These instructions were prepared on 4/24/2003.  To contact the author, visit the website www.whatIthinkIknow.com.  Enjoy,

Damien Del Russo

In general, the orange areas of the spreadsheet are for data, while the gray areas should not be edited.  There may be some minor flaws in the spreadsheet, but for the most part the calculations are correct.  As you enter your own data, the necessary calculations will be made.  The charts are set up to reflect data as it is entered, and shouldn't require any changes. 

Assets 

Start with the Asset Worksheet (AssetWS), entering balances for bank accounts, retirement accounts, and non-financial assets such as your house or car.  Remember to only include the actual cash value, not the purchase price.  The idea is that if you were forced to sell the item, whatever price you could get is the asset value.  Update this sheet each month based on your account statements.  For non-financial assets, use a reasonable estimate, taking into account depreciation (especially for cars). 

Liabilities 

The Liability Worksheet (LiabilityWS) may be the most important page for those trying to get out of debt.  Secured debts correspond directly to non-financial assets from the Asset Worksheet; unsecured debts are everything else.  Enter the account name, balance, interest rate (APR), and monthly minimum payment using recent statements or by calling each lender.  The Monthly Cost is automatically computed.  You can also enter your account numbers, but if you do, be sure to protect your spreadsheet from prying eyes. 

The Liability sheet is most useful when it comes time to send payments to your lenders.  Determine which account costs the most per dollar borrowed (usually the one with the highest APR), and try to pay that one first.  It may also make sense to pay off the smallest account(s) in order to eliminate the monthly payment(s).  Use the "freed up" money to pay other debts! 

Income 

The Income Worksheet (IncomeWS) is not very useful on it's own, but is important if you plan to do any budgeting.  Simply enter your yearly salary - after tax - in the upper left area under "Expected" (the "Actual" column is useful later, but is not necessary when starting).  There is space for lots of entries, but most people only have one or two income sources - usually their paycheck.  Only enter reliable income here - don't put things like expected tax returns or gifts.  Unreliable income, such as bonuses and gifts, can be entered in the area on the right.  Most people can ignore the Monthly Income area. 

Net Worth 

The Net Worth page (NetWorth) provides a summary of Assets and Liabilities (no data needs to be entered here).  This is useful for viewing your overall financial condition at any given time.  As you use the spreadsheet from year to year, make a new copy each year, so that previous years are preserved.  Then, you can track your year-over-year financial health.  It can be satisfying to see the Net Value increasing over time - even if you are going from negative to less negative.  This sheet can also raise the alarm if you see your Net Value decreasing over time. 

Expense Master 

The Expense Master worksheet (ExpMaster) is the place where budgeting begins.  Minimum debt payments are automatically populated from the Liability worksheet, so you only have to enter Living Expenses, Discretionary Expenses, and Services.  Many common items are already on the sheet, but you will probably have some to add.  It doesn't really matter where a new expense is listed, as long as it is somewhere on this spreadsheet.  This sheet is for an entire year so that "one time" items like car insurance and vacations are not left out, which is a major flaw of monthly planning.  For truly monthly expenses such as the phone bill, just multiply the average monthly cost by 12. 

The Expense Master sheet is not perfect - for instance, credit card minimum payments usually change over the course of a year.  But, when completed carefully, it does give a good estimate of annual expenses.  The main utility of that is the gray summary box at the bottom of the page, which displays the total annual expenses.  Compare this number with the total from the Income Worksheet, and it will be clear if you are living within or beyond your means.  Budget accordingly! 

IMPORTANT NOTE:  It doesn't matter what time of the year you do this worksheet.  In fact, updating this sheet on a monthly basis may help maintain sustainable spending levels.  No matter what day of the year it is, it always makes sense to know what to expect in the coming 12 months. 

Monthly Budget Sheets 

The remaining sheets, JanBudget and Feb through Dec, may be useful for very detailed budgeters.  Personally, I don't use them much.  They are linked together to allow some pretty detailed financial tracking, but most people don't spend that much effort tracking monthly expenses.  My recommendation is to fill out 2 monthly sheets per year just to make sure that the estimates on the Expense Master sheets are accurate.  To track monthly expenses, keep a record of every dollar spent for an entire month, along with the categories (from the Expense Master sheet).  At the end of the month, enter the information onto a Monthly sheet.  Occasional but thorough monthly expense snapshots are vital to accurate budgeting.

