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Financial Behaviors That Are Making (and Keeping) You Broke 

 
 

Financial stress can affect your overall well-being (physical, mental, emotional and social health). Here are some 
behaviors that may be sabotaging your finances.  
 
1. Your spending habits – You don’t know where you are spending your money, you don’t use a budget and you 

constantly buy things you don’t need. All of these spending habits are adding up to a lot of wasted money and 
wasted items. 
 
Twenty percent of individuals spend more than they earn and 38 percent break even, leaving just 42 percent 
who actually spend less than they earn! 
 
Is this you? 
• You buy items just because they are on sale. 
• You were surfing social media and saw multiple ads about a certain product, so you had to have it. 
• You don’t stick to a list when you go shopping. 
• You go out to eat a lot instead of cooking at home. 
• You stop for a coffee every morning instead of brewing your own at home. 
• You are on a first-name-basis with the Amazon delivery driver. 

 
If so, you may need to reevaluate your spending. For the items you truly need to purchase, consider signing up 
for apps such as Ibotta or Rakuten, which can at least help you earn cash back on certain purchases. 

 
2. You pay bills late – Late payments are reported to credit bureaus and cause your credit score to go down. 

Having bad credit can prevent you from getting loans and can cause you to have higher interest rates even when 
you can get a loan.  
 
Consider setting up text reminders or automatic payments to be sure the bills are paid on time. This will also help 
you avoid late fees and potential calls from creditors. 

 
3. You’re borrowing from your 401(k) or using a payday/title loan – Good for you if you are actually 

contributing to your 401(k), but borrowing from it is a bad idea. You’re missing out on the investment growth for 
the cash that was borrowed. Not only that, you are also paying interest on the loan with after-tax dollars and you 
will be paying taxes on the funds again when you withdraw them in retirement.  
 
Payday loans and title loans have extremely high interest rates. For example, if you borrow $500 today, you may 
have to pay back $575 in two weeks, which would be about 300 percent annualized. If you don’t have the $500 
now, you probably won’t have the $575 in two weeks—causing you to borrow more money and creating a 
vicious cycle. 
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4. You don’t have an emergency fund – Your car needs repairing, your refrigerator broke… just tap into your 
emergency fund. But what if you don’t have one? Forty percent of adults indicated they would have to borrow 
money or sell something to cover a $400 unexpected expense.  
 
When you are broke and an emergency occurs, you just get pushed deeper into debt, which may lead you to 
take out a payday loan or borrow from your 401(k). You can’t just hope nothing will go wrong, because 
something eventually will. 
 
The ideal amount to have in your savings is three to six months of your salary, but for many, that amount is not 
realistic to start. Try to make a smaller goal to jumpstart your saving. 
 

5. You aren’t saving for retirement – Of course you aren’t saving for retirement, because after you pay your bills, 
there isn’t much left. If you don’t prioritize saving goals, no one will do it for you. The longer you put it off, the less 
money you will accumulate for retirement.  
 
You’re also missing out on free money with the company match if you are not saving. Just like with an 
emergency fund, start small and increase the percentage every time you get a raise or a promotion. 
 

6. You only pay the minimum on credit cards – It can take years and years to pay off credit card debt if you are 
only paying the minimum, and you might actually be accruing more interest because you aren’t paying off 
enough of the balance to reduce your interest charge. 
 
Unless you are able to pay off your balance in full every month, credit cards just enable bad money habits.  
 
Take your credit card out of your wallet to avoid using it. A lot of credit cards offer an introductory period interest-
free, so try switching to one of those and be sure you pay the balance off before the interest-free period ends. 
There are also many debt consolidation options out there that will enable you to pay less in interest while paying 
down debt. 
 

Nowadays, there are many apps out there—such as Mint, Digit, Acorns, Albert and PocketGuard—to assist with 
budgeting, saving and general financial well-being. Making sure you only spend the money you have will help you 
reach financial freedom. The only thing holding you back is you! 
 

Sources: Michelle Singletary – The Washington Post (washingtonpost.com), NerdWallet (nerdwallet.com) 
 
 


