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Happy Fall y’all! Fall has arrived and with it — pumpkin spice everywhere,
leaves turning and falling, and Thanksgiving is just around the corner.
  
“Don’t judge each day by the harvest you reap but by the seeds that you
plant.” 

— Robert Louis Stevenson

Welcome!

“Financial freedom is available to those who
learn about it and work for it.” 

– Robert Kiyosaki
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The holidays are coming, and I know many of us are starting to make our gift lists and
plan our shopping. It’s such a fun time of year, but it’s also easy to get carried away
and overspend. The good news? With a little planning, you can enjoy giving without
stressing your budget. Here are some tips I’ve found really helpful.

Start with a List (and a Budget!)
Write down everyone you want to buy for and decide how much you want to spend on
each person. Then, come up with gift ideas that fit those limits. Having a clear plan
makes it way easier to shop without going overboard.

Leave the Cards at Home
I like using cash because it’s a simple way to see exactly how much you’re spending.
Try the envelope system—label an envelope for each person and put the budgeted
cash inside. When it’s gone, that’s it for that person. If cash isn’t your thing, prepaid gift
cards work just as well.

Use Tech to Stay Organized
There are some great apps that help track gifts, budgets, and shopping lists. For
example, apps like Christmas Gift List (for Apple and Android) let you see what you’ve
bought, what’s left to buy, and how much you have left to spend. It keeps everything in
one place and saves you from last-minute stress.

Forget the “Even Gifts” Trap
You don’t need to spend the same amount on everyone or give the same number of
gifts. Focus on what’s meaningful for each person. Thoughtful gifts matter way more
than “even” gifts—and your wallet will thank you.

The holidays should be fun, not stressful. With a little planning, you can give gifts that
are heartfelt, stay on budget, and actually enjoy the season.

Plan, Budget, Gift: A Stress-Free Holiday Strategy
By Sara Lorenzen, M.Ed., CFEI® 

Assistant Director of Financial Well-Being Carolina Financial Well-Being Center at 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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As the holidays approach, or even as companies, organizations, faculty, staff,
and students dive into a new semester, it’s easy for spending to sneak up on
us. Between gifts, travel, and everyday expenses, the last thing anyone wants
is to deal with credit problems or identity theft. A few simple habits can go a
long way in keeping your finances and your peace of mind safe.

Keep an Eye on Your Credit
Checking your credit report might sound intimidating, but it’s actually empowering.
You can catch errors, spot unauthorized accounts, and see where you stand
financially. Everyone is entitled to one free report per year from each of the three
major credit bureaus, Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion, through
AnnualCreditReport.com. Make it a habit to review them regularly.

Shop Online Safely
Online shopping is convenient, but it’s important to stay alert. Stick to reputable
websites, look for “https” in the URL, and avoid public Wi-Fi when entering sensitive
information. Always log out once your transaction is complete to help secure your
information. Updating your passwords regularly, every 6 to 12 months, and using
strong, unique passwords for each site also reduces cyber risks.

When it comes to storing credit card information online, be cautious. While saving
your card details can make checkout faster, it also creates a target if the site is
compromised. A safer approach is to use virtual or single-use card numbers. Another
great strategy is to use a prepaid credit card dedicated to holiday or gift shopping.
This limits your spending to the card’s balance and reduces the risk to your primary
accounts.

Watch Out for Scams
High-spending seasons are prime time for scammers. Be skeptical of emails, calls, or
texts asking for personal information, legitimate organizations won’t request sensitive
data this way. If something feels off, pause and verify directly with the company or
institution.

(continued on next page)
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Your Guide to Credit and Identity Safety During Busy Times:
The Holiday Edition 

By Lottia Windham
Austin Community College
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DECEMBER
RMDs

Estate Planning
Flexible Spending

Accts

JANUARY
Set Your Goals

Financial
Awareness Month

FEBRUARY
Organize Tax
Documents

Consider Meeting
with a Financial

Professional

NOVEMBER
Save for College;

Evaluate
Retirement Prep

Upcoming Events, Committee Meetings & Task Force Calls
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January 27
February 24

(continued from previous page)

Resources to Help You Stay Protected
AnnualCreditReport.com:  Free annual credit reports from all three major
bureaus
Federal Trade Commission (FTC): Identity Theft – Steps to prevent and respond
to identity theft
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB): Tips on managing credit cards
and protecting financial information
Experian Credit Education: Guides on understanding credit scores and reports

By staying vigilant and taking small steps, you and your family can enjoy the season
without unnecessary stress, and build strong habits for long-term financial health.

COHEAO Grassroots Calls: Second  
Friday at 11:00 a.m. Central

COHEAO Financial Wellness Taskforce
Calls: Fourth Tuesday monthly at 10
a.m. Central

October 28
November 18
December 16

If you would like to join these calls, please contact Lee Anne Wigdahl or call
630.577.8551.
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