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Managing Finances in College and Beyond

If you are a college student, you’re probably concentrating on  

 your studies and trying to get an education that will help you 

lead the lifestyle you’re seeking after graduation. One thing you 

may not be thinking about is how to handle your money. Failing to 

do so can leave you in a pretty big financial mess by the time you 

graduate. Therefore, it’s important that you take control of your 

finances now if you want your financial future to be bright. 
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Get Started 
College is a time of new experiences—new friends, new faces, new 

responsibilities, and new money issues. Often, the college years are the  

first time that you may be required to manage your own money.

Talk to Your Parents, Older Siblings, and Friends

Ask them how they manage their money, what they experienced when they were 

your age, and what you can expect. If your parents have a financial professional, 

schedule time to meet with him or her. These words of wisdom can be very 

useful, and you’ll probably learn more than you expected from their experience. 

Value Your Education 

Keep in mind that a college education may require sacrifice on your part. However, 

it provides you with the opportunity to learn and eventually seek employment 

in the field of your choice. It is also well known that college graduates earn 

substantially more in their lifetime than someone without a degree. What you  

are sacrificing and working for now may be well worth your effort down the road. 

Set a Budget
College is a great place to learn some basic financial skills. This transitional time 

gives you the freedom and space to make purchases on your own while enjoying 

some provided necessities and, if you’re lucky, a safety net. Having a budget will 

put your mind at ease about your finances and allow you to take control of your 

money instead of letting it take control of you. Be sure to figure in all of your 

income and expenses, and be honest with yourself. It doesn’t work to have a 

budget that is unrealistic for your lifestyle or leaves out your true expenses. 

Do the Math…
There are 168 hours in the week...  

56 are for sleep and 40 for school. That  

leaves 72 for other activities, including 

part-time jobs and socializing. Time is  

your major resource.
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Helpful Hint…
Find out what you spend. Write down 

everything you buy and exactly how  

much it costs (tax included) for at least  

one month. This will allow you to see 

where your money really goes. 

Establish a Spending Strategy

Dorm life puts a roof over your head and meals on your plate, but it doesn’t 

take care of other costs such as books and school supplies, clothes, travel, 

entertainment, and more. Racking up a fat bill for dinner with friends and putting 

it on a credit card isn’t a necessity on Friday and Saturday nights, contrary to what 

many students believe.

Get in the habit now and:

n  Use credit cards sparingly 

n  Use debit or prepaid cards rather than a credit card

n  Keep track of your spending

n  Save receipts

n  Pay credit card balances in full

n  Shop for the best deal on a checking account

n  Set a limit on entertainment

n  Shop at second-hand stores

n  Get a part-time job with tips

n  Walk or ride a bike

n  Look for student discounts

n  Don’t eat out all the time

n  Start saving
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Learn How to Economize 

College life can be expensive, but it also offers many opportunities for saving money. 

n  Load up on necessities before you move onto campus. 

n  Buy generic—notebooks, pencils, and blankets with school logos will cost you more. 

n  Search out coupons. Many businesses give students discounts in an effort to 

establish a relationship. Be on the lookout for deals on plane tickets, food,  

books, clothes, etc. 

n  Buy used books on a “just-in-time” basis. You can save up to 20% on  

used books. Buy as you need them because professors may drop a book  

from the syllabus. Save receipts so you can return unused books.

n  Borrow books or check them out at the library. 

n  Rent movies instead of going to the theater.

Turn economizing into a personal challenge and see how much money  

you can save. 

Take Advantage of the Free Activities on Campus 

Universities are famous for having entertainment at low prices. Instead of going 

out to a movie or a professional show, take in your school’s theater or music 

department’s performances. English and writing programs at universities usually 

offer author readings and lectures throughout the year. Joining a club, group, or 

organization ensures you will always have something to do and someone to do  

it with—even if it’s stuffing envelopes or making phone calls. 

Dorm Life Versus Renting an Apartment  

One of the most essential decisions to make when starting college is finding 

suitable housing. Some colleges require incoming freshmen to spend an 

established amount of time in on-campus dormitories, while others allow students 

to decide between on-campus and off-campus housing. Both options have their 

merits, so consider your own particular needs before signing a lease or applying for 

student housing. Some students find that dorm life is exciting and nurturing, while 

others find the pace too frenetic and prefer the relative privacy of an apartment. 

The chart on page five illustrates the pros and cons to consider before deciding to 

sign a lease or take a room assignment at a dorm.
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Pros Cons

Living on Campus n  Most campus housing is considered part of the overall  
financial aid and/or student loans.

n  The dorm room itself is generally “rented“ by the entire 
semester, not by the month.

n  No separate utility payments to make, or leases to sign.

n  Cost of dorm room typically remains steady.

n  Meal plans are usually included in the financial aid package.

n  Surrounded by all types of school-sponsored entertainment.

n  Excellent place to find others who share common interests.

n  Can use discretionary funds for entertainment instead of  
utility bills and transportation expenses.

n  Lack of privacy.

n  Strict control over cooking options.

n  Food plan may only apply to selected meals.

n  Must adhere to rules concerning conduct and  
dating restrictions.

n  Residents may live four or more to a room.

n  Individual space is always at a premium.

n  Bathrooms and showers may be communal.

n  Dorm residents are encouraged to bring as little as possible.

Renting an Apartment n  More privacy.

n  Less restrictions.

n  Apartments generally equipped with a standard refrigerator 
and working kitchen. 

n  Students can save money by shopping frugally and storing  
food in a larger freezer or pantry.

n  Do not have to plan meal times around a cafeteria’s hours  
of operation.

n  No restrictions on food preparation methods.

n  Roommates may help alleviate expenses.

n Generally not covered by financial aid.

n  Must cover first and last month’s rent, security deposit,  
and utility payments.

n  Rent is due monthly.

n  Finding excess money for entertainment may be difficult  
after rent and utility bills are paid.

n  May have to commute to classes and on-campus events.

n  Safety and security may not be monitored like dorms are.

n  Financial danger arises if visitors damage the property  
or cause neighbors to file complaints.

n  May have to deal with rent increases.

n  Some landlords will not allow subleasing.

Dorm Life Versus Renting an Apartment
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Credit Cards
Some young adults have trouble with credit cards because they view the credit 

limit as an invitation to spend. The way you handle your credit card debt could 

impact you for many years. If you max out your credit line, don’t pay your bills on 

time, and/or have a collection of credit cards, you’ll have a poor credit score after  

you graduate. This could make it difficult for you to get an apartment, obtain a  

car loan, get a home loan, or even find a job. 

Only Use Credit Cards in Emergencies

Laws passed in 2009 require an individual to be 21 before a credit card is issued.

Once you get a credit card, it’s easy to start racking up credit card debt. This is  

a bad way to start out and you will probably end up with bad credit if you are using 

credit cards all of the time. The money you spend on credit cards will need to be 

repaid. It is best if you save your credit card for emergencies instead of buying  

that new pair of shoes or paying for an evening out.

Pay off the Balance Every Month

If you have a credit card, it’s important to pay off your balance each month. 

Leaving a balance on the card can result in you paying extra money on interest,  

so you will save money if you pay off the balance every month. This will also  

keep you from getting in credit card debt over your head.

Understand Interest 

n  Simple Interest . If you loan $300 to a friend for one month and charge 1% interest 

your friend would have to pay you $303 at the end of the month.  

n  Compound Interest . With compound interest, the money you earn in interest 

becomes part of the principal, and also starts to earn interest. Let’s say you loan 

that same friend $300 for one month but charged 1% each day until the end of 

the month. At the end of the first day, your friend would owe you $303. At the end 

of the second day, they would owe you $306.03. At the end of the third day, they 

would owe you $309.09, and so on. Compound interest is what makes credit cards 

so difficult to pay off. With some rates as high as 21%, collecting interest on credit 

card loans is a lucrative business.

Do the Math…
If you charge $3,000 on a spring break 

trip to a credit card with 18% interest, 

and pay the $60 minimum payment each 

month, you’ll pay $7,930 in interest alone 

and it would take 451 months to pay it off. 

Minimum payments get more costly if  

you continue to charge on that card year 

after year.
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Keep Your Debit Card off the Internet

You don’t have the same consumer protections with a debit card as you do with a 

credit card. If you want to buy something over the Internet, make sure you use a credit 

card. Using a debit card takes money from your bank account almost immediately. If 

the transfer is unauthorized, by the time you realize something is wrong, the money is 

likely already gone from your account. If you wait more than two business days after 

you discovered the loss, you’re liable for up to $500.1 If you wait longer than 60 days 

after you’ve received your bank statement showing the first unauthorized transfer 

made with an access device, you may face unlimited liability, and you could lose 

everything in your bank account.1

Accumulate Wealth
Many college students do not realize how important saving really is. But the truth is, 

if you can start saving while you are in college, you can reap great benefits when 

you are older. Saving now will get you in the habit of putting money aside, you will 

earn money from the money you save, and you will have extra funds set aside in 

case of an emergency.

Learn to Save While in School

n  Look for the best checking account . Look for an account that has no fee for 

starting an account, no minimum balance, free debit cards, and no fees for deposits 

or withdrawals. Some banks will actually offer totally free checking for college 

students, so take advantage of this to save money every year.

n  Don’t throw all your mail in a bottom drawer . There are usually penalties for  

late payments, so create a file and place your paid/unpaid bills and financial 

information in it right away.

n  Schedule finance time . Schedule one hour a week to take care of money tasks, 

such as balancing your checkbook and paying bills.

n  Learn to budget . Know your costs and how much you have. If you need more 

money, call home or think about getting a job.

n  Book plane fares months ahead . Normally, the earlier you book your holiday 

flights, the cheaper the tickets cost.

1. Consumer Liability for Unauthorized Transfers: Electronic Funds Transfer Act, Regulation E (12CFR 205.6).
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Continue Saving After Graduation

Smart use of your money and your credit in college will enable you to spend the 

money you earn when you graduate on things you really want (i.e., a new car, a 

nice apartment or house, a great wardrobe, or travel), instead of all your disposable 

income going toward debt repayment.

For new grads, suggested spending guidelines are presented below as a 

percentage of take-home pay:

Determine Your Spendable Monthly Income  

If you get paid once a month, use the amount from your check. If you get paid  

on a different schedule use the chart below: 

Payment Schedule Multiply by Then Divide by

Weekly 52 12

Every two Weeks 26 12

Twice a Month 24 12

If you are paid on a different schedule, simply figure out how much you are paid each year and then divide this 
amount by 12. This gives you your average monthly income.

Car Insurance, 5%

Misc. Personal, 5%

Entertainment, 5%

Clothing, 10%

Saving, 10%

Debt Repayment, 10%

Transportation, 15%

Food, 10%

Housing, 30%

Source: New York Life Investments, 2011.
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Did you know…
A 401(k) plan is one of the easiest  

ways to save for retirement and many 

employers will match a portion of your  

contribution. At minimum, consider making 

salary deferrals up to the maximum amount 

your employer will match. Contribution and 

earnings on investments are tax deferred.  

This means that you will not pay current 

income taxes until the money is withdrawn.

The Power of Starting Early

Young adults under age 35 are the most likely to say they’re not saving 

adequately.2 Below are tips to help you spend less and squirrel away more:

n  Save or invest automatically with a bank, a mutual fund, or your retirement  

plan at work (through payroll deduction) so that money is taken off the top  

of your paycheck before you see it or spend it. 

n  Deposit your paycheck directly to a savings account to earn interest rather than  

to your checking account. You can transfer money to your checking account to  

pay your bills.

n  Limit yourself to one ATM withdrawal per week, and make your cash last. 

n  Subtract credit card purchases from your checking account immediately so  

you’re not surprised when the bill arrives.

n  Round up the amount of your purchase to the next dollar when you subtract a 

payment from your account, that way, you’ll always have a slush fund. 

n  Give yourself a 24-hour cooling-off period if you’re waffling on a purchase. 

Chances are you won’t go back.

n  Buy a couple of storage bins in which you can collect credit card and ATM receipts. 

That will help you get organized, and give you a visual record of your spending.

n  Toss spare change and stray singles into a jar on your desk or dresser, and watch 

your money grow.

n  Resist temptation to buy a latte or go to a movie and put the money you would 

have spent into your cash jar. Each time you resist the temptation, it’s an immediate 

reward for self-discipline. 

n  Continue to budget for a loan or credit card payment after you finish paying off 

the balance. Deposit the amount into a savings or investment account.

2. money.msn.com, April 2011.
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Did you know…
A deferment is a period of time during 

repayment in which the borrower, upon 

meeting certain conditions, is not required 

to make regular monthly payments. 

A forbearance is a period of time during 

repayment in which the borrower is 

permitted to temporarily postpone making 

regular monthly payments.

Repay Your Student Loan

Default occurs when you fail to repay the loan as agreed and/or meet the other 

terms of your promissory note. If you have a co-signer on the loan and you default, 

they will become responsible for paying the loan.

n  Refer to the promissory note for each loan before you graduate or leave school 

so you know what your rights and responsibilities are in repayment.

n  Send your payments for the full monthly amount or more, regardless of  

whether or not you receive a bill. 

n  Understand the repayment options provided by your lenders. Some options 

allow you to minimize the total cost of the loan by making a high monthly 

payment, while others may reduce your initial monthly payments. 

n  Exercise deferment and forbearance options when you need them. 

n  Understand the pros and cons of loan consolidation and its repayment options. 

n  Contact your lenders and/or loan holders immediately if you:  

– change your name or address.  

– have questions about your billing statement(s).  

– have problems making a scheduled payment on time.  

– require information on, or need applications for, deferment or forbearance.

n  Read and understand all correspondence you receive from your lender and/or 

loan holder, and respond promptly if asked, or required, to do so.

The Power of Starting Early

0

$30,000

$60,000

$90,000

$120,000

$150,000

0

$30,000

$60,000

$90,000

$120,000

$150,000$145,845

$98,845

$20,000
$40,000

Account Value

Contributions

Savings method

Total amount saved

Value at the end
of 30 years 

This hypothetical example assumes an annual 8% rate of return and does not take into account taxes and fees. This example is 
for illustrative purposes only and does not represent the performance of any particular investment. An investor's actual return 
isn't likely to be consistent from year to year, and there is no guarantee that a specific rate of return will be achieved. 

Starting Early 

Invest $2,000 annually for 10 years then stop 
contributing for the next 20 years. 
  
$2,000 X 10 years = $20,000

$145,845

Procrastinating

No savings for 10 years then invest 
$2,000 annually for the next 20 years. 

$2,000 X 20 years = $40,000

$98,845
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Additional 
Reading

4

…
The Everything Personal Finance in  

Your 20s and 30s Book, by Debby Fowles, 

Adams Media, 2008.

Extra Credit: The 7 Things Every College 

Student Needs to Know About Credit, 

Debit, & Cash, by Bill Pratt, Financial 

Relevancy, 2011.

Build Credit in Your Own Name

Debit cards don’t let you establish creditworthiness. Start building credit in your 

own name. Many employers run credit checks on potential employees.3 If you do 

not have credit history, try to find a credit card with a low annual percentage rate. 

Don’t be persuaded by gimmicks, like free t-shirts, when considering applying for  

a credit card.

Check Your Credit Reports

It’s important to regularly obtain copies of your credit report from the three major 

credit bureaus (see below) and review them for accuracy.  

Begin to Build a Financial Support Team

It’s important to proactively take charge of your financial future. As you move 

through your life, a financial professional can be a valuable resource. He or she  

can assist you with developing a personalized investment plan, review your 

financial needs, and recommend adjustments to your investment portfolio as  

your circumstances change.

Helpful Resources4

Kiplinger.com

Hosts valuable ideas that can help get grads started on the right foot financially. 

Bankrate.com

Compare credit card rates, interest rates for checking and savings, plus much more. 

Consumer Reporting Companies

Equifax  
P.O. Box 740241 
Atlanta, GA 30374-0241  
800-525-6285 
equifax.com

Experian  
475 Anton Blvd.
Costa Mesa, CA 92626
888-EXPERIAN (397-3742)
experian.com

TransUnion
Consumer Solutions
P.O. Box 2000
Chester, PA 19022-2000
800-916-8800
transunion.com

3. msn.com, June 2010.

4. Neither New York Life Insurance Company, nor its affliates, control these websites or books. New York Life 
Insurance Company is not responsible for the content of the materials or operation of the websites. By accessing these 
materials, you agree to use them at your own risk and according to their terms and conditions. 
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Appendix
A Budget for College Spending

Income         

Money from home $

Money from savings $

Part-time work          $

Scholarship, grant, or loan $

Other                           $

Total Income                $

Expenses

Fixed Expenses  

Tuition                         $

College room and board or rent $

Car payment and insurance       $

Health insurance                $

Emergency fund                  $

Savings                         $

Other                           $

Total Fixed Expenses          $

 

Flexible Expenses

Books                           $

Meals and snacks                $

Telephone and utilities        $

Social and recreation           $

Transportation                  $

Personal                        $

Clothing allowance              $

Health care                     $

Credit card payment $

Other                           $

Total Flexible Expenses $

Total Fixed and Flexible Expenses                                 $

Total Income $

Minus Total Fixed and Flexible Expenses            $

Balance                         $ 
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Not FDIC/NCUA Insured Not a Deposit May Lose Value No Bank Guarantee Not Insured by Any Government Agency

MainStay Investments is a registered service mark and name under which New York Life Investment Management LLC 
does business. MainStay Investments, an indirect subsidiary of New York Life Insurance Company, New York, NY 10010, 
provides investment advisory products and services. 
 
5. Fixed annuities issued through New York Life Insurance and Annuity Corporation (NYLIAC), a Delaware Corpora-
tion, and a wholly-owned subsidiary of New York Life Insurance Company (NYLIC), 51 Madison Avenue, New York, 
NY 10010. Guarantees related only to fixed annuities and are based on the claims-paying ability of NYLIAC, and do 
not apply to the investments distributed by NYLIFE Distributors LLC, which will fluctuate with market conditions. 
 
6. Securities are distributed by NYLIFE Distributors LLC, 169 Lackawanna Avenue, Parsippany, New Jersey 07054.

Call: Click: 

For more information 888-474-7725 mainstayinvestments.com newyorklifeannuities.com

This material is provided as a resource for information only. Neither New York Life 
Insurance Company, New York Life Investment Management LLC, their affiliates, nor their 
representatives provide legal, tax, or accounting advice. You are urged to consult your  
own legal and tax advisors for advice before implementing any plan.
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