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for Self-EmploymentWelcome to Money Matters! 
We designed Money Matters to help you take care of yourself by taking 

better care of your money. No matter who you are or what your situation 

is, it can be hard to think and talk about money. It can be hard even with 

people you know well. 

When you feel good about your money management, you’re less stressed. 

You have more energy for the things that are important to you. 

Part of learning how to manage your money is understanding what you 

have to pay for in your daily life. These costs are called expenses. When 

the amount of money you earn changes each month, you need to find 

ways to be flexible with your spending. 

What will you learn?
In today’s workshop, you’ll think about:

•	 What expenses are

•	 Types of expenses

•	 Tips for tracking and planning for expenses

Expenses are things you have to pay for, 
like rent or a cell phone bill. 
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What are expenses? 
Expenses are the costs you pay in your daily life. You have to pay for 

some expenses each month, such as your rent or cell phone plan. 

There are also things you spend money on once in a while, such as a 

haircut. 

Understanding your income and planning for your expenses can help 

you take charge of your money and decide what to do with it.

Many people have an inconsistent income, including people who 

are self-employed. They might earn more money in some weeks or 

months, and they might earn less at other times. Being self-employed 

involves risks, and one risk is that you might not make enough money 

to cover your expenses each month. 

When you have an inconsistent income, planning for your expenses 

involves understanding what your expenses are and finding ways to 

adjust your spending.

Income is the money you get from a job, 
benefits, or somewhere else.

An inconsistent income is when the amount 
of money you earn changes each month.

When you’re self-employed, you work for 
yourself.
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Self-assessment
Think about your life right now. How do you feel about your expenses?

Check the box that feels most like you:

	� �I often feel stressed because I’m not sure how much my 
expenses cost each month.

	� �I sometimes feel stressed about my expenses, and I’d like to feel 
more confident.

	� �I don’t usually feel stressed about my expenses, and I’ve started 
to make a plan for my money. 

	� None of the above. Here’s my situation:
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Meet Cheryl
Cheryl is a mechanic at an auto repair shop. Her income is inconsistent 

because she doesn’t work regular hours. The owner of the shop calls 

her in when they need help, so it’s hard for her to predict how much 

income she’ll make each month. 

Cheryl often feels relieved if she has any money left in her bank 

account at the end of the month. She’s had to borrow money from 

friends and family a few times. It feels like her money just disappears 

from her account each month. 

Cheryl is thinking about setting up her own repair shop closer to home. 

She has an inconsistent income now, and she knows that might not 

change if she starts her own business. So she wants to make sure she 

understands her personal income and expenses a bit better before 

she takes steps to becoming self-employed.

Think about it
•	 Do you relate to any part of Cheryl’s story?

•	 �Can you think of anything that Cheryl can do right now to feel 
less stressed?

•	 �Cheryl’s financial and life goals are her motivation for wanting 
to take charge of her money. Do you have any financial or life 
goals that you’d like to work towards? 

Motivation is the reason you want 
to do something.
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Cheryl’s expenses
Cheryl starts to gather information about how much money she earns 

and spends. She looks back at her bank account over the last year and 

writes down how much money she made each month. Then she looks 

at the month when she made the least amount of money. This gives 

her a good idea of her minimum income. 

Your minimum income is the lowest amount 
of money you earn or receive in a month. 

Next, Cheryl takes a closer look at her expenses. At first, she isn’t sure 

how to get started. She knows her biggest expenses are her rent and 

student loan payments. But when she starts to think about what else 

she spent her money on last month, she starts to feel stressed and has 

trouble thinking. 

As a first step, she decides to make a list of things she has spent money 

on in the last week. She writes everything down without worrying about 

exactly how much she spent. When she’s done, Cheryl feels a lot better. 

She took a first step towards understanding her expenses. 

To learn more about income, visit 
abcmoneymatters.ca and download the 
workbook Understanding Your Income.

https://abcmoneymatters.ca/resources/
https://abcmoneymatters.ca/wp-content/uploads/MM-SE-Understanding-Your-Income-3-English.pdf
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Try it
Take a few minutes to write down a list of things you’ve spent money 
on in the last week, such as food and transportation. It doesn’t have to 
be a complete list, and you don’t need to write down numbers.
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A note about financial stress
Thinking about your expenses can be stressful, especially if you have 

trouble paying for them each month or if you have an inconsistent 

income. Taking small steps to understand your expenses helps you 

start to take control of your money.  

If you start to feel overwhelmed, try one of these things:

•	 �Take a break. Go for a walk, eat a snack, talk to a friend or 
family member, or do some light stretching. Take a few deep 
breaths and remind yourself that this is going to help you in the 
long run. 

•	 �Focus on types of expenses, not numbers. If you try to learn 
about all your expenses all at once, it can feel overwhelming and 
scary. In this workshop, you’ll learn about different categories of 
expenses. Focus on one category at a time, and don’t worry too 
much about the numbers at first. 

•	 �Remember that you’re collecting information, not making 
decisions. You can use this information later to make money 
decisions. But it’s important to take the time you need to gather 
the information first, without feeling like you also need to make 
decisions about your money.   

•	 �Ask for help. If you get stuck, ask a trusted friend or family 
member for help. If you have specific questions about your 
bank statements or bills, reach out to your bank or financial 
institution for answers. 
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What kinds of expenses do you have?
Everybody’s expenses are different, but most people have to pay for 

several kinds of expenses. 

Here’s a list of categories of expenses. As you read the list, start to 

think about your own expenses. And keep in mind that you might also 

pay for other people’s expenses, like a child’s education.

•	 �Housing: the costs of living in and maintaining a home, such as 
rent or mortgage payments, utilities, internet, home or rental 
insurance, and repairs 

•	 �Food: the costs of food you buy to eat, such as groceries, snacks, 
and takeout

•	 �Transportation: the costs of getting from one place to another, 
such as gas, bus passes, car repairs, and rideshare services

•	 �Health: the costs of health care you have to pay yourself, such as 
dental or vision care and prescription medicine

•	 �Childcare: the costs of caring for children, such as daycare, 
camp, and babysitting

•	 �Education: the costs of going to school or learning, such as 
tuition and school supplies
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•	 �Personal care and wellness: what you spend on anything that 
supports your physical and mental health, such as haircuts, gym 
memberships, and counselling 

•	 �Entertainment: what you spend on activities for fun, such as 
hobbies, vacations, books, and streaming subscriptions

•	 �Debt: the cost of repaying money that you’ve borrowed and 
need to pay back, such as credit card payments and loans

•	 �Savings: the money you set aside to use in the future for things 
like vacations, large purchases, and retirement

•	 �Other expenses: the money you spend on things that don’t fall 
into one of these categories, such as cell phone plans, clothes, 
and gifts
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When do you have expenses?
Not all expenses are the same in terms of how much they cost and 

how often you pay for them. Some expenses happen regularly and 

may always cost the same amount. For example, if you pay rent, 

you probably pay the same amount of money on the same day each 

month. 

Everybody has expenses that happen irregularly, or less predictably. 

They may not always be for the same amount. And there are also 

expenses that happen without warning.

One way to organize and plan for your expenses is to think about:

•	 Regular expenses

•	 Irregular expenses

•	 Unexpected expenses
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Regular expenses 
Regular expenses are things you pay for at the same time each 

week, month, or year. You often have to pay the same amount each 

time. For example, Cheryl pays the same amount for her cell phone 

plan each month. 

Regular expenses are costs you pay on a consistent 
schedule. They’re often the same amount each time. 
They’re also called fixed expenses.

Regular expenses are predictable because you know when you need 
to pay them and how much you need to pay. They usually don’t 
change much over time. 

Some examples of regular expenses include:

•	 Rent or mortgage payments

•	 Internet plans

•	 Streaming services

•	 Childcare fees 

Think about it 

•	 �Can you think of a regular expense that costs the same amount 

each time? 

•	 �Can you think of a regular expense that might sometimes be a 

little bit more or less?  
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Irregular expenses 
Irregular expenses are things you pay for at different times. The 

costs might be different every time. 

Irregular expenses are a bit harder to plan for than regular expenses 

because they come up at different times. But irregular expenses are 

predictable in one way: you know you’re going to have them at some 

point, even if the timing and amount change. It might also feel easier 

to adjust your spending on some types of irregular expenses. 

For example, Cheryl doesn’t have a set schedule for when she buys 

groceries. She also doesn’t always spend the same amount at the 

grocery store. But groceries are always one of her expenses.

Some examples of irregular expenses include:  

•	 Takeout food

•	 Haircuts

•	 Back-to-school supplies

Irregular expenses are things you spend money 
on at different times and in different amounts. 
They don’t always happen on a schedule. They’re 
also called variable expenses.

Once you’ve started tracking your expenses, you might notice some 
patterns in your spending. These patterns can help you predict when 
irregular expenses might come up and how much they might cost. 
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Let’s talk about it 
•	 �Why do you think it’s helpful to know the difference between 

regular and irregular expenses? 

•	 �Think about how buying groceries is an irregular expense for 
Cheryl. How could she make it a regular, more predictable 
expense? 

•	 What are 3 things you have to pay for regularly?

•	 What is something you have to pay for every once in a while? 
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Unexpected expenses 
No matter how careful you are when you think about your expenses, 

unexpected expenses are always possible. These are surprise 

expenses that you can’t predict. Unexpected expenses can often be 

a big source of stress. They can make it harder to make and follow a 

plan for your money.

Examples of unexpected expenses include:

•	 Emergency medical bills 

•	 Urgent car or home repairs

While unexpected expenses are hard to predict, you can do a few 

things to prepare for them. One way to prepare is to set aside some 

money each month for these types of expenses. This is called building 

an emergency fund. 

Unexpected expenses are surprise things 
you have to pay for. 

An emergency fund is money you save for 
unexpected expenses. 

To learn more about planning for unexpected 
expenses, visit abcmoneymatters.ca and 
download the activity, Thinking ahead: 
How to be ready for extra costs. 

https://abcmoneymatters.ca/resources/
https://abcmoneymatters.ca/wp-content/uploads/MM-How-to-be-ready-for-extra-costs.pdf
https://abcmoneymatters.ca/wp-content/uploads/MM-How-to-be-ready-for-extra-costs.pdf
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Tracking your expenses
Once you’ve figured out the types of things you spend money on, 

you’re ready to start tracking how much each expense costs. You’ll also 

track how often you pay for it. 

If this is the first time you’ve tracked your expenses, take your time. 

The first time is almost always the hardest. You might make mistakes, 

and that’s ok. This is just the start. Tracking how much money you 

spend each month can help you manage your spending. It can help 

you see where you might be able to spend a little more or less. 

Start by writing down all the money you spend in the next month. You 

can use a piece of paper, a notebook, your phone, your computer—

whatever works for you! 

For each expense, write down:

•	 the date

•	 how much you spent

•	 what you spent it on 

As you write down your expenses, think about the categories of 

expenses from pages 8 and 9. This information can help you decide 

how much money you want to spend on each category. You can use 

this information to build a spending plan.

A spending plan is a plan for spending your 
money on your expenses. It’s also called a budget. 
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Cheryl’s expenses 
Cheryl starts to track her spending in a notebook. She keeps the 

notebook in her bag and writes down anytime she spends money. 

Sometimes she forgets or doesn’t have time to write the information 

down right away. So at the end of every day, she checks her notebook 

to see if there’s anything she missed that day. 

Cheryl makes a table so it’s easy to write down her expenses. She 

includes the category and if the expense is regular, irregular, or 

unexpected. This information will help her predict if she might have to 

pay for it again. 

Cheryl also decides it’ll be easier to work with dollars, instead of 

also including cents. She rounds the cost of each expense up to the 

nearest dollar so it’s easier to add up the numbers. You can see what 

her spending tracker looks like in the first week on page 17.

There are blank tables on pages 24 and 25 
that you can use to track your spending. 
You can make copies of the tables. 

$
Money 

tip
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Let’s talk about it
•	 �Why do you think it can be helpful to write down the category 

when tracking your expenses? How could you use this 
information later on? 

•	 �What do you think might be some challenges of tracking your 
spending? 

Date Cost Expense Category When?

Feb 1 $1,900 Rent Housing Regular

Feb 1 $126 Bus pass Transportation Regular

Feb 2 $125 Groceries Food Irregular

Feb 2 $8 Coffee Food Irregular

Feb 3 $10 Coffee and muffin Food Irregular

Feb 4 $40 Mom’s birthday 
present Other Irregular

Feb 5 $20 Spin class Personal care 
and wellness Irregular

Feb 5 $15 Takeout lunch Food Irregular

Feb 6 $22 Uber Transportation Unexpected

My spending 
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What do you do after you’ve tracked 
your expenses? 
Tracking your expenses for a month is hard work, but it’s an important 

first step in understanding your spending. The information you gather 

will help you take charge of your money. What can you do next? 

1.	 �Add up what you spent on all your expenses. How much did you 
spend in total?

2.	 �Look at the categories of expenses and when they happened. 
This information can help you predict the expenses you 
might have in the future. And you can use it to start building a 
spending plan.

3.	 �Track your spending for 2 more months. This will give you a 
better idea of your daily expenses.
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What can you learn? 
If you track your expenses for at least 3 months, you can learn about:

•	 which expenses are regular

•	 which expenses are irregular

•	 what types of unexpected expenses might pop up

The more information you have about your expenses, the more likely 

you are to see patterns in them. Identifying these patterns helps you 

decide how to spend your money. When you look at your regular and 

irregular expenses, ask yourself:

•	 Does anything surprise me?

•	 What expense categories did I spend the most on?

•	 Is there anything that stands out about my expenses? 

•	 What’s one thing I’d like to do differently next month?

Tracking your expenses can feel stressful. 
If tracking your expenses for a month feels 
like too much, you can start with a week. 

$
Money 

tip
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Making a spending plan
Many people think that a spending plan stays the same each month. 

And if you earn a regular income, maybe it does. You can plan how to 

spend or save that money without too many changes. 

But when you have an inconsistent income, you’re not sure how much 

money you’ll earn each month. And you might have more irregular 

and unexpected expenses in some months than others.

Being flexible with an inconsistent income
The key to managing your money when you have an inconsistent 

income is to be flexible. After you figure out your minimum income, 

you can use this amount to plan how to pay for your expenses next 

month. 

If you make more than your minimum income in a month, you can 

decide how to spend or save that money. For example, you could 

put it in your emergency fund, or you could save it to help pay for a 

special expense, like a vacation.

To learn more about spending plans, visit 
abcmoneymatters.ca and download the 
Spending Plans workbook. 

https://abcmoneymatters.ca/resources/
https://abcmoneymatters.ca/wp-content/uploads/MM-Spending-Plans-1-English.pdf
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What if your minimum income isn’t enough to 
cover your expenses? 
If your income doesn’t cover your expenses, you might feel like 

you’ve done something wrong. But another way to think of it is that 

right now, your income and expenses are not balanced. And you can 

make changes to help them be more balanced. 

If you need help paying for your expenses, you have options. Some 

options might work for you right now, and others may not. You can 

start exploring your options by looking at your expenses and income 

separately.

Look at your expenses:

•	 �Are there any expenses that you don’t really need in your daily 
life? Could you stop or reduce them? For example, you could 
cancel a streaming service or cut back on using food delivery 
apps. 

•	 �Some expenses are important to your daily life, but could 
you lower them? For example, you might need a cell phone 
plan. But you can shop around to look for cheaper plans or 
discounts. 

•	 �Are there any resources in your community that could help 
you lower certain expenses? For example, many communities 
have food banks or community kitchens that people can use to 
help reduce the cost of their groceries. 
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Look at your income:

•	 If you have a job, can you work more hours? 

•	 If you’re self-employed, can you find more work?

•	 Could you work a side job?

•	 Can a friend or family member lend you some money?

•	 Do you qualify for any government benefits?

A side job is work you do on top of your main 
job. It’s also called a side hustle or side gig.
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Inconsistent income and debt 
Debt is common. Most people have to deal with debt at some point in 

their life, especially when they have a lot of unexpected expenses or 

their income is less than they expected. Debt isn’t bad and it doesn’t say 

anything about you as a person.

Debt is the amount of money you’ve borrowed 
and need to repay. Examples of debt include loans, 
mortgages, cash advances, and credit card bills.

The key to managing debt when you have an inconsistent income is 

to be flexible. Remember:

•	 �You can ask your bank or financial institution about moving 
your credit card debt to a personal loan or line of credit, which 
are less expensive kinds of debt. 

•	 �In months when you make more than your minimum income, 
you can pay down more of your debt. Paying off your debt 
takes time, and when your income is inconsistent, you’ll make 
more progress in some months than others.

•	 �You can talk to your bank or financial institution to learn about 
options for dealing with your debt.
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Track your spending
You can use this table to track your spending. Each time you spend 

money, write it down. You can also write down the expense category. 

If you want to use this table for more than one month, or if you think 

you’ll need more space, make a copy of the table before you write in it.

Date Cost Expense Category When?
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Track your spending

Date Cost Expense Category When?
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Congratulations 
You’ve completed the Planning for Expenses with an Inconsistent Income 

workshop. You’ve taken an important step in learning about take 

control of your money.

For the last activity, we hope you will make a pledge. The pledge can 

be personal, or you can share it with others.

A pledge is a serious promise to yourself or to others.

My pledge

My action plan

Sometimes a pledge needs an action plan: a list of steps you’ll take to 

make your pledge happen.

I pledge to learn more about planning for my expenses by:

What do I need to do first?

Who will support me?

How will I overcome setbacks and obstacles?


