losing bills or 
receiving them late.

§ If your credit card is lost or stolen, report it immediately.

§ Review your credit reports periodically for accuracy 
and report any errors immediately.

§ Establish a consistent work history.

POOR FAIR GOOD EXCELLENT

300   350   400   450   500   550   600   650   700   750   800   850

BEWARE OF “FAST FIXES” FOR ACCURATE CREDIT PROBLEMS
If you’ve had any late payments, foreclosures, or repossessions, this information stays in your credit report for up to 
seven years. If you’ve filed for bankruptcy, this information can stay in your report for up to 10 years. 

Some companies claim they can “fix” such problems for a fee. However, it is legally impossible to alter an accurate 
credit history. If you find yourself in financial trouble, contact a member agency of Credit Canada (www.creditcanada.com) 
or Credit Counselling Canada (www.creditcounsellingcanada.ca).

Learn more about credit history and your FICO® 
credit scores at www.whatsmyscore.org.



TAKE CHARGE WHEn YOU CHARGE

Credit cards can be powerful financial tools for you and your family, and as with all financial 

tools, they need to be used carefully. This guide outlines the basics of credit cards and the 

responsible use of credit.
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CREDIT CARD 
BASICS
What you need to 
know about managing 
your credit cards

When you understand how to manage your finances, you’ve got an invalu-

able tool in taking control of your life. Wise use of these skills can provide 

peace of mind, financial freedom, increased buying power and a secure fu-

ture. This guide is one of a series on PRACTICAL MONEY SKILLS FOR LIFE.

BUDGET BASICS

CREDIT HISTORY

CREDIT CARD BASICS

DEBIT CARD BASICS

PREPAID CARD BASICS  

IDEnTITY THEFT

WHERE TO TURN FOR HELP WITH 
DEBT MANAGEMENT
If you think you’re falling seriously behind, credit 
counseling resources are available at little or no cost.

CREDIT CANADA 
1.416.228.DEBT (3328) or 1.800.267.2272 
www.creditcanada.com

CREDIT COUNSELLING CANADA / 
CONSEIL DE CREDIT DU CANADA
Western Canada: 1.604.636.0211
Central Canada: 1.519.720.9296
Atlantic Canada: 1.506.633.3990
www.creditcounsellingcanada.ca



THE CONVENIENCE OF CREDIT
Credit cards offer many features. There is the convenience of being able to buy needed items now and the security 
of not having to carry cash. You also receive fraud protection and in some cases rewards for making purchases.

With these advantages also come responsibilities. You need to manage credit cards wisely by understanding all 
of the card’s terms and conditions; staying on top of payments; and realizing the true cost of purchases made with 
credit. Using a credit card is like taking out a loan. If you don’t pay your card balance in full each month, you’ll start 
paying interest on that loan.

Choose Wisely
The best way to maximize the benefits of credit cards 
is to understand your financial lifestyle – your money 
needs and wants. Once you determine how you’ll use 
a credit card, it’s important to understand all of the 
card’s features including:

§   Annual Percentage Rates (APRs) and whether 
rates are fixed or variable

§  Annual, late and over-limit fees

§  Credit limit on account

§  Grace periods before interest begins accruing

§  Rewards including airline miles or cash back

Stay Alert
Some credit card issuers offer free, personalized and 
automatic alert messages to your phone and email to 
help you keep track of: 

§   Available credit

§   Balances

§   Payment due dates

§   Payment histories

§   Purchase activity

The True Cost of Credit 
Card Purchases
If you don’t pay off your credit card balance every
month, the interest assessed on your account means
you may be paying more than you expect. See how
much extra you might pay on a $1,000 credit card
purchase with varying interest rates.

Write it Out 
Do you actually know how much debt you have? Many 
people don’t. Start by making a list of everything you 
owe, whether it’s a mortgage, a credit card or even 
student loans you took for the kids’ education. Then 
write down: 

§   The lender name

§   The amount you owe

§   The term of the loan

§   The interest rate and fees

Then total them up. The numbers will probably make 
you worry, but you’ve already made a positive step.

Think Three Years
Reducing debt is like losing weight. You’re not going 
to lose 50 pounds in a month. You need realistic goals 
in reasonable timeframes. Same with debt. Most 
people take four to five years to become debt free. 
So aim for three years. It’s not too long or too short.

Cut and Heal Spending
The best way to save money is to stop spending it. 
Cutting spending is the fastest way to reduce debt 
load. It’s literally like a surgical “cut” of your finances. 
And once you start healing, you’ll notice that your 
attitude, relations with others, emotions and sense of 
humour get better, too.

Understand Your Rights
Credit cardholders are entitled to protections:

§   Zero liability means you are not responsible for 
fraudulent charges when you report them promptly.

§    In some cases, you have the right to dispute 
purchases with merchants for unsatisfactory 
products or services.

Follow the 20-10 Rule
This general “rule of thumb” helps you understand 
how much credit you can afford. Credit cards are loans, 
so avoid borrowing more than 20 percent of your 
annual net income on all of your loans (not including 
a mortgage). And payments on those loans shouldn’t 
exceed 10 percent of your monthly net income.

$1,000 $1,000 $1,000
TOTAL PURCHASE AMOUNT
The balance due on your 
credit card

10% 15% 25%
CREDIT CARD APR
The annual interest rate 
on your credit card

$40 $40 $40

MONTHLY PAYMENT
The minimum 
monthly payment

$126.02 $206.50 $427.22

TOTAL FINANCE CHARGE
The total amount of money 
you will pay in interest alone

$1,126.02 $1,206.50 $1,427.22

TOTAL COST
The final amount you will 
pay for your purchase

29 31 36

NUMBER OF MONTHS 
TO PAY OFF PURCHASE 
AMOUNT*
Time it will take to pay off 
the balance

*  In general, this assumes that your account has no new charges 
and that your Annual Percentage Rate does not change.



SHIELD YOUR PERSOnAL FInAnCIAL 
InFORMATIOn TO AVOID CARD FRAUD AnD 
IDEnTITY THEFT

When your personal financial information gets into the wrong hands, the consequences 

can be devastating. It’s critical to understand how identity theft and card fraud can happen 

to you. The information provided here will help you avoid becoming a victim and tell you 

what you can do if your identity is stolen. 
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IDEnTITY
THEFT
How to safeguard your 
identity and financial  
 information from theft

When you understand how to manage your finances, you’ve got an invalu-

able tool in taking control of your life. Wise use of these skills can provide 

peace of mind, financial freedom, increased buying power and a secure fu-

ture. This guide is one of a series on PRACTICAL MONEY SKILLS FOR LIFE.
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IDENTITY THEFT

If you are a victim of identity theft, your first action 
should be to contact the fraud departments of the 
main credit bureaus listed below. Alert them of your 
situation, and request that a fraud alert be placed in 
your file.

You may also wish to contact Phonebusters at 
1.888.495.8501

CREDIT BUREAUS
EQUIFAX CANADA
www.equifax.ca
1.800.465.7166

TRANS UNION CANADA 
www.tuc.ca
1.866.525.0262
or in Quebec: 1.877.713.3393



Tips For Frequent Travellers
Whether you’re travelling for business or pleasure,
be on the alert for opportunities that thieves may 
try to take advantage of:

§  Receipts—Do not leave credit card receipts on 
the table at restaurants; sign them and hand them 
directly back to the server. Keep your copy of all 
receipts.

§  Wallets—Stolen wallets frequently lead to identity 
theft, so instead of carrying your wallet in your 
pocket or having it easily accessible in your bag, 
use travel pouches that are worn inside your shirt.

§     Cheques—Leave chequebooks at home in a locked 
safe or drawer. Chequing account takeover is one 
of the hardest types of financial fraud to clear up.

§  Camera phones—That tourist with a camera phone 
may actually be taking a shot of your credit card or 
driver’s license. Keep important personal information 
out of view from others.

§  Mail—Put your mail on postal hold whenever you 
travel, and arrange for mail to be picked up by only 
you at the post office when you return.

§  Hotels—Lock up all valuables in room or hotel safes 
while you are out, including laptops, passports and 
other documents that contain your personal identify-
ing information. Do not leave these items with a hotel 
doorman to transport or hold—carry them yourself.

§  Airplanes—Do not put any items that contain your 
social insurance number, card numbers, or financial 
institution account numbers in checked luggage. 
Always carry that with you.

CREDIT BUREAUS  Immediately contact the fraud 
departments of each of the credit bureaus listed on 
the back of this guide. Alert them that you are a victim 
of identity theft, and request that a fraud alert be 
placed in your file.

You can also request a security freeze, preventing 
credit issuers from obtaining access to your credit 
files without your permission. This prevents thieves 
from opening up new credit cards or other loans.

LAW ENFORCEMENT  Report identity theft to 
your local police department. If the crime occurred 
somewhere other than where you live, you may wish 
to report it to law enforcement there as well. The 
police will create an "identity theft report" and give 
you a copy.

PHONE BUSTERS  Many law enforcement agencies 
encourage victims of identity theft to report their 
situation to PhoneBusters.  PhoneBusters is a Cana-
dian Anti-Fraud Call Centre managed jointly by the 
Ontario Provincial Police (OPP), the Royal Canadian 

WHAT TO DO IF 
YOUR IDENTITY IS STOLEN
If you should fall victim to identity theft, it is 
important that you act quickly. Contacting the correct 
agencies and filing the necessary reports will go a 
long way toward minimizing any damage to your 
financial well-being.

SECURE YOUR MAIL  Empty your mailbox quickly 
and get a mailbox lock. When mailing bill payments 
and cheques, consider dropping them off at the post 
office or a secure mailbox.

BE CAREFUL WITH YOUR SOCIAL INSURANCE 
NUMBER  Your social insurance number is a major 
target for identity thieves because it can give them 
access to your credit report and bank accounts. 
Never carry your card with you. Instead, memorize 
your number and keep the card in a secure place at 
home or in a safe deposit box. Never write or print 
your social insurance number on cheques. You  
may also ask your employer to remove your social  
insurance number from your paycheque stubs. 

CHECK YOUR CREDIT REPORT  At least once a 
year, obtain and review your credit report for 
suspicious activity. You can request a free copy of 
your report by contacting one of the main credit 
reporting bureaus listed on the back of this guide.

BEWARE OF SCAMS  Always be on the defensive 
with your financial information. Never give out personal 
information to telemarketers or respond to emails 
from someone claiming to represent your bank, 
credit card company, a government agency, a charity, 
or other organization. If you think the request is 
legitimate, contact the company directly to confirm 
their claims.

Mounted Police (RCMP) and the Competition Bureau 
Canada. PhoneBusters plays a vital role in the collec-
tion and dissemination of victim evidence, statistics, 
documentation and tape recordings which are made 
available to outside law enforcement agencies.

BANKS AND CREDIT CARD ISSUERS  Report the 
theft to your credit card issuers and request replacement 
cards with new account numbers. Ask your bank 
to close affected accounts and obtain new account 
numbers there as well. If you have cheques stolen, 
you can also ask your bank to stop payment on any 
cheques about which you are unsure.

Simple Ways to Protect Yourself
There are some simple steps you can take to reduce 
or minimize the risk of becoming a victim of identity 
theft or card fraud.

PRACTICE SAFE INTERNET USE  Delete spam 
emails that ask for personal information, and keep 
your anti-virus and anti-spyware software up-to-date. 
Shop online only with secure web pages (check the 
bottom of your browser for an image of a lock or look 
for “https” in the address bar). Never send credit or 
debit card numbers, social insurance numbers and 
other personal information via email. 

DESTROY PERSONAL FINANCIAL RECORDS  Tear 
up or shred credit card statements; ABM, credit, 
or debit card receipts; bank deposit receipts; loan 
solicitations; and other documents that contain personal 
financial information. 




