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You’re in a prime position to start developing good 
financial habits. Believe it or not, the practices you start 

now may well determine where you are in 10 or 20 years.

There are many benefits to 
learning how to budget as a 
fresh grad and new member 

of the workforce. For one 
thing, it’s a crucial first step 

to a financially secure future. 

Will you be financially 
independent then or 

still struggling to meet 
financial obligations? 

Will you be able to 
achieve goals like 
owning your own 

home or retiring early?

This is when you first start to manage sizeable amounts of money 
on your own. The way you handle your income and expenses 

now may set the pattern for your wealth management later.

In this guide, we’ll show you how to budget in 4 easy steps. 
You’ll learn how to control your finances, total up and trim down 

expenses, and develop as well as implement a budget.

All of that begins, of course, with you taking stock of your income.
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This is probably the easiest part of the 
budgeting process. That being said, you 
can still overlook something during this 
step.

What you have to do is calculate your 
total income over a month. That refers to 
all of your sources of money, which may 
sometimes go beyond your wages.

For example, some enterprising 
fresh grads run informal side-
ventures besides holding down  
full-time jobs. If you bake pastries  
on weekends and sell them for a 
profit, that counts an extra source  
of income.

Calculate
your income

The same goes for money you may get from 
things like babysitting, tutoring, and the like. 
All of those have to be added to the total.

If some of your sources of income aren’t 
consistent, by the way, you can just get 
the average over 3-4 months. It won’t be 
precise, but it should work!

The point of doing this is so you know 
exactly how much is coming in each month. 
After that, you can calculate how much is 
going out.
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Next, you have to calculate your monthly expenses. This can be quite a time-consuming 
task, but only because most of us have so many expenses we can barely keep track of them!

And that’s precisely the challenge, so try to be patient. Doing this will help you see where 
your income is going, as well as get an idea of how you can save money.

Note that there are several ways to make this step a little easier. For 
instance, you can check your receipts for the past month if you’re having 
trouble recalling all of your expenses.

You should also categorise your expenses. This helps you keep your expense list organised.

For this, there are several categorisation schemes you can use. If you’re not sure what to 
use, though, you can just use the categories below:

Calculate
your expenses
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a. Housing and Utilities

This may or may not represent a significant portion of your expenses. It depends on your 
circumstances. 

Many fresh grads in Singapore are still living with their parents. However, there are also some 
who choose to move out, renting either by themselves or with roommates.

Even if you’re still staying with your parents, this category of expenses may not be empty. You 
may be contributing to household expenses (like utility bills) every month.

If so, you should note the amount you contribute here. If it’s variable, provide the average 
over 3-4 months.

What if you’re one of those who’ve already moved out, however? Then you should calculate 
the total cost of your rent plus utility bills. 

For renters, this category alone can be a good way to tell if you’re living in a rented property 
that’s within your means. The amount you spend on housing and utilities shouldn’t be more 
than 30% of your income.

b. Groceries

This category is pretty self-explanatory. It covers 
all of the things you buy at the grocery store or 
supermarket each month.

Most, if not all, of the items here should be 
necessary for your sustenance. 

For instance, it’s probably not a good idea to 
list a bottle of Veuve Clicquot here. Purchases 
like that belong more to the Leisure/Luxuries 
category, which we’ll get into later.
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c. Transportation 

If you’re a fresh grad in Singapore, chances 
are you’re taking public transportation to get 
around. Cars cost too much (both to buy and 
refuel) for most people in your paygrade.

So, unless you walk everywhere, you should 
calculate the fares you pay for fixed monthly 
journeys. These include going to work and 
going to the grocery store.

This is actually a prime time to assess your 
commuting routine, by the way. It can help 
you identify ways to reduce your costs in 
this area.

As an example, let’s say you notice that 
you’re taking too many cabs or Grabs on 
routes that have cheaper transport options. 
Switch to those cheaper options instead.

You can even check your routes to see 
if they’re optimised! With a little smart 
planning, you may be able to further cut 
down your transport costs.

d. Debts 

There are many possible sources of debt, 
but for fresh grads, these are most likely to 
be student loans.

If you’re still paying off a student loan, it’s 
a good idea to divide the total debt by the 
loan’s tenure. That’s the minimum you should 
be paying per month for the next year or so, 
so list that here.

You may also want to note on the side what 
interest rate is applied to the loan. Do the 
same for any other debts that you’re listing in 
this expense category.

That’s because interest rates are vital when 
deciding which debts to pay off first. For 
example, if you also have multiple credit card 
debts, it can help you figure out which ones 
to pay down first when you budget.
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e. Savings and/or Insurance

Yes, you should be listing your savings and 
insurance plans as expenses. After all, deposits 
and payments for them are still subtracted from 
your income. 

Note too that these are more or less non-
negotiables. It may not seem like it at first, 
because you’ve just started working and likely 
want to enjoy your cash for the moment.

But remember: nothing’s ever certain. You don’t 
know how long you’ll keep your current job or 
how long you can even continue working.

That’s why savings accounts and insurance plans 
are smart investments to make while you’re 
getting paid steadily. Let’s take them up below:
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Savings Accounts

Savings accounts are necessary because they’re 
your first cushion against financial disaster. If 
something happens to take away your income, 
for example, you’re likely to fall back on your 
savings first.

This is why you should consider savings non-
negotiable. You should even set the amount 
you’re going to save per month beforehand. 

That’s in contrast to what many people do when 
they don’t budget. They simply save what they 
haven’t spent each month, which makes the 
amount they save wildly variable… and even 
nonexistent in some months!

But if you determine a minimum amount to set 
aside each month, you know there’s always 
something being put away for safety. That way, 
you get to reliably build up your savings account.

Take note that the amount you should aim for 
depends on your situation. For most fresh grads, 
it should be around 20%, but if you live with your 
parents, it can be anywhere from 30-50%!

Insurance Plans

Getting insurance is also generally advisable 
for employed fresh graduates. This is 
because your biggest asset right now is 
yourself or your ability to earn.

Things like long-term disability coverage or 
unemployment insurance may therefore be 
wise, if not near-necessary. Again, it’s a way 
of protecting yourself from disaster.

It’s also worth noting that premiums are 
cheaper when you’re young. Most insurance 
plans for your age bracket should therefore 
be fairly affordable.

A Note on the CPF

As a final note for expenses in this 
category, you may be thinking about your 
contributions to your CPF (Central Provident 
Fund). 

You shouldn’t need to list those here, 
though, as they should already be taken out 
of your wages automatically.

That being said, it’s worth keeping an eye 
on your CPF for financial planning. You may 
only be able to tap into this fund in very 
specific situations, but it’s a good idea to 
always have a rough idea of how much you 
have in your CPF accounts.
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f. Funds for Big Life Goals

In this category, you should note any funds 
you may be putting away for key life goals. 
This won’t apply to everyone, of course, but 
if it applies to you, it has to be budgeted! 

The life goals you’re saving for here could 
be for anything from buying a car to owning 
your first home. It could even be something 
like having a big (and thus, costly) wedding. 

It’s advisable to separate deposits you’re 
making for things like these from the ones 
you make to your savings. 

After all, these funds are for specific 
expenses that you intend to make in the 
future. Savings accounts, on the other hand, 
aren’t for defined future purchases.

g. Leisure/Luxuries 

Finally, you should note down all of your 
leisure or luxury expenses. 

Do you have any regular leisure activities per 
month? Fixed luxuries like subscriptions or 
dining out with your friends every weekend? 

All of those go into this section of your 
expenses. As such, the entries here should 
be treated as discretionary ones, i.e. as 
nonessential expenses.
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Calculate the 
difference between 
your income and 
expenses
Now that you know your total monthly 
income and total monthly expenses, you can 
calculate the difference between them. 

Simply subtract your total expenses from 
your total income to do this.

Your goal is to get a positive number after 
the subtraction. That means you have 
money left over each month after all of your 
financial obligations have been met.

You’ll have to budget the amount left 
over, of course, because the whole point 
of budgeting is to make sure every dollar 
serves a purpose. You may allocate the 
left-over amount to savings, for instance… or 
even an occasional discretionary expense 
as a little treat for yourself.

But what if you get a negative number?

This is where you get to correct that 
problem. You can do that by adjusting your 
budget and examining your expenses to 
find out where you can cut costs.

For example, you can inspect the items 
under “Leisure/Luxuries” to see if certain 
lifestyle and social expenses can be 
changed to bring down your spending. 
That may mean less dining out every 
month or cancelling that gym membership 
you never use.

Whatever the case, you can tweak your 
budget to make numbers work. By making 
smart adjustments, you can ensure that 
your income always exceeds your monthly 
expenses. 

You can also adjust your budget to increase 
the gap between the two -- and thus get 
more money left over every month.
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04 Follow and track 
your budget

The last step in our budgeting guide is a 
sustained one. After all, for the budget to 
work, you have to make an active effort to 
stick to it. 

That means monitoring your financial 
activities and ensuring they line up with your 
budget. Do it by tracking your activities in 
whatever way you like -- an Excel sheet, an 
old-fashioned budget journal, or even an 
app on your mobile phone.

Refer to the budget regularly so you can 
course-correct if something goes wrong. 
And check your actual expenses against 
your budget’s listed expenses to prevent 
overspending.

Dutifully double checking expenses can 
also help you catch errors. That’s whether 
they’re yours or someone else’s. 

For example, you could be mistakenly 
billed twice in one period for a 
subscription. You’d only catch that if 
you’re keeping a close eye on where your 
money is going.

Also, don’t forget that budgeting is often 
about adjustment. Even if you’d like to 
adhere to your budget as closely as 
possible, situations can change at the drop 
of a hat. 

Let’s say something that can’t be helped 
derails the budget, like a medical 
emergency. When that happens, you simply 
need to adjust your plans to account for it. 

Remember that your budget is there to help 
you control your finances, and not the other 
way around. Take a deep breath, go over 
the numbers, and just do what you can to 
balance your budget again.
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How Can You 
Balance Your 

Budget Better? 

While this guide gave you the basics of budgeting, there are 
many other lessons in financial literacy that can help you fine-

tune your budgeting skills. 

In fact, people in your situation are strongly advised to start 
learning those lessons early. The sooner you do, the sooner you 

can work on ensuring the soundness of your financial future.

At Financial Fortress, we can help you with that. By putting you in 
touch with expert advisors with years of experience in financial 
planning, we’ll ensure you start building good financial habits at 

the very start of your career.

Through them, you can learn how to manage your assets and 
control your expenses in the most effective ways possible. 

Contact us to learn more.
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