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Introduction

In this book, you’ll find simple steps you can take - one per month - to get your money life 
in order and set yourself up for financial security, no matter how old you are.

In your 40’s, 50’s, or 60’s? It doesn’t matter. You can take action. You can make changes.

You may be too late for the huge gains that come with saving and investing since your 
early 20’s, but you can still improve your life. Even late bloomers have the possibility to 
experience great success.

Take Kathryn Joosten. She had been acting in community theater productions since her 
early 40’s, but it wasn’t until she was 53 that Disney hired her as a street performer.

From there, she moved to Hollywood and took on small roles in a variety of television 
shows, and eventually nabbed a part as Martin Sheen’s secretary in The West Wing - at 
age 60! She went on to win two Emmys, the first at age 66, for her role in Desperate 
Housewives.

Or Laura Ingalls Wilder. Yes, the author of the fantastically successful Little House on the 
Prairie series. She started writing her memoirs in her forties, and publishers sent rejection 
after rejection. Her first book, Little House in the Big Woods - a fictionalized account of her 
family’s experiences in Wisconsin and the beginning of their covered-wagon trek to the 
west - wasn’t published until Wilder was 65. The last book in the series came out when 
she was 76.

If they can change their lives in their 50’s and 60’s, so can you.

Small Steps, Big Changes
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I know, it’s hard. It seems overwhelming. You don’t really want to think about it, or 
face a less than ideal situation as you’re nearing (or have passed!) traditional 
retirement age.

I get it. I’m right there with you, feeling overwhelmed and sometimes even 
defeated.

But I’m staying the path.

Take a deep breath, and I will, too. Progress is cumulative. Each small step builds on 
the next, and before you know it, you’ll be looking at a brighter financial future.

By focusing on one action a month, you’ll be well on your way to financial health by 
the end of the year. This book provides the stepping stones - you just need to cross 
them.

One at a time. Start now. Together, we can do it!

Introduction (cont.)

Small Steps, Big Changes
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January: Know Your Income

Do you know how much money you bring in every year? Or every 
month?

Sure, you know your salary. But do you know your after-tax pay? Or 
the total your side hustle or rental property bring in? 

If you know these numbers, good for you. Sit back, turn on Netflix, 
and binge on Game of Thrones.

If you don’t, time to figure it out. Knowing exactly how much money 
you have to work with is an essential, foundational step. Armed with 
this knowledge, you will have the power to make good decisions 
about budgeting, saving, investing – or choosing to make more.

Small Steps, Big Changes
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January: Know Your Income (cont.)

Small Steps, Big Changes

First, add up all sources of income: 

• W-2, 
• Side Hustle Income,
• Rental income, 
• Child support/alimony, 
• Social Security or other government assistance, 
• Pensions, 
• Or any other money that comes in during the year.

Next, figure out how much you pay in taxes. If you think 
your income this coming year will be similar to last 
year’s, look at your tax return for the total amount paid. 

Subtract total taxes from total income. 

Viola! Now you know your after-tax pay.
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January: Know Your Income (cont.)

Small Steps, Big Changes

This is more complicated if you’re self-employed or have a small 
business.

If you’re a sole proprietor, you’ll need to spend a bit of time 
adding up all of your business expenses, from office supplies to 
insurance to contractors to employee salaries and more (you have 
to do this for tax purposes anyway). 

It’s easy to mix these costs up with your personal expenses, but 
you won’t know how much you really make unless you separate 
them out.*

Deduct expenses from income, then deduct the amount you pay in 
taxes. This is your after-tax pay.

Now you know. You know how much you currently have to work 
with.

Congratulations, you’ve taken the first small step! By the end of 
the year, you’ll see big changes.

* If you have a corporation, personal and business expenses need to be kept separate. 
Be sure to include in your income any money you’ve received from the business.
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Knowledge is power, and once you have January’s number 
(your total after-tax income), and February’s number (your 
current expenses), you’ll have the power to figure out what 
kinds of changes you need to make.

Take a deep breath, it’s not as hard as you think.

Look at your credit card and bank statements for the last 6 
months. You don’t want to do it for just one month, 
because you want to account for those unexpected 
expenses that inevitably pop up.

February: Know Your Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes
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February: Know Your Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

You can zoom in and get as detailed as you want, or zoom 
out and just look at “big picture” categories. At the least, 
you want to know how much you spent In the following 
categories:

• Housing: Mortgage or rent and other housing-related 
costs like property or renter’s insurance, property taxes, 
PMI, HOA fees, and maintenance/repair

• Utilities: Electricity, gas or oil, water/sewer

• Debt: Credit cards, student loans, HELOC, car payments

• Communications: Internet service, cell phone plan, 
cable

• Transportation: Gas/oil, maintenance and repair, public 
transportation, Uber/Lyft

• Health: Health insurance premiums and co-pays, any 
out-of-pocket expenses, prescriptions, dental insurance 
or direct dental costs, therapy, eyeglasses, gym 
membership, etc.
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February: Know Your Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

• Food: Groceries, restaurants, take-out

• Kids: Supplies, lessons, tuition or other school related 
costs, allowances, clothing, gifts, babysitter/daycare, 
summer camp, birthday parties, etc.

• Pets: Vet bill, medications, food, toys, training, pet sitter

• Clothes

• Insurance (Other Than Health): Life, disability, long-
term care

• Entertainment: Movies, theater, sports events, Netflix, 
Hulu, etc.

• Travel

• Personal Care: Haircuts/color, nails, makeup, shampoo, 
soap, razors/blades, other personal grooming services or 
supplies

14



February: Know Your Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

Once you add up all your expenses, multiply by two (if 
you’ve tracked for six months) to get an annual number.

Subtract that number from your total after-tax income.

Now you know whether you have a positive cash flow or 
you’re spending more money than you make. 

Great! You can make a plan for investing your extra, or 
cutting expenses and/or increasing income to turn the 
corner into the black.

You’re on your way to big changes!

15
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March: Organize!

Small Steps, Big Changes

Were you born organized? Able to put your fingers on any 
document you need within a matter of minutes? Never lose 
your keys?

If so, congratulations! Put your feet up and revel in the sense of 
order you naturally create in your home and office.

If you’re like the rest of us, however, you have a bit of work to 
do this month.

I spent many, many years among the ranks of the 
organizationally challenged, wasting hour after hour looking for 
the receipt when I wanted to return something or for my birth 
certificate when it was time to renew my passport.   

17
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March: Organize!

Small Steps, Big Changes

No matter what I did to get my papers – and my house – in 
order, chaos crept back in. I resigned myself to an identity as a 
disorganized person.

Yet I knew that I would never reach my financial and life goals if 
clutter continued to eat up so much of my energy.

Reading Atomic Habits by James Clear led to a breakthrough. 

Clear argues that one of the foundations of creating new and 
lasting habits is changing the way you identify yourself.
Instead of thinking of myself as a disorganized person “trying to 
put my papers in order,” I started thinking of myself as 
organized.

Action followed. I took the time to go through every piece of 
paper in my files, and ended up shredding a mountain of 
documents I’ll never need again.

Choosing a word for the year – clear – and keeping it on my 
phone as a daily reminder to get rid of clutter also helped.
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March: Organize!

Small Steps, Big Changes

I still have a ways to go – my computer files are a mess! – but 
by organizing my papers I feel so much lighter, and have 
opened up space for focusing on other things.

So this month, get organized. Set aside a day and go through 
every piece of paper in your house. Put them into four piles:

1. Needs Action: bills to be paid, forms that need to be 
completed and sent back, license renewal notices –
anything that requires you to do something.

2. To Be Filed:  tax returns and information going back seven 
years; receipts for expenses you can deduct on your taxes, 
insurance policies – anything you can’t find online and need 
for tax or other purposes.

3. To Be Shredded: Any document with personal identifying 
information, including your social security number, credit 
card numbers, or other account information that an 
identity thief could co-opt.

4. To Be Thrown Away/Recycled: Junk mail or any other 
document you don’t need to save or shred.
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March: Organize!

Small Steps, Big Changes

Then put things away. 

Create clear, easy-to-find categories for the items you need to 
file, and file them. Get rid of the mountains of paper you don’t 
need. 

Set out a basket for your “Needs Action” pile. From now on, 
immediately throw away any junk mail that comes into your 
house. Put anything that needs attention into the basket, and 
file anything you need to save. It only takes minutes a day.

What does organizing have to do with improving your financial 
situation? 

Everything.

Until you get out from under that mountain of papers weighing 
you down, you won’t have the mental energy to take 
meaningful action towards a secure financial future. Your 
clutter is like a pair of shackles, holding you back. 

Free yourself by getting organized.

20
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April: Cut Three Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

This month, choose three expenses to cut. 

Don’t deprive yourself or sweat the small stuff. Saving $16.00 a 
month by getting rid of Netflix when you relax by watching 
movies and binging once in a while on TV shows doesn’t make 
sense. It will negatively impact your life and won’t move the 
needle on your finances very far.

Of course, if you never use Netflix but pay the monthly 
subscription fee anyway, cut it out.

Your job this month is to cut expenses that will make a 
difference and won’t cause you too much pain.

Here are some ideas:

• Cell phone service: Paying $90 a month? Check out Mint 
Mobile, Cricket, or another low-cost service provider to cut 
that bill to under $20, saving $70/month.

• Take Out: Try doubling the recipe whenever you cook and 
freezing the leftovers. Then, instead of paying for take-out 
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April: Cut Three Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

on those nights when you’re too tired to cook, you can 
shop in your freezer. Pop that mason jar full of soup in the 
microwave and dinner’s ready.

• Cable: Do you really need it? Can’t you watch whatever you 
want by streaming it on your computer? Or if you want to 
watch it on a bigger screen, consider looking for a digital 
projector on ebay or craigslist, hook it up to your computer, 
and watch on the wall. Over time, it will prove much 
cheaper than paying for cable. Or if you have cable so you 
can watch your local college football games, consider going 
to a sports bar instead. The social interaction might add to 
your life, and the cost of a beer is way less than the monthly 
cost of cable.

• That gym service you never use: Buy T25 and workout at 
home (I started exercising with T25 a few years ago, and 
even at my age, have rarely felt more in shape). Or just go 
for a walk or a run.

• Monthly subscriptions: Do you have subscriptions you 
thought would be a good idea, but you never use? Go 
through your credit card bills, take note of each one, and 
cancel them.
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April: Cut Three Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

• Groceries: Do you shop without a list? Go to Wholefoods 
because it’s easy and the produce is good? With a plan, 
you’ll slash this monthly expense. No, you don’t have to eat 
ramen or rice and beans. Just check out Aldi, buy smaller 
amounts if you end up wasting a lot of food, and eat 
vegetarian a few nights a week. 

• Here’s a big one - your car: If you downgrade your car and 
get rid of car payments, you’ll save SO MUCH MONEY. Do 
you really need a late-model, high-end, fancy-schmancy car? 
Why? To impress your neighbors? Impress yourself instead 
by taking action to reach your goals. Sell the money-pit and 
buy a used Honda with 100,000 miles on it. With proper 
maintenance, it will keep on chugging for at least another 
100,000 miles (I know, this ebook is supposed to be about 
small steps, and selling your car is huge. But it can save you 
a bundle!)

You may have other ideas. It doesn’t matter what you cut, just 
make sure you stick to the following principles:

24



April: Cut Three Expenses

Small Steps, Big Changes

1. Only cut expenses for things you won’t miss too much. 
Don’t make cuts that will negatively impact your life in a 
significant way! For example, don’t fire the bi-weekly 
housekeeper if you work a zillion hours a week and have no 
time for house cleaning, but a clean home makes you 
happy. 

2. Keep track of the money you save and put it into your 
emergency fund, towards debt reduction, or invest it. Don’t 
let your savings disappear into the ether! Make them 
count.

25
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May: One Step to Increase Income

Small Steps, Big Changes

Time to think about increasing income.

Unless you make six figures or more and your job consumes all 
your time and energy, you can boost your earnings. This extra 
income can go towards debt reduction, savings and 
investments, and eventually, freedom.

But wait, you say. These are supposed to be small steps leading 
to big changes. Making more money? That seems like a HUGE 
step.

Not necessarily. There are ways to raise some funds that don’t 
require major commitments of time or money. You don’t have 
to start a business, or even an on-going side hustle.

27



May: One Step to Increase Income

Small Steps, Big Changes

Here are some simple, easy ideas:

• Sell Things: Get on craigslist, FB Marketplace, ebay, Mercari, 
or other online marketplaces. Set up an account and start to 
sell items you no longer use: clothes, sports equipment, 
jewelry, toys, that elliptical taking up space in your 
basement. Take the best pictures you can, in good lighting; 
describe the items accurately, including whatever dings or 
other flaws they have; and start making money from your 
clutter.

• Babysit: This isn’t just for teens. Find a neighbor with young 
children who could use an evening out. Most parents would 
much rather entrust their kids to a responsible older adult 
than to a teenager.

• Walk Dogs or Pet Sit: Know anyone with a dog who would 
love Fido to have some companionship and a walk while 
they’re away from home? If not, put up a sign at a local dog 
park, groomer, or vet’s office. Or list yourself on Rover.com.

• Scoop Poop: Seriously. Erika Krupin of Kroopin’s Poopin’ 
Scoopin makes big bucks cleaning yards – and she finds it 
relaxing and meditative. You don’t have to develop a
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May: One Step to Increase Income

Small Steps, Big Changes

full-time business, like she did. One or two clients will put 
some extra money in your pocket.

• Teach English Online: You don’t need experience. Lots of 
people make good money working with just a few students 
a week.

For additional ideas, this list might help. 

When negative thoughts arise - “I’m too old,” or “Who am I to 
think I can make more money now when I’ve never made much 
before?” – notice them, then take action anyway.

Do one thing a day leading to income generation. Maybe it’s 
creating a sign to post in coffee shops about the guitar lessons 
you offer, or visiting a local vet’s office to leave a stack of cards 
advertising your pet sitting services.

Don’t forget: small steps lead to big changes. Start now.

P.S.: Make sure you put a portion of any extra income into an 
account earmarked for taxes. Don’t let an unexpected tax bill 
take you by surprise. Be prepared!
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June: Learn About Travel Hacking

Small Steps, Big Changes

You can work towards your financial goals and still live large.

Like to travel? Imagine taking flights to any destination for free 
(almost - you’ll still have to pay taxes and fees, but round trip 
from the U.S. to New Zealand for under $100? I’ll take it).

Or staying in hotels at a greatly reduced cost, or even for free 
(again, not including taxes and fees – but still …).

Take the ChooseFI Travel Rewards course online. It’s free! You’ll 
learn how to accumulate credit card points to get you 
anywhere you want to go.
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June: Learn About Travel Hacking

Small Steps, Big Changes

Even if you don’t travel often, this is still a good strategy. 

Getting to your niece’s wedding across the country? Or your 
child’s out-of-state college graduation? If you have a stash of 
travel points, you don’t need to sweat the cost. 

Or if you really think you won’t travel, start accumulating cash-
back points that you can use to save money on purchases.

Only do this if you meet the following conditions:

• You trust yourself to put payments in full on autopay. That 
way you’ll pay the balance off every month, and you’ll 
never, ever miss a payment and incur late fees.

• You absolutely won’t overspend and buy anything you 
wouldn’t buy with cash. Just put your usual expenses on the 
card and don’t use it as “free money.” It’s not.

Go sign up for the free course now. You could save thousands. I 
have. 
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July: Expect the Unexpected

Small Steps, Big Changes

Have you been caught short by an $800 car repair, a water 
heater that needed replacing, or a big vet bill when your puppy 
got into the chocolate chips?

If there’s one thing you can rely on, it’s the fact that life will put 
obstacles in your way – including financial ones. 

Especially financial ones. 

When you face an unexpected bill, you can turn to credit. But 
then you’ll have to pay interest – usually at a very high rate –
making it harder to reach your financial goals.
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July: Expect the Unexpected

Small Steps, Big Changes

Instead, if you have money saved in an emergency fund, you 
don’t need to worry about those inevitable “unexpected” 
expenses. 

You can borrow from yourself, interest free, and then pay 
yourself back over time (that is, replenish the fund whenever 
you use it).

So start today. 

Money in an emergency fund should be liquid – you should be 
able to get your hands on it immediately with no early 
withdrawal fees. 

Find a savings account that pays better than average interest 
and set up automatic, monthly transfers from your checking 
account. If you can’t afford to put $100 a month towards your 
emergency fund, start with $50, or even $25. 

Just start with something!
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August: Invest

Small Steps, Big Changes

You may think, like I did, that investing is scary and 
complicated.

Or that it’s too late and you’ll never see a return on any money 
you now put in the market.

If you’re starting late – in your 50’s or beyond – it’s true that 
you won’t see the massive growth you would have if you had 
started in your 20’s.

But so what? Isn’t something better than nothing? 

It’s never too late to start. If you’re close to 50, you have many 
years still to ride out any market downturns and to see 
substantial gains. If you’re closer to 60, you can still play the 
long game, as long as you have some income from other 
sources.

So just get started.
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August: Invest

Small Steps, Big Changes

Go to Fidelity or Vanguard, or another low-fee investment 
company, and open a target fund.

Plug in the number of years you have before you need to start 
withdrawing money from your account. Think long-term; 
perhaps this money will help you get through your “old old 
age,” past the age of 75 or 80, if you have other means of 
support before then. 

The target fund will invest your money more aggressively the 
further away you are from needing to access it. As you get 
closer to your target date for starting withdrawals, it will 
automatically switch your investments from mostly stocks to 
more secure vehicles like bonds.
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August: Invest

Small Steps, Big Changes

Do your research, then get going. Just remember:

• Pay down any consumer debt and create your emergency 
fund before you begin investing;

• Make sure you invest in a low-fee fund;

• Set up automatic monthly deposits into your investment 
account: “set it and forget it;”

• Don’t get scared when the market goes down. It will. Think 
of a downturn as a big sale, enabling you to buy more stock 
with the same amount of money. Stay the course. 

• Do some research and/or talk to your accountant about the 
tax implications of various types of investment vehicles 
(Roth IRA’s or non-tax advantaged).

If you’re lucky, you have more time than you think. Make your 
money work for you.

Remember – I’m not a financial advisor. Do your research 
and/or talk to a professional before investing. The point here is 
to just get started!
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September: Plan for Holidays. Yes, Now!

Small Steps, Big Changes

We’ve all been there. The holidays catch us unprepared, so we 
rush out to the mall the day before, buy expensive items we’re 
not even sure our friends and family will like, and pay with 
credit cards.

Then we keep paying and paying and paying, spending nearly 
twice as much in interest as the items originally cost.

Let’s break the cycle and enter the holiday season stress-free 
and within budget.
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September: Plan for Holidays. Yes, Now!

Small Steps, Big Changes

First, make a list of all the people you need or want to give a 
gift to.

Look at the list and see if there’s anyone you can ask to do a 
no-gift holiday this year. Or suggest that instead of exchanging 
gifts, you do something fun together like go to a museum or 
take an art class. 

Then look at the listings on local events websites for free 
activities, or go to Groupon for something inexpensive.

Remember, experiences bring greater pleasure than things.

If you have teenagers or young adult children, plan an outing 
together instead of giving gifts. This year, my kids and I went 
out to listen to some live music instead of exchanging gifts. We 
had a lot of fun!

Here are some ideas for other no or low cost gifts:

• Hosting a game board tournament 

• Offering babysitting to parents who (by definition) need a 
break
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September: Plan for Holidays. Yes, Now!

Small Steps, Big Changes

• Offering pet sitting for people who like to travel

• Hosting a cooking class to show family members how to 
cook your famous recipes

• Make a family photo collage

See this post in FI After 50 for specifics about how to present 
some of these ideas.

For the rest of the people on your list, plan now what you’ll get 
them, then start to look on ebay or other sites for sales and 
discounts. Put a dollar amount next to each person’s name, and 
commit to not going over that amount.

If you have grandchildren, you probably love to spoil them.

Shift your thinking: instead of burying them in a mountain of 
toys that will create clutter and will end up in the “rarely-
played-with” toy box, buy one high quality, open-ended toy, 
like a package of magna-tiles or a Playmobile set. 
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September: Plan for Holidays. Yes, Now!

Small Steps, Big Changes

Well-designed items like those will provide hours of focused 
play. You might be able to find them used on craigslist or ebay –
young children won’t know the difference and will get the 
same amount of pleasure as if they came from the store (or 
from Amazon).

Better yet, contribute to their 529 account, and give them 
something small so they have a present to open from you.

With some simple rules, you’ll breeze through the holidays and 
end up without debt from over-spending on presents:

• Start early!

• Make a list and determine what you’re getting each person

• Put a dollar amount next to each person’s name and DO 
NOT spend more than that amount

• Experiences over things

• Home-made over mass-produced
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September: Plan for Holidays. Yes, Now!

Small Steps, Big Changes

• Second-hand over brand-new

• Quality over quantity

• Never use credit cards to buy holiday gifts – unless you use 
them to gain points and you pay them off in full, on autopay, 
every month.
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October: Review Car and 
Homeowner’s/Renter’s Insurance 

Small Steps, Big Changes

It’s insurance month! Yay!

You can save hundreds by reviewing your policies, making sure 
you have appropriate coverage, and shopping for a better deal.

Shopping around can be easy-peasy when you use a free on-
line comparison service like Compare.com , NerdWallet.com, 
Quotesmatch.com, or QuoteWizard.com.

Here are some things to think about when you’re looking at 
policies:

• Car Insurance

The best way to save on car insurance is getting rid of your car. 

Do you really need it? Do you live in a city with good public 
transportation and easy access to Lyft or Uber? Run the 
numbers. If you don’t drive all the time, you will likely save 
money by using a car sharing service and/or renting a car when 
you need one.
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October: Review Car and 
Homeowner’s/Renter’s Insurance 

Small Steps, Big Changes

Okay, you want to hang onto your car. For the moment, I do, 
too. So first, ask your agent about all possible discounts. 

Are you getting credit for being a safe driver? Do you drive less 
than 7,500 miles/year, and if so, does your state give you a 
discount for this? 

If you have a young driver at home, some states offer discounts 
if they maintain a 3.0 or higher GPA. And you may be able to 
lower your premium if you take a “defensive driver” course.

.
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October: Review Car and 
Homeowner’s/Renter’s Insurance 

Small Steps, Big Changes

Next, look at your collision and comprehensive premiums. In 
some cases, if you drive an older car with a low value, it might 
make sense to drop this coverage. 

Also, increasing your deductible will save money. Have you 
built up your emergency fund enough to cover a higher 
deductible? Ask your agent how much this will shave off your 
premium.

Finally, ask about bundling. Many insurance companies provide 
a discount if you purchase both automobile and homeowner’s 
policies from them.

Just that one step – reducing the cost of car insurance – can 
save you a significant amount. Feel good that you’ve taken that 
one action this month.

If you want to keep going, though, look next at how to save on 
homeowner’s or renter’s insurance:

• Homeowner’s/Renter’s Insurance

Once again, look at your deductible. Do you have the funds to 
cover a a higher one? If so, you’ll save money. 
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October: Review Car and 
Homeowner’s/Renter’s Insurance 

Small Steps, Big Changes

In some cases, you can save money on a homeowner’s policy if 
you shore up your home against hurricane or other damage, 
and on a renter’s policy if you have a security system and fire 
extinguishers.

Automatic payments and paying a year in advance might also 
save you some money.

Remember to be careful about submitting claims. If something 
happens that your emergency fund can cover without causing 
too much pain, think twice before you go to the insurance 
company. Submitting claims can lead to higher premiums.

Shop around, but make sure the company you choose is large 
and stable enough to cover claims. 

Feeling energized by your savings? Make sure those savings 
work for you by reducing debt, increasing your emergency 
fund, or adding to your investments.
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November: Review Health Insurance

Small Steps, Big Changes

Ah, health insurance in the U.S. Everyone’s favorite thing to 
think about.

Not!

If you live in a country with universal coverage, or if you live in 
the States and have employer-provided insurance where you 
pay only a small portion of the premium, lucky you! Get a good 
book and a cup of tea, put your feet up, and relax. Your work 
this month is done.

Everyone else, take a deep breath. 

In most states, the open enrollment period for the Affordable 
Care Act (ACA) runs from November 1 to December 15. So 
now’s the time to examine your policy to see where you can 
save.
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November: Review Health Insurance

Small Steps, Big Changes

First, go to healthcare.gov and enter your information to 
determine whether you qualify for subsidies that will defray 
the cost of your plan. Those subsidies can save you A LOT –
hundreds every month – if your income falls below certain 
limits.

Whether or not you qualify for a subsidy, you can compare 
plans on your state’s health care exchange.

As with any other kind of insurance, choosing a high or low 
deductible will affect your premium. The higher the deductible, 
the less you’ll pay.

You’ll also save money by choosing a plan with higher co-
insurance requirements (how much you still have to pay even 
after reaching your deductible), and higher out-of-pocket 
maximums.

With health care, though, think carefully about high deductible, 
co-insurance, and out-of-pocket costs. These can run into the 
thousands, and even the tens of thousands. Can your 
emergency fund handle that? 
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If you break your arm and need surgery, for example, you could 
end up owing a lot of money. In the long run, you may end up 
saving money by paying higher premiums now. 

Also, look carefully at your insurance company’s network. Does it 
include all the doctors you want to see? How much extra will you 
have to pay to go out of network?

Are we having fun yet?

Actually, there is a way to save on health care costs, if not on 
insurance. Health Savings Accounts – or HSA’s – may not exactly 
be fun, but they offer a great tax-advantaged way to pay for 
medical costs not covered by insurance.

We all have those expenses – glasses, acupuncture, chiropractic 
care, and more (click here for a comprehensive list of HSA eligible 
expenses). 

You must be enrolled in a high-deductible insurance plan to 
qualify. With an HSA, you save on taxes. If you get the plan 
through an employer, contributions are pre-tax; if not, they’re

https://www.wageworks.com/employees/support-center/hsa-eligible-expenses-table/
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tax-deductible. You also don’t pay taxes on any money you make 
as a result of your HSA investment, and if you use the money in 
the account for eligible medical expenses, withdrawals aren’t 
taxed.

Pretty awesome. 

For more information about HSA’s, check out this NerdWallet.com 
article.

And Dave Ramsey has a good article about saving on health 
insurance.

So pull out your insurance plan today. Make sure you have the 
coverage you need, with deductibles, co-pays, and out-of-pocket 
maximums that make sense for you and your family. Then look 
into opening an HSA.

Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?

https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/health/what-is-an-hsa/
https://www.daveramsey.com/blog/how-to-save-money-on-health-insurance
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Time to look into something that’s really hard to think about: your 
own demise. Or a natural disaster. Or some other catastrophy.

You really don’t want to leave your loved ones a mess. If you die, 
they will be grieving. Don’t add to their pain by making them 
spend hours upon hours trying to track down all of your accounts, 
your passwords, and your important papers.

Or what if you have to evacuate on a moment’s notice, a 
circumstance becoming more and more common with climate 
change? 

Don’t you want the comfort and security of knowing that you can 
grab a portable safe containing all your information, so you won’t 
have to spend agonizing months on the phone with all your 
banks, credit card companies, and more, trying to convince them 
that you really do have an account with them, and no, you don’t 
have your password or account number?

In this waning month of the year – given that all your holiday prep 
was completed in September! – put together an “In Case of 
Emergency” binder. 
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Smart Money Mama’s In Case of Emergency Binder includes 
everything you’ll need. You can plug in your information, and it 
suggests all the paperwork you should gather into one place.

The only drawback for older people is that it’s geared towards 
families with young children.

I use it, just ignoring the children’s pages and creating my own, 
focusing on the needs of my teen and young adult in case of my 
death or incapacitation.

Whether you use the binder from Smart Money Mama or another 
one, or you make your own, it should, at a minimum, include the 
following information (including account numbers and 
passwords):

• Contact information for:
• family members and friends who should be notified in 

case of death or other emergency
• all health care providers and vet if you have a pet
• work, school, church/synagogue/mosque
• accountant, financial planner, or similar service providers
• lawyer

https://smartmoneymamas.com/ice-binder/
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• Medical information (medications, allergies, etc.)

• All bank and investment accounts

• Mortgage

• All bills paid regularly

• All credit card accounts

• Health insurance information

• All subscriptions

• Social media accounts

• Computer and phone passwords

Also, gather and include in your binder any important documents:

• Marriage, birth, and adoption certificates

• Certificates of citizenship, green card, other immigration status 
documents
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• Passports

• Will, power of attorney, living will

• Deed to house and car

• Life, homeowner’s/renter’s, automobile, and any other 
insurance policies

In addition to all the account numbers, passwords, phone 
numbers, and other logistical details of your life, the “In Case of 
Emergency Binder” is a good place to write your children and 
other loved ones letters telling them how proud you are of them, 
how much you love them, and your hopes and dreams for their 
future happiness.

You might also want to include a thumb drive or two filled with 
family photos.

Where to keep the binder? You could give a copy to a trusted 
relative, or put it in a safe-deposit box. Or you could put it in a 
portable safe.
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Sometimes you have to spend a little money to save a lot of 
aggravation now or down the road. Buy a good-quality, portable, 
fire-proof safe that you can grab and take with you on a 
moment’s notice.

Phew, that took some time. But don’t you feel good that you did 
it? 

It’s such a relief to know your family members won’t need to 
experience that particular level of hell – the agonizing process of 
closing out a life without any information. Or that if you have to 
evacuate, you can carry out with you everything you’ll need to 
carry on.



9

Another year is about to start, and look how much you’ve 
accomplished, focusing on one manageable goal each month!

Now that you’re on your way, there’s more you can do. Hopefully 
as you started to save money, you’ve been paying down any debt 
you may have. If not, focus on that next. Then plan for long term 
care, for downsizing your home, traveling or even living abroad. 

For now, though, feel proud of yourself for putting your financial 
life in order and placing yourself and your family on the road to 
financial health and security, even in your 50’s or older!

To learn more and take your next steps toward financial 
independence, sign on to the FI After 50 email list.

Join FI After 50 Now!

Congratulations!
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