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10 Steps to Conquer Debt

BEFORE WE BEGIN

A Quick Note Before We Start

This book is financial education, not personalized financial, tax, or legal advice. The
dollar figures in these pages are examples, which are there to show how the steps and
tools work to better manage your money. These are not specific targets you’re meant to
match. Your situation is your own. Adapt the plan to work for you, and when an

important decision calls for an experienced professional to review, bring one in.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Getting Out of Debt Feels So Hard

Most people who carry a lot of debt, accumulate it over time for similar reasons.

Debt usually starts out small, which feels reasonable and does not have much impact. Then
something happens that warrants not paying it off right away. There’s a balance carried over
from a month with unexpected expenses, or maybe there was a purchase that made sense at
the time and went on a card that was only ever meant for emergencies. Over time those small
money decisions add up. Next, a second card joins the mix. Why not, it was so easy to get,
right? Eventually, the debt stops feeling like a number and starts to feel like a weight. It sits on
top of every other money decision you make, and it becomes the reason a good month, with
minimal expenses, never feels quite as good as it should.

If that’s where you are, you’re in the same spot as a lot of capable, responsible people who
simply never had a clear plan for tackling their debt. The balances are scattered across
different cards and accounts, and the routine for handling them comes and goes. Add a
surprise expense or two, and a month of progress can disappear before any momentum builds.

Most people who have significant debt have a planning problem more often than a willpower
problem, and planning problems can be solved with a system.

This book gives you that system.

It won’t promise you’ll be debt free by spring, and it won’t tell you to cut up your cards in a burst
of motivation and then white-knuckle your way through. There’s no shame in these pages, and
no manifesting of dreams either. This is a practical plan for a busy person who already knows
the debt has to be addressed and wants a system they can use on aregular basis, knowing
work and family and everything else is still happening.

There’s a bigger reason to conquer your debt, and it’s why this book sits in the Leading Self
collection at Leadership-Tools.com. Leading yourself well is the foundation everything else in
your life stands on, and money stress and worry quietly eat away at your confidence and your
ability to focus on your bigger life goals. It’s hard to be fully present for a team at work or a
family at home when part of your mind is always doing math on the money you owe. Bringing
your debt under controlis one of the most practical acts of self-leadership there is, and it puts

you on steadier ground for everything else you’re trying to accomplish.
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The planis ten steps. You’ll commit to the outcome, get your records in one place, see the full
picture on paper, and learn how to manage your real cash flow. Then you’ll put your debts in
order, build a budget that attacks one at a time, switch to cash where it keeps you honest, set
aside a small buffer for the surprises, automate the parts that shouldn’t need willpower, and
look at the income side of the equation to speed the whole thing up. Each step is simple to
follow, and while none of it is effortless, you’ll always know exactly what to do next.

You won’t work the plan in the abstract. Throughout the book you’ll follow James and Lin, a
couple who have carried about $34,500 across three credit cards for three years. They’re a
regular household, working the same ten steps you are, one at a time, so you can watch the
plan play out in a real situation. Where the road forks, and a reader in a different scenario might
make a different call, I’'ll point that out as we go.

Each step pairs with a free tool from Leadership-Tools.com, a simple template you can
download and fill in as you work. You don’t need any of it to start reading, and it’s all listed at
the back of the book. You’ll want the first couple of tools in hand by the time you reach Step 2.

You are encouraged to read this book straight through the first time so you have a clear idea of
how everything works together. Then come back and work through the steps for your own

situation.

One last thing before we begin. Getting out of debt buys you a well-deserved pat on the back. It
provides freedom, returning options you’d half forgotten you had. It gives you back your self-
confidence, allowing you to invest in your future without worrying about money. That’s worth
the work, and it’s a real part of leading your life well.

The plan starts on the next page.
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PART ONE

Get Clear

Steps 1to 4 - 10 Steps to Conquer Debt.
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STEP ONE

The Power of “I Will”

Every debt that ever got paid off started the same way. Someone decided enough was enough.

That can sound too simple to count as a step, but making a clear decision for change is the part
most people skip. Plenty of us want to be out of debt. Wanting is a feeling, and it rises and falls
with the monthly statement. A decision is something more significant. It’s a choice you make
once and then keep, through the good months and the discouraging ones, whether or not you
feel like it that day or week.

This step is about making that decision and giving it words. It comes down to two words: | will.

There’s a reason those two words carry so much weight. “l will” puts you in charge of the debt
instead of letting it run you. Debt has a way of feeling permanent, like a fact of your life you
simply have to endure. What’s easy to lose sight of is that your debt is the result of your many
choices made over months or years, and choices are the one part of this you can start changing
today.

None of this is about blame. You can look honestly at the choices that got you here without
beating yourself up over them, and that honest look is where ownership begins. Blame keeps
you facing backward. Ownership turns you around so you can look forward to making better
choices that will lead to a better life.

This is also where leading yourself stops being an abstract idea and starts being something you
do. Leading anyone, yourself included, comes down to deciding what matters and then acting
onitwhen it would be easier not to. Choosing to face your debt honestly and commit to paying
it off is one of the plainest versions of that there is. Instead of waiting for something to change
onits own, you’re the one deciding it will change, starting now.

Put It in Writing

A decision that stays in your head is easy to renegotiate. A decision you’ve written down is
harder to wriggle out of, because now it’s looking back at you. So before you go any further,

write your commitment somewhere you’ll see it often.

Keep it short and simple. Something like:

“l will follow my debt payoff plan every month until I’'m debt free.”
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Use your own words, whatever will resonate best for you. The exact phrasing matters less than
the fact that you wrote it down and you mean it. What you want is a sentence you can come
back to on a Tuesday in month two, when the balance hasn’t moved significantly and the whole
thing feels slow. That statement will remind you of what you decided was a priority in your life.

Why the Number Isn’t Enough

When people get serious about debt, the first thing they usually write down is a number, like
paying off $34,500 or being debt free by next December. Number statements like that are
useful, and you’ll set yours soon. On its own, though, a number statement alone carries a thin
reminder to remain focused on the goal. It tells you what you’re doing without telling you why
it’s worth doing, and the “why” is what will keep you focused on the hard weeks.

So pairyour commitment with a reason that means something to you, and make that the real
reason. Maybe you’re tired of the low-grade dread that shows up every time you open a banking
app. Or maybe the debt is quietly boxing you in, keeping you from a change you’d make in a
heartbeat if your income wasn’t already spoken for. That reason is the true goal. The number is
just the scorecard.

Later, when you build your plan, keep this reason front and center. For now, it only needs to
exist somewhere you’ll see it, and it needs to be meaningful to you.

James and Lin Decide

This is where you meet the couple you’ll follow through the rest of the book.

James and Lin have been carrying about $34,500 in credit card debt across three cards for a
little over three years. It didn’t come from anything dramatic. The income dipped for a few
months and the cards quietly covered the gap, and by the time things steadied, the balances
had taken on a life of their own. For a long while they did what a lot of people do, which is half-
deal with it. They paid the minimums each month and avoided adding the full total up, letting
“when things settle down, we’ll address it” stand in for a plan.

What changed for them was a conversation, not a windfall or a crisis. One evening at the
kitchen table, Lin said out loud the thing they’d both been thinking, which was that the debt had
become a weight underneath every money decision they made. They couldn’t plan a trip or talk
honestly about the future without it hanging over them. So they decided, together, that this was
the year it was going to be different.

They wrote their decision statement that night on the back of an envelope and stuck it to the
fridge: We will pay these cards off, one at a time, and not put a dollar back on them.

Underneath it, Lin added the reason in simple terms: We’re done letting this run our lives.
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That envelope wasn’t a plan yet. The plan would come over the next nine steps.

Before You Move On

Do the short version of what James and Lin did:

e Write one sentence that commits you to getting out of debt. Keep it short, and put it
somewhere you’ll see it often.

e Underneath it, write the real reason in your own words. The thing you’d tell a trusted
friend.

No planis required yet, just the decision everything else will be built on. Make it now, in writing,
and then turn the page.

10
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STEP TWO

Get Real-ly Organized

You can’t get control over a debt you can’t see. Before you can build a debt reduction plan, you
need to know what the entire picture looks like, not just a piece of it. You need to get organized.

Most of us keep our financial life scattered in various drawers or boxes. A couple of statements
come by mail, a few more live in email, one credit card has an app you open now and then, and
the rest sits in a drawer you’d rather leave shut. Each piece makes sense on its own. Put
together, they add up to a picture you’ve never seen all at once, and that missing picture is part
of what keeps debt feeling scarier than it needs to be.

This step changes that. You’re going to pull everything into one place and set up a simple
system that keeps it all together, so that from now on, when you need a balance or a due date,
you know exactly where to look. It’s a small, almost boring act of leading yourself effectively,
yet it will make every step that follows easier.

Gather It All in One Place

Start by collecting everything that has a balance, a payment, or a due date attached to it.
There’s no analyzing to do yet. The job right now is just to bring it all into one spot, whether
that’s a folder on your desk or a folder on your computer.

Here’s what to gather up:

* Arecent statement for every debt you owe, each credit card and any loans.
* Your pay stubs, or whatever shows the income comingin.

* Your monthly bills, like rent or mortgage, utilities, phone and internet, and insurance.

Recent tax returns and any statements for savings or retirement accounts.

Login details for the accounts you manage online, kept somewhere safe.

Don’t worry yet about what the numbers say. The point right now is to have them all in front of
you instead of scattered across the house and a dozen browser tabs.

Label So You Can Find It

Once it’s gathered, it needs a home that makes sense, or it’ll drift back into a new pile. Thisis

where a little labeling does a lot of work.

11
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To make that easy, Leadership-Tools.com gives you a free Financial Records Label Template

you can download as a printable PDF or as an editable spreadsheet in Excel. It comes with
ready-made labels for the categories most households need, like Banking and Savings, Credit
Cards and Loans, Household Bills and Utilities, Insurance, Taxes, and Retirement and
Investments, with a few blank labels you can fill in for anything specific to your life. It comesin
two styles, printable inserts for hanging folders and peel-and-stick labels for folder tabs, so it
fits however you already file.

Set up afolder for each category, whether you keep paper in a file box or files on your
computer, and give every statement and document one clear home. Use the labels as they are
currently stated, or rename them to fit your situation. What matters is that the system is yours,
and that you could put your hands on any account at any time.

[Bank Name]

[Bank Name]

[Store Name]

[Company]

[Company]

[Company]

[Company]

[Bank Name]

[Issuer]

[Employer]

[Company]

[Company]

[Company]

[Lender]

The Financial Records Label Template, ready to print.

Keep It Current

A system only helps if it stays current, and staying current takes very little time once the setup
is done. The easiest way to keep your records together is to schedule a regular appointment.
Pick a date and time each month, a kind of money leadership session, and spend fifteen
minutes filing what’s come in (statements, paystubs, etc.) and flagging anything that needs a

closer look.

That small, repeated habit is what turns organizing from a one-time cleanup into something
that keeps paying off. By the time you reach the later steps, you won’t be searching for any

important financial records, because it’ll already be where it should be.

12
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James and Lin Get Organized

When James and Lin sat down to gather their records, the first thing they noticed was how
spread out everything had become. Two of the card statements came by mail and went into a
drawer. The third was paperless, so the only way to see it was to log in, which they rarely did.
Their pay stubs lived in email, and the monthly bills were a mix of autopay notices and paper
they mostly ignored.

It took them one evening to pull it all together. They printed the labels, set up a folder for each
category, and filed everything where it belonged. Lin said the part that surprised her was how
great it felt afterward. For three years the uncertainty of their finances had lived as a constant
source of stress in the back of their minds. Now everything was in an organized group of labeled
folders in a dedicated drawer, finite and specific.

They still hadn’t added up the full total. That comes in the next step. But for the first time,
everything they’d need to do it was in one place, and that alone provided a greater sense of

control.

Before You Move On
Set aside an evening, the way James and Lin did, and get your records into one organized place:
e Gatheracurrent statement for every debt, your pay stubs, and your monthly bills.

* Download the free Financial Records Label Template, set up a folder for each category,
and file everything where it belongs.

That’s the whole step. You don’t need to have a plan or specific numbers yet. The goal here is
just to make sure you have everything you’ll need in one place where you can find it. Once it’s
organized, you’re ready to see the full picture, and that’s exactly what Step 3 is for.

13
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STEP THREE

Get Specific

In the last step you gathered all your financial information into one place. Now you’re going to
turn that set of documents into a clear, specific picture of where you stand. This is the step
where your debt stops being a rough idea in the back of your mind and becomes a set of real

numbers you can work with.

There’s a reason most people skip this part. Adding it all up means facing the reality of your
situation, and when it comes to debt the reality is usually bigger than the number you’ve been
carrying in your head. Staying a little vague about it feels safer. The catch is that you can’t build
a debt reduction plan around a number that is vague. Getting specific is what lets you take

action with confidence.

So this step asks for some honesty and a little courage. You’re going to write down what you
owe and what you own, along with the money that is earned and spent each month, and you’re
going to use real numbers instead of estimates. It’s another clear act of leading yourself,
choosing to see the truth so you can do something about it.

Use Your Personal Financial Statement

The tool for this step is the Personal Financial Statement from Leadership-Tools.com, a free

download as a printable PDF or an editable spreadsheet in Excel. It gives you one organized
page to list everything you own, everything you owe, and the income and expenses that move
through each month. At the bottom it shows your net worth, which is just what’s left when you
subtract what you owe from what you own.

For someone focused on debt, the most important part of that page is the list of what you owe.
The goal here is to make sure that listis complete and accurate, because it’s the foundation
the rest of the bookis built on.

14
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[Enter Name]

Personal Financial Statement - As of [Month Day, Year]

Assets How to Complete the Personal Finandal Statement Gross Monthly Income Monthly
[Checking Account] G | 1. Enter your name and a single ‘as of’ date at the [Income Source #1]

[Savings Account] - top. [Income Source #2]

[Brokerage / Investments] - [income Source #3]

[Retirement - 401k / 403b] - 2. Fillin the gold cells. The white cells calculate for [Income Source #4]

[Retirement - IRA / Roth] - you. [Income Source #5]

[Real Estate] - Total Gross Income

[Automobile / Vehicles] -| 3. List what you own (Assets) and your monthly Net income applies an estimated tax and withholding
[Personal Property] A income. rate (set below) to each source.

[Business Ownership Interest] - Net Income Less Tax at: 30.00%
[Other] - 4. Llstwhatyouowe (Liabilities): balance, APR, [Income Source #1]

[Other] -|  monthly payment. [Income Source #2]

Education Fund - [Income Source #3]

Wedding Fund o 5. Add your monthly expenses to see net worth and [Income Source #4]

Family Vacation Fund -/ cash flow. [Income Source #5]

Total Assets = Total Net income

Liabilities Balance APR Due Date Address Contact Ph# Acct & Monthly Payment
Home Loans

[1st Mortgage] - 0.00%

[2nd Mortgage / HELOC] - 0.00%

Personal Loans & Lines of Credit

[Automobile Loan] - 0.00%

[Student Loan] - 0.00%

[RV Loan] - 0.00%

[Unsecured Line of Credit) - 0.00%

Credit Cards / Store Cards

[Credit Card #1)] - 0.00%

[Credit Card #2] - 0.00%

[Credit Card #3] - 0.00%

[Credit Card #4] - 0.00%

[Department Store Card #1] - 0.00%

[Department Store Card #2] - 0.00%

[Department Store Card #3] - 0.00%

The Personal Financial Statement, ready to fill in.

List Every Debt, with the Details That Matter

When you list your debts, a name and a balance aren’t enough. For each debt you owe, write
down three things:

e The current balance, straight from your latest statement.
* Theinterest rate, usually shown as the APR (Annual Percentage Rate).
* The minimum monthly payment the lender requires.

Those details matter more than they might seem. A balance tells you how big a debt s, but the
rate is what makes two cards with the same balance very different, since it sets how fast the
debt grows and how much it costs you over time if you don’t pay more than the minimum
monthly payment. The minimum is what you’re obligated to pay every month no matter what.
In Step 5, when you decide which card to pay off first, these are the exact numbers you’ll use,
so it’s worth getting them right while everything is in front of you.

Pick a Date and Use Real Numbers

Afinancial statement is a snapshot, so it’s only accurate for the day you fill it in. Balances
change, so pick a single date, today works fine, and use that same date for every number you

write down. Label it right on the page, something like “as of” the date you chose.
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Use real numbers instead of estimates. Pull the balances from your actual statements or go
online to look up today’s balances. The statement isn’t there to impress anyone. It’s there to

give you an honest starting line, which is what you’ll need to measure real progress against.

You’ll come back to this page often. Updating it on the same monthly schedule you set in Step
2, during that money leadership session, lets you watch the balances fall and your net worth
improve over time. That visible progress is one of the things that keeps people going when
sometimes it feels like progress is moving too slowly.

James and Lin Get Specific

James and Lin had their records organized, so the hard part was already behind them. When
they opened the Personal Financial Statement, they entered their accounts and their income,
and then the three credit cards they’d been carrying.

Until that evening, the debt had always been three separate statements that arrived at different
times, which made it easy to handle one and forget the other two. Laid out on a single page, the
cards looked like this:

Debt \ Balance APR ‘ Min. Payment
Store card $4,500 24.99% $139
Bank card 1 $11,000 27.99% $367
Bank card 2 $19,000 21.99% $538

$34,500 $1,044/mo

Seeing it added up like that, $34,500 in one place with $1,044 going out every month just to
cover the minimums, was harder to see than Lin expected. For a few seconds it felt worse than
not knowing. Then the reality of their situation settled in. The number was now fixed and known,

and a known number is something you can build a plan around.

They also did one quick thing that pays off later. They noted that the first bank card, the $11,000
balance, carried the highest rate at 27.99 percent. They didn’t act on it yet. They just flagged it,

because by Step 5 that detail would help them decide where to focus first.

Before You Move On

Openyour Personal Financial Statement and fill it in honestly:

e List every debt with its current balance, interest rate, and minimum payment.

16
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* Add your assets and your monthly income and expenses, then note your total debt and
your net worth.

* Putan “as of” date onit, and save it so you can compare next month.

When you’re done, you’ll have what most people never let themselves see, the full and specific
truth of where your personal finances stand. It might be sobering, but it’s also the most useful
thing you can do in your financial life right now. With the truth in hand, you’re ready to look at
how your money moves week to week, and that’s Step 4.

17
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STEP FOUR

Know Your Cash Flow

In the last step you saw exactly what you owe and what you own, all on one page. That pageis a
snapshot, true for the day you filled it in. What it can’t show you is the part of your money that’s
always moving: the income that lands on scheduled days, the bills that come due on specific
days, and the gap for money available that sometimes occurs between them.

That gap is where a lot of households get caught. You can have a month that works on paper,
where the income covers everything you owe, and still come up short on a Tuesday because a
bill landed three days before your paycheck. Knowing your cash flow is how you see that
coming, so you can do something about it while you still have time.

This is another act of leading yourself. You’re being proactive and choosing to look at how your
money moves, week to week and day to day, instead of hoping it all evens out by the end of the
month.

A Snapshot Can’t Show Movement

Your Personal Financial Statement and your cash flow do two different jobs, and you need
both. The statement is a still photo. It tells you, on one point in time, what you owe and what
you own. Cash flow is the movie. It shows that same money in motion across the weeks,
showing how your money is arriving and leaving on its current schedule.

For someone paying down debt, that movement matters as much as the totals. Your minimum
payments are due on set dates whether or not your paycheck has arrived. Rent or your
mortgage, a utility, and a card payment can all land in the same stretch of days, and if that
stretch falls before your next payday, a month that looked fine just looking at the monthly totals
can feel anything but well managed when cash flow comes up short.

This step isn’t your budget. The budget, where you set your spending limits for the month,
comes later in Step 6. Right now you’re learning to see the timing of how your cash flows in and
out throughout the month, which provides you with powerful insights. You may realize that in
order to improve your cash flow you may want to contact creditors or utility companies and
change your monthly due date to spread things out so you won’t run short on cash at any time

during the month.

18
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Use Your Daily Cash Flow Tool

The tool for this step is the Daily Cash Flow Tool from Leadership-Tools.com, a free download

as a printable PDF or an editable spreadsheet in Excel. It lays the month out one day at a time,
S0 you can see your real cash position on any given day.

The days of the month run across the top. Your income and expense lines run down the side,
grouped into the money coming in, your fixed bills like rent or mortgage and loan and card
payments, and your variable spending like fuel, groceries, and utilities. You enter each amount
in the column for the day it happens, and the tool keeps a running balance for you.

Three rows carry the story. Your Beginning Cash Balance is what you start the day with. Your
Available Cash is that balance plus anything that came in. Your Ending Cash is what’s left after
the day’s spending, and it becomes the next morning’s beginning balance, so your true position
carries forward all month. One simple calculation drives the whole page:

Ending Cash = Beginning Cash + money in — money out

There’s one more thing the tool does for you. If any day’s balance drops below zero, it turns that
number red. That’s your early warning that you’re set to come up short, with time still on the
clock to fix it.

Daily Cash Flow Tool

nting Can Batance

19
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Spend the Month on Paper First

The goal here is to walk through the coming month before you live it. Enter each paycheck and
any other income on the day it’s expected to arrive. Then enter your bills and regular spending
on the days they’re due, using the due dates you already have from your Personal Financial
Statement. As you go, the running balance shows you which days are comfortable and which
ones run tight.

Doing it this way means you spend the month on paper first, before a single real dollar moves
out of your account. If a day comes up short on paper, you find out now, in a quiet moment with
a spreadsheet, instead of later when getting declined at the grocery checkout or in an overdraft

notice received online or in the mail.

When the Money’s Short Before It’s Due

When the tool shows a day where the money won’t be there in time, you have more room to
address the issue before it becomes a real problem. Often the fix is simple. You can move a
purchase to the other side of payday, shift a due date by calling the company and asking, or
cover the gap from a little buffer you’ve set aside. Many billers will move your due date to better
match your pay schedule if you simply ask.

If the gap is bigger than that, the same honesty you brought to your statement works here too.
Call the creditor before the due date, explain the situation plainly, and ask what’s possible.
People who reach out early, before a payment is missed, tend to be met halfway more often
than they expect.

James and Lin Map the Month

When James and Lin opened the Daily Cash Flow Tool, their records were already organized
and their statement was filled in, so the numbers were close at hand. They entered their two
paychecks on the days they land, then their rent, their utilities, and the minimum payments on
their three cards, each on its own due date.

Most of the month looked fine. One stretch didn’t. In the days before their mid-month
paycheck, the minimum on the first bank card came due, then groceries, the store card

minimum, the electric bill, one after another. Here’s the view the tool showed them:

20
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What Happens Ending Balance
The 9th Starting balance $760
The 10th Bank card 1 minimum $367 out $393
The 11th Groceries $85 out $308
The 12th Store card minimum $139 out $169
The 13th Electric bill $95 out $74

The 15th Paycheck $1,900 in

By the 13th they were down to $74, with two days to go before payday. It wasn’t a disaster, but it
was closer to the edge than either of them had realized, and in a month with one surprise
expense it would have tipped them into the red.

Seeing it ahead of time made the fix easy. They called the store card and moved its due date to
the 18th, just after the paycheck lands, which lifted the whole tight stretch out of the danger
zone. Nothing about what they owed changed. They simply moved one date so their money and
their bills lined up better.

When Your Income Changes Month to Month

James and Lin know almost to the dollar when their pay arrives. Plenty of people don’t. For
example, if yourincome comes from tips, commission, freelance work, or shifts that vary, your
cash flow takes a little more care to manage, and the tool helps you handle it well.

Casey is a good example. Casey waits tables, so some weeks are strong and some are thin, and
the deposits never land on quite the same day. Casey uses the Daily Cash Flow Tool a bit
differently. Income goes in only on the day it lands, never before, so the running balance is
always built on money that’s truly there. And when Casey maps the month ahead, the planis
built around a lean week rather than a hopeful one. If a strong earning week shows up, the extra
is saved as a cushion. When earnings are shorter than expected, the savings from the stronger
week can be used to cover expenses. This works very well, but it requires a little more
discipline. Very quickly, however, you’ll enjoy knowing exactly where your finances are and not

having anxiety about running short on cash.

That one habit, planning against the low end instead of the average, is what turns an
unpredictable income from a worry into something you can lead with confidence. We’llcome
back to Casey in Step 8, when we set aside a buffer for exactly the kind of surprises a variable

income tends to bring.
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Make It a Quick Habit

Once your month is mapped, a few minutes every day or two is enough. Enter what came in and
what went out, check that the ending balance matches your bank, and glance at the next few
days for anything coming due.

This pairs with the money leadership session you set up backin Step 2. That monthly
appointment is where you file what’s come in and update your statement. Your cash flow is the
in-between, the running check that keeps the month from getting away from you. Together they
make sure you’re never caught off guard by your own money.

Before You Move On

Openyour Daily Cash Flow Tool and walk through the coming month:

* Enteryourincome on the days it arrives, and your bills and spending on the days they’re
due.

* Watch the running balance for any day that turns red or runs uncomfortably low.

* Where a day comes up short, move a purchase, shift a due date, or set aside a small
buffer to cover it.

Once you can see your money moving, you’ve finished getting clear. You know what you owe,
you’ve seen it on one page, and now you know how it flows through your month. That’s the
foundation the rest of the planis built on. In Step 5, you’ll put your debts in order and decide
exactly which one to attack first.
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PART TWO

Build the Plan

Steps 5to 6 - 10 Steps to Conquer Debt.
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STEP FIVE

Stack Your Debt

You’ve spent the last four steps getting clear. You made the important decision to get control of
your debt, you put your financial records all in one place, you captured everything you owe on a
single page, and you learned how to watch your money flow in and out of your account
throughout an entire month.

Armed with that knowledge, you now have an honest picture of everything you owe instead of
only avague idea. Now it’s time to turn that picture into a plan of attack.

The first move is to stack your debts, which simply means putting them in the exact order you’ll
pay them off. Before you can attack a debt, you have to decide which one to attack first,
second, and third. That’s the whole job of this step, but you need to know you have options and
there are reasons to choose one approach versus another.

One Target at a Time

When you’re carrying several debts, the instinct is to spread your extra money across all of
them, a little here and a little there. It feels fair, and it feels like progress. It’s also the slowest

way out.

Spreading extra payments across multiple debts will often extend the time it will take to pay
them all down. If you are slowly chipping away at every balance at the same time, you keep
paying interest on all of them, and months go by without the satisfaction of crossing any single
debt off the list. Stacking does the opposite. You line your debts up in a deliberate order, then
you aim every spare dollar at the one on top while the rest hold steady receiving their minimum
payments. Focus on one target at a time, pay it off completely, then move on to the next.

That focus is what creates visible progress. It’s what makes the math work in your favor,
because each debt you finish frees up its payment to pour onto the next one.

Use Your Debt Stack Calculator

The tool for this step is the Debt Stack Calculator from Leadership-Tools.com, a free download

as a printable PDF or an editable spreadsheet in Excel or Google Sheets. You simply enter each

debt once, and it does the sorting and the math for you.

For every debt, you type in the name, the current balance, the interest rate, and the minimum

payment required. You’ll find the rate and the minimum on your latest statement. The
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calculator takes those numbers, puts your debts in a proper payoff order of your choosing, and
shows you the financial details your statements never will: how many months until you’re debt
free, the month you’ll make your last payment, and what the whole debt reduction journey will
costyou in interest along the way.

The calculator is highly intuitive. You only fill in the gold cells. Everything in grey calculates on
its own, so there’s nothing to set up and nothing to break. If you’ve already worked your
Personal Financial Statement back in Step 3, you have every number you need within reach.

Two Ways to Stack: Snowball or Avalanche

There are two solid ways to order your debts, and the calculator runs both so you can easily see

the impact of each approach.

The debt snowball puts your smallest balance first, with no regard to what the interest rate
may be. You work to knock out a whole debt quickly, feel the win, and roll that freed payment
onto the next smallest balance. This creates solid momentum, helping you clear one debt at a
time and keep that momentum building.

The debt avalanche puts your highest interest rate first. On paper it saves you the most money,
because you’re starving the most expensive debt before any other. It’s built around math.

Quick Debt Snowball Calculator

Enter your debts and an extra monthly payment. The results update as you type. This is the quick version; download the free
tool below for your full month-by-month schedule and progress tracker.

Debt name Balance APR Min. pmt
Card A $ 3000 22.99 % $ 90
CardB $ 6500 27.49 % $ 163
Medical loan $ 9000 1190% | $ 200
+ Add a debt
Extra each month Payoff method
MONTHS TO DEBT-FREE DEBT-FREE BY TOTAL INTEREST INTEREST SAVED
38 Aug 2029 $5,805 $10,118

At this pace, you'll be debt-free by Aug 2029 and pay about $5,805 in interest, saving $10,118 versus
paying only the minimums.

The best plan is the one you’ll stick with all the way to zero.
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Which Order Should You Choose?

Here’s the honest answer most calculators won’t give you. The avalanche usually saves a little
more in interest, but the snowball is the one most people finish, which is why it is our
recommended approach.

Early wins provide fuel to keep you motivated. When you erase an entire debt in the first few
months, you start to believe in the plan, and that belief is what carries you through when
progress feels slow and when the finish line still feels far off. For most people the few extra
dollars of interest are a fair price for the momentum that keeps them energized and gets them
all the way to the end. That’s why | lean toward the snowball for most folks, and why the tool
sets it as the default. The compare panel shows you the exact dollar difference for your own
numbers, so you can decide which approach will work best for you.

Where Your Other Debts Fit

The stackisn’t only for credit cards. Car loans, medical bills, personal loans, and student loans
all belongin the list of debts, ordered the same way by balance or by rate. The one debt most
people leave out at the start is the mortgage, which is a different animal and usually waits until
the higher-cost balances are gone. Put everything except your mortgage, if you have one, into

the calculator so your debt picture is complete.

James and Lin Stack Their Cards

James and Lin have carried about $34,500 across three cards for three years. Until now those
balances lived on separate statements, due on separate days, with no order to them. When
they opened the Debt Stack Calculator and entered all three, they finally saw the whole thingin

one place.

They tried both methods to see the difference for themselves. The avalanche put bank card 1
first, since its 27.99 percent rate is the steepest, and it did save them a bit more interest overall.
The snowball put the store card first, because at $4,500 it’s the smallest balance, even though
itisn’t the priciest. After three years of feeling stuck, the chance to wipe out a whole cardin a
matter of months mattered more to them than saving a little extra interest. They chose the

snowball. Here’s how their debts stacked up:

Order ‘ Debt ‘ Balance ‘ APR ‘ Minimum
1 Store card $4,500 24.99% $139
2 Bank card 1 $11,000 27.99% $367
3 Bank card 2 $19,000 21.99% $538
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With their cards stacked, James and Lin know exactly where the plan begins. Every spare dollar
will go at the store card first, while the two bank cards hold at their minimums. The store card is
their number-one target, the debt they’ll attack in the next step.

And when that store card finally hits zero, its $139 payment won’t wander off into everyday
spending. It will roll onto bank card 1, on top of that card’s own minimum. That rolling is the
engine of the whole plan, and it’s exactly what Step 6 is about.

Before You Move On

Open your Debt Stack Calculator and get your debts in order:

e List every debt, with its balance, interest rate, and minimum payment, in the gold cells.

® Choose your method, snowball for momentum or avalanche for the most interest

saved, and let the tool sort your payoff order.
e Markthe debt at the top of your stack. That’s your first target, the one you’ll attack next.

Your debts are stacked and your first target is chosen. You are ready to roll. In Step 6, you’ll
build the budget that frees up the money to attack that first debt, put the rollover to work, and
start tracking your balances as they fall. This is where the plan stops being a list and starts
becoming real progress you can see.
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STEP SIX

Attack Your Debt

In Step 5 you stacked your debts and picked your first target. James and Lin put their three
cards in order, smallest balance on top, and chose the store card as the one they’d hit first. The
planis set. Now comes the part you’ve been working toward since the first page. You start the
attack.

Attacking a debt takes more than willpower. It takes a steady supply of money aimed at one
target, month after month, until that balance is eliminated. That money has to come from
somewhere, and the place you find it is your household budget.

Your Budget Is Where the Attack Begins

The tool for this step is the Household Budget from Leadership-Tools.com, a free download as

a printable PDF or an editable spreadsheet in Excel or Google Sheets. You’ve seen what your
debts cost you. Your budget shows you what your life costs you, every dollar of it, so you can
find opportunities to redirect some cash to pay those debts down faster.

Household Monthly Budget - Example

James & Lin

Month / Year: Sample Month
Budget Actual Difference  Notes
Take-home pay 1 $2,834 $2,834 - James' salary
Take-home pay 2 $1,900 $1,900 - Lin's salary
Other income -
Total Monthly Income $4,734 $4,734
Budget Actual Difference  Notes
Housing
Rent or mortgage $1,450 $1,450 - lease ends in December
Second mortgage / HOA
Other housing
Housing subtotal $1,450 $1,450
Utilities
Electric $95 $108 ($13) varies
Natural gas $45 $38 $7 varies
Water $35 $35 - varies
Garbage $25 $25 - fixed
Internet $60 $60 - fixed
Mobile phone $95 $95 - varies
Other utility -
Utilities subtotal $355 $361 ($6)
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When you account for every dollar coming in and every dollar going out, a number falls out at
the bottom: the amount you can send to your debt above and beyond the minimum payments
you are required to pay. That number is the whole point of the budget. The bigger you can make
that extra payment, the faster the attack goes.

When James and Lin built their budget, their take-home pay came to $4,734 a month. Their
minimum payments on the three cards added up to $1,044. After they gave every other dollar a
job, from rent and groceries to a small set-aside for the bills that don’t come monthly, they
found they could free up $300 more to put toward debt. That $300 is their extra payment, and
it’s the fuel for everything that follows.

Build Your Firepower

Here’s the idea that makes the whole plan work. You take the total of all your minimum
payments and add your extra payment on top. That combined number is what you’ll send
toward your debts every month.

For James and Lin, the minimums come to $1,044. Add their $300 extra and the total is $1,344 a
month. Think of that $1,344 as their firepower. It stays the same whether they’re working on the
first card or the last one. What changes is where they aim it.

The Rollover Engine

While you attack the debt on top of your stack, every other debt keeps getting its minimum
payment, no more. All of your extra cash goes at the target. For James and Lin, that means the
store card gets its own $139 minimum plus the full $300 extra, which is $439 a month. Bank
card 1 gets its $367 minimum. Bank card 2 gets its $538 minimum. Add those up and you’re
back to $1,344.

Then the store card hits zero, and here’s the move that gives the plan its power. The $439 they
were sending to the store card doesn’t disappear back into everyday spending. It rolls onto the
next debt in the stack, bank card 1, on top of that card’s own $367 minimum. Bank card 1 now
gets $806 a month. Bank card 2 still gets its $538. The total they pay is still $1,344.

When bank card 1 is gone, the same thing happens again. Everything that was hitting bank card
1, all $806 of it, rolls onto bank card 2 along with its $538 minimum. The last card now takes the
entire $1,344. By the end, every dollar of firepower is aimed at one final balance, and it falls
fast.

Your total payment never goes up. Only its target changes.
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That’s the engine. The amount leaving your account holds steady, but because you keep
concentrating it on one debt at a time and rolling each freed payment forward, the balances fall

faster and faster as you go.

James and Lin Attack the Store Card

Here’s how their $1,344 moves through the three phases of the plan:

Phase Store card ‘ Bank card 1 ‘ Bank card 2 Total
Phase 1: attack the store
$439 $367 $538 $1,344

card
Phase 2: store card paid
o & Paid off $806 $538 $1,344
Phase 3: bank card 1 . .

) Paid off Paid off $1,344 $1,344
paid off

Notice the total never moves. James and Lin send $1,344 in the first phase, $1,344 in the
middle, and $1,344 at the end. They never have to find more money. They keep pointing the
same firepower at whatever debt sits on top, and one by one the cards fall.

Turn a Good Month Into a Faster Payoff

That $300 extra is the steady number you build the plan around, and it’s the figure you enter in
your Debt Stack Calculator from Step 5 so your payoff dates remain solid. Some months,

though, you’ll spend less than you planned, and your budget will show it.

James and Lin had a month where their actual spending came in $75 under budget. Their
template added that $75 to the $300 they’d already planned, which gave them $375 to send to
the store card that month instead of $300. They kept the steady $300 in their calculator and
treated the extra $75 as a bonus on top. Do that a few times a year and you shave real time off

the plan, without ever promising yourself money you might not have.

Track Every Balance as It Falls

The attack works because you can see it working, and that keeps you focused. Each month,
after you make your payments, write down the new balance on every debt. Watch the number
onyour target shrink toward zero, and watch the day get closer when its payment rolls onto the

next card.

This is the part most people skip, and it’s the part that keeps you going. When progress is only a

feeling, it’s easy to lose heart on a slow month. When it’s a number you wrote down last month,
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right next to a smaller number you wrote down today, you can see the plan working even when
it feels slow. Mark each card the day it hits zero. Those are the moments worth celebrating, and
they’re what carry you all the way to a balance of zero across the board.

Before You Move On

Open your Household Budget and turn your stack into an attack:

e Find your extra payment. Account for every dollar, then settle on the amount you can
send to your debt above the minimums.

e Add the extra payment to your minimums to set your firepower, the steady total you’ll
pay every month no matter which debt you’re working on.

e Aimitall atthe debt on top of your stack, and when that debt is gone, rollits full
payment onto the next one.

You’ve found the money, you’ve built your firepower, and you know how to roll it forward as
each debt falls. The planisin motion. In Step 7, you’ll put a simple system around your
spending so the money you’ve freed up reaches your debt instead of slipping away during the
month. It’s called the Cash Envelope System, and it’s how you protect everything you’ve set up
here.
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PART THREE

Protect and
Accelerate

Steps 7to 10 - 10 Steps to Conquer Debt.
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In Step 6 you turned your budget into an attack. James and Lin found their $300 extra payment,

STEP SEVEN

10 Steps to Conquer Debt

Cash Creates Clarity

built their $1,344 of firepower, and aimed it at the store card sitting on top of their stack. The

planis strong on paper. Your next job is to protect it in real life.

Here’s the catch with any budget. You decide how your money will be spent at the start of the

month, in one thoughtful session at the kitchen table. Then the spending itself happens later, in

a hundred small moments at the store, the pump, and the checkout at the grocery store. The

gap between the calm planning decision and the multiple instances when you’re “in the

moment” is where potential extra money can easily be spent. The cash envelope system closes

that gap.

Cash Envelope System Template - Example

Marcus & Tina

ENVELOPE 1 ENVELOPE 2

Month / Year:

Sample Month

ENVELOPE 3

Groceries Start $ $500, |Gas Start $ $180| |Dining out Start $ $120
Date |ltem Purchased Amount palance Date |Item Purchased Amount Balance Date |Item Purchased Amount Baance
Remaining Remaining Remaining

Jun2 Market run $118 $382| [Jun3 Fill up $45 $135| |Juné Lunch out $28 $92
Jun9 Market run $96 $286| [Jun10 |Fillup 542 $93| [Jun13 |Pizza night $36 $56
Jun16 |Costco $132 $154| |Jun18 |Fillup $48 $45 Jun 20 |Coffee + bagels S22 $34
Jun23 |Market run $88 $66 Jun26 |[Fillup $45 Jun 27 |Takeout $19 $15
Jun29 |Market run $52 $14

Cash remaining at end of month $14 Cash remaining at end of month Cash remaining at end of month)| $15
Why a Budget Leaks

Your budget might say $600 for groceries, but a number on a page doesn’t stop you in the

moment. You feel it only at the end of the month, when the money is already gone and it’s too

late to change course. Cards make the mindless spending even easier, because tapping a
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piece of plastic never feels like spending real money. Little by little, the dollars that could have
been redirected toward the store card slip into ordinary spending.

How the Envelope System Works

The fix is to give your easy-to-overspend categories a hard edge for accountability. You pay for
these categories in cash, and each category gets its own envelope with a set amount inside for
the pay-period or the month. When the cash in an envelope is gone, that category is done until
you refillit. The limit isn’t a number you have to keep in your head. It’s something you can see
and feel, right there in your hand.

An empty envelope is a limit you can’t argue with.

The tool for this step is the Cash Envelope System from Leadership-Tools.com, a free download
as a printable PDF or an editable tracker in Excel or Google Sheets. Print a strip for each
envelope, write the starting cash at the top, and jot down what you spend as you go, so the
balance left is always in front of you. The Excel and Sheets versions keep that running balance

foryou.

Use Cash Where It Counts

Not every dollar belongs in an envelope. Your fixed bills, like rent, utilities, insurance, and your
minimum debt payments, should stay on autopilot. You don’t need willpower for a payment
that’s the same every month. Envelopes are for the variable, in-person spending that tends to
get away from you more easily: groceries, gas, dining out, household odds and ends, and a little
fun money. Start with five to eight categories, not twelve. Start out slow and expand into more
categories when you are comfortable with the process.

There’s a quiet form of self-leadership in this process as well. You decide, ahead of time, what
each part of your spending is worth. Then, when the moment comes and the envelope is thin,
you honor the decision you already made to yourself. Doing that over and over, in small ways, is
how you build the kind of discipline that carries into every other part of your life.

James and Lin Put It to Work

James and Lin moved their variable spending to cash. They set up a handful of envelopes
straight from the numbers already in their budget and funded them on payday. Here’s how one

month came out.
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Category Planned ‘ Spent ‘ Left
Groceries $600 $575 $25
Gas $200 $185 $15
Dining out $150 $140 $10
Household $120 $110 $10
Fun money $100 $85 $15
Totals $1,170 $1,095 $75

That $75 is the whole point. In Step 6, a $75 under-budget month gave James and Lin $375 to
send to the store card instead of $300, and the envelopes are what produced it. Because they
spent from cash and stopped when each envelope ran low, the leftover was real money in their
hands at month-end. That little extra money went straight to the store card on top of their
steady $300, and they kept the $300 steady in their Debt Stack Calculator so their payoff dates
held firm.

When the Envelope Is Empty

Here’s the rule that makes the whole thing work: when an envelope is empty, the spendingin
that category stops. If you truly need more, you can move cash from another envelope, but you
do it on purpose and you feel the trade-off, because that other category now has less. What you
don’tdois reach for acard and pretend it didn’t happen. Running out early isn’t a failure. It’s
information. It tells you that category needs a little more next month, or that something pulled

your spending off plan, and now you can fix it with your eyes open.

Make It Stick

Like any new habit, the envelope system feels a bit awkward for the first few weeks. Give it two
full months before you judge its full impact. Refill your envelopes every payday, take a few
minutes each week to glance at what’s left, and keep the whole thing simple enough that you’ll
keep doing it. By the second month, it stops feeling like a chore and starts feeling like you are in

full control of your spending.

Before You Move On

Open the Cash Envelope System and put a boundary around the spending that tends to get out
of hand:
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e Pickfive to eight variable categories and set a cash amount for each straight from your
budget.

e Spend only what’s in each envelope, and log your purchases so the balance left stays in

front of you.

e At month-end, send whatever cash you didn’t spend to the debt on top of your stack, on

top of your steady extra payment.

Your freed-up money now has a clear path to your debt, and a boundary that keeps itin check
throughout the month. But every plan meets a surprise eventually, a car that won’t start or a bill
you didn’t see coming. In Step 8, Expect the Unexpected, you’ll build a small buffer that
absorbs those moments, so one rough week doesn’t knock your whole attack off course.
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STEP EIGHT

Expect the Unexpected

In Step 7 you put a boundary around your spending so your freed-up money reaches your debt
instead of being spent frivolously. James and Lin are attacking the store card with their full
$1,344 of firepower, and the plan is humming along. Then life does what life always does. The
carwon’t start, a tooth needs a crown, the water heater quits on a Sunday. The surprise
expense itself isn’t the problem. How you tackle the problem is the issue at hand.

Without a cushion, an unplanned expense has only one place to go, and that’s back onto a
credit card. In a single afternoon, months of careful progress can evaporate, and the debt
you’ve been driving down starts climbing again. This step builds the one thing that keeps that
from happening: a safety net fund that stands between you and the next surprise.

Why a Reserve Account Comes Before the Last Dollar

It can feel backward to set money aside while you still owe multiple creditors. Every dollarin a
buffer account is a dollar that isn’t attacking your debt today. But the math tells a different
story. If a $600 surprise expense lands in your lap and you have nothing set aside for
emergencies, it goes on a card, and now you owe that $600 all over again, usually at a rate
you’d rather not pay. A small reserve accountisn’t money sitting idle. It’s insurance for the debt
reduction plan you’ve worked so hard to create, and it costs you far less than the added debt it
prevents.

A smallreserve account turns a crisis into an inconvenience.

How Big, and Where to Keep It

You’re not building a full emergency fund yet. That comes later, after the debt is gone. For now
you want a small, specific amount that covers the everyday surprises, the kind that show up a
few times a year. For James and Lin, that number was $1,000. It’s enough to handle a car repair
or aninsurance deductible without touching a card, and small enough that it won’t stall the
attack on your debt for very long.

Keep it somewhere separate from your checking account, so it isn’t mixed in with your everyday
spending. A simple savings account works well. You want it close enough to reach when you

need it, but separate enough that you won’t spend it on a whim.
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Build A Reserve Account Without Stopping the Attack

James and Lin found a way to fund their reserve account without losing momentum. For three
months, they pointed their $300 extra payment at the reserve account instead of the store card.
Their minimum payments never stopped, so every debt kept moving the whole time. A couple of
under-budget months from their envelopes added a little on top, and by the end of the third
month they had their $1,000 for a safety net.

Then they did the important part. They sent the $300 right back to the store card and picked the
attack up where they left off, with the full $1,344 of firepower aimed at the top of the stack. The
pause was short, the protection is lasting, and the plan never broke stride.

When a Surprise Hits

A few months later, it happened. James and Lin’s car needed a $600 repair. Because the buffer
was there, the whole event was almost boring. They paid the shop from the reserve account,
drove home, and that was the end of the drama. No new card balance, and no lying awake at
night feeling unsettled because an unexpected event erased the progress you’ve made in

paying down the debt.

The $600 surprise Without a buffer With a buffer
Who pays it A credit card Your buffer
Your debt Grows by $600 Holds steady
Your attack Stalls and reverses Keeps rolling

Then they rebuilt. For two months they sent their extra payment back to the reserve account to
get it back up to $1,000, and after that they aimed it at the debt again. A buffer isn’t a one-time
thing you build and forget. You use it, you refill it, and it’s ready for the next time.

Casey and the Uneven Paycheck

If yourincome is fixed, a reserve account mostly guards against the unexpected. If yourincome
varies from month to month, it does even more. Think back to Casey from Step 4, who waits
tables and never sees the same paycheck twice. Some weeks are strong, some are thin, and

the deposits don’t always land on the same day.

Casey builds the reserve account a little larger on purpose, because for Casey a thin week is its
own kind of surprise. The habit is the same one from Step 4: plan against a lean week, not a
hopeful one. When a strong week comes in, the extra goes into the reserve account. When a
thin week shows up, Casey draws from the reserve account to cover the gap, then refills it the

next time earnings run high. The buffer smooths the bumps, so an uneven income stops feeling
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like a monthly gamble and starts feeling like something Casey can plan around with

confidence.

Why It’s Worth It

There’s a steadiness that comes from knowing you can absorb a small setback without falling
apart, and the confidence you get from this process is its own reward. When you’re not
stressed about when the next disaster might hit, you make calmer decisions about everything
else, your debt included. Protecting your plan is one more way of leading yourself well, and it’s
what lets you keep your head when the unexpected happens.

Before You Move On

Set up your buffer so the next surprise will be covered by your reserve savings instead of your
credit card:

e Pick asmall, specific target. For many people, $1,000 is a solid starting buffer while
you’re still paying off debt.

e Keepitina separate account so it’s there when you need it but separate from your
everyday spending.

e Fund it by pointing the extra payment at it for a short stretch of time, then once it’s
funded send that payment back to your debt. Each time you draw from the reserve
account, refill it the same way.

Your attack is now protected from the curveballs that knock most plans off course. The last
thing standing between you and a finished payoff is the part that depends on memory and
motivation: moving the money every month, on time, without fail. In Step 9, Automate to
Eliminate Debt, you’ll hand that job over to your bank, so the plan runs on its own.
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STEP NINE

Automate to Eliminate Debt

By now your plan is complete and protected. James and Lin have their budget, their attack plan,
their cash envelopes, and a reserve account standing guard against surprises. Every pieceisin
place. There’s just one weak point left, and itisn’tin the plan. It’s in being human. The whole
thing still depends on you remembering to move the money consistently and on time, and on
wanting to do it even on the months you’re busy, tired or even discouraged.

That’s a discipline that can be tested regularly. Miss a payment by a few days and the cost is
real: a late fee, a possible jump to a penalty interest rate, and possibly a mark on your credit
that can follow you for years. Worse, one missed month can quietly break the momentum
you’ve worked so hard to build. The fix is to take memory and motivation out of the picture. You
let your bank do the moving, automatically, on schedule, so you don’t even have to think about
it.

Why Willpower Is the Weak Link

Willpower is a fine way to start something and a poor way to sustain it. It runs high when you’re
fired up and low when life gets busy. Automation flips that around. It turns your good intentions
into a systematic occurrence that happens without any effort from you. The plan carries on
while you get on with your life.

Put Your Minimums on Autopilot First

Start with the payments that are fixed and the minimum on every debt. Log in to each account,
or set it up through your bank, and schedule the minimum to pay automatically every month.
This one move protects you from late fees and the penalty rates that lenders are quick to apply,
and it keeps your credit steady while you work on the plan. Even if you did nothing else,
automating your minimumes provides a strong foundation for your debt reduction plan.
Additionally, by scheduling your payments on specific days your daily cash flow statement
provides a clearer picture throughout each month.

Automate the Attack

With the minimums safely on schedule, go ahead and apply automation at the part that does
the real work, which is your extra payment. Set your target debt to pay its minimum plus your
extra payment automatically, so the attack happens without a decision every month. James

and Lin set the store card to draw $439 each cycle, its $139 minimum plus their $300 extra,
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while bank card 1 and bank card 2 paid their $367 and $538 minimums on their own. They

scheduled all of it to run a day or two after payday, when the money is available.

Payment ‘ Automatic amount When it runs
Store card (the target) $439 (min $139 + $300 extra) | Just after payday
Bank card 1 $367 (minimum) Just after payday
Bank card 2 $538 (minimum) Just after payday
Total leaving the account $1,344 Every month

The best plan is the one that runs whether you feel like it or not.

The One Move Automation Can’t Make

Automation handles making your payments but it can’t handle the rolling of a payment. When
the store card hits zero, your bank won’t know to take that $439 and aim it at the next debt. That
partis yours, which you will look forward to as it’s cause for celebration. The day a card is paid
off, you make a single change: stop the autopay on the debt that’s gone, and raise the autopay
on the next target by the same amount. For James and Lin, bank card 1 goes from its $367
minimum to $806, the $367 plus the $439 that used to hit the store card. The total leaving their
account stays $1,344. Only its aim changes. That one small edit at each payoff keeps the
rollover engine running, and it’s the only time the system asks anything of you.

Automate, but Stay the Pilot

Automation is powerful, and that’s the very reason you don’t hand it the keys and walk away.
Once a month, take a few minutes to confirm the payments went through, watch the balances
falling, and check that a surprise hasn’t drained your reserve account. If your income varies
from month to month, lean on automation for the minimums, which are safe and predictable,

and keep the extra payment a move you make on your own to navigate those thin weeks.

Designing the Right Default

There’s a discipline in all of this. Setting up your money to do the right thing on its own isn’t
taking the easy way out. It’s building a life where the smart choice is the automatic one. That’s
self-leadership at its most practical. You decide once, with a clear head, and then you let that
good decision repeat every month with confidence. The willpower you save is willpower you

can spend somewhere else.
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Before You Move On

Take yourself out of the monthly grind so the debt reduction plan keeps going on its own:

e Automate the minimum payment on every debt first, so a missed due date can never set
you back.

e Automate your extra payment to the target debt, scheduled for a day or two after
payday, so you know the funds are available.

e When a debtis paid off, make the one manual move: shift its freed-up payment onto the
next debt in your stack.

Your plan now runs itself, protected and funded. You’ve done remarkable work on the spending
side of the equation. There’s one important lever left to pull, and it points the other way. In Step
10, Create New Income, you’ll look at how earning a little more, even temporarily, can pour fuel
on everything you’ve built and bring your debt-free day rushing toward you faster than you ever
thought possible.
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STEP TEN

Create New Income

For nine steps, you’ve worked one side of the equation. You found money hiding in your budget,
aimed it at one debt at a time, learned how to place boundaries around your spending, set
aside a buffer to protect against surprise expenses, and made certain the plan would run on
time by using your bank to make scheduled payments. You’ve learned how to make the most
out of the money you already earn.

Good news! There’s one lever left for you to pull, and it’s the only one that points outward. You

can earn more money.

Even a little, even temporarily, does something that cutting costs alone can’t. When you pour
new income onto a plan this tight, it doesn’t get absorbed into everyday life. It lands on the debt
and moves you closer to the finish line. James and Lin found that out when they decided to
super-charge their plan by working on the income side of the equation.

The Lever That Points Outward

Cutting expenses has a limit. You can only trim a budget so far before there’s nothing left to cut,
and the last few dollars are always the hardest to find. Earning additional income has far more
room for opportunity. You don’t have to do it forever, and you don’t have to change careers. A
temporary push, a few months or a year of bringing in something extra, can shorten your payoff
in a way no amount of coupon-clipping will match. The pointisn’t to work yourself to the bone.
It’s to remember that the income side of your life isn’t fixed, and you should consider what s
possible because the answer can be very powerful.

Every New Dollar Already Has a Job

This is the part most people miss. New income only speeds up your debt payoff if it is directly to
your payoff. A raise that quickly turns into nicer dinners changes nothing for your debt

reduction efforts. A side gig that funds new spending changes nothing. The dollars have to land
on the debt to be meaningful, the same way your extra payment does. So just like when creating
your budget, give every new dollar a job before it arrives. Decide now that anything extra you
bring in goes straight onto the debt at the top of your stack, and if you can, automate it the way
you automated everything else. Earned on purpose and aimed on purpose, that’s what turns

extraincome into a shorter payoff experience.

43



10 Steps to Conquer Debt

Where the Money Can Come From

You don’t need a clever idea. You need one realistic move that fits within your current lifestyle

right now. A few of the most common places to look:

e Earn more where you already are. A raise, extra shifts, a shift differential, or a step up
to a better-paying role. It’s the most overlooked option and often the biggest. If you’ve
earned it, ask for it.

e Turn askillinto side income. Tutoring, writing, design, bookkeeping, photography, or a
trade you already know. Platforms like Upwork, Fiverr, or a local tutoring service can
connect you with paying work in your spare hours.

e Drive or deliver on your own schedule. Apps like DoorDash, Uber, or Lyft let you trade
a few evenings or weekend hours for cash. Just subtract the real cost of gas, wear, and

taxes so you know what you’re truly clearing.

e Sellwhatyou already own. A closet, a garage, or a storage unit full of things you don’t
use can become a one-time payment to your debt through eBay or Facebook
Marketplace.

¢ Rentout space or an asset. A spare room, a parking spot, or a piece of equipment that
mostly sits idle can bring in steady money for very little ongoing effort.

Two rules of thumb can help you decide what works best for you. First, protect what matters
most. Income that costs you your health or your time with the people you love isn’t worth the
trade. Second, be wary of anything that asks you to pay money up front for the promise of big
returns. Real extraincome comes from work or assets you already have, never from a fee you
send a stranger.

James and Lin Add Fuel

James and Lin decided to give it a year. James started driving for a delivery app two evenings a

week, which brought in about $200 a month after expenses. They didn’t touch a dollar of it. All

of it went straight onto the store card, on top of the $300 they were already sending. Their extra
payment climbed to $500 a month, and their firepower rose from $1,344 to $1,544.

That small change added rocket fuel to their payoff plan.

The plan ‘ Plus $200 a month

Monthly firepower $1,344 $1,544
Debt-free in 37 months 30 months
Interest paid About $14,250 About $11,470
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Two hundred dollars a month, aimed straight at the debt, brought their debt-free day seven
months closer and saved them around $2,800 in interest. James didn’t drive forever. He drove
for about a year, watched the balances fall faster than before, and stopped once the plan had
the head start it needed.

A dollar earned only speeds the plan if it lands on the debt.

When the Last Balance Hits Zero

Imagine the day the rollover finishes its work and the stack of debt is gone. The store card fell
first. Its payment rolled onto bank card 1, then both rolled onto bank card 2, until the entire
$1,544 was aimed at one last balance, and then that balance hit zero too. No more minimums.
No more interest. No more money leaving the account for debt that once felt permanent.

Now comes a question worth asking: what happens to all that firepower? For James and Lin,
the $1,544 they were sending to creditors every month is suddenly theirs again. The first job is
to finish the emergency fund, which was started as a small reserve account in Step 8, turning
that small buffer into three to six months of real financial security. After that, the same money
that once dug them out of the hole they were in, now goes to work building lasting savings and a
financial future they can be proud of. The financial muscles you build paying off debt don’t
disappear when the debt does. You just point them at a better target.

Before You Go

You’ve reached the last step. Put it to work like this:

e Pickoneincome move you can realistically start this month, such as getting all your
financial records in order.

e Give every new dollar ajob before it arrives. Send it straight to the debt on top of your
stack, and automate it if you can.

e Treatitasa push, not a permanent change. Afew months or a year of extra effort can
pull your debt-free day a long way closer.

Why This Mattered

It’s worth remembering why you did all of this. Debt is not just a number on a statement. It’s a
weight that settles on top of every other decision you make, and it has a quiet way of eroding
your confidence and pulling your attention from the things that matter most. It’s hard to be fully
present for your work or your family when part of your mind is always running the math on how

much debt you owe. That is the true cost of debt, and it’s the real reason to be free of it.
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So recognize what you’ve done. Most people only worry about their debt. You did something
harder and far less common. You learned how it works, and you are now armed with a real plan
that will support you even through the months when it would have been easier to quit. That is
no small thing. That is you taking back control of your financial life, and with it, a good measure
of your peace of mind.

Picture the version of your life on the other side of this. The bank statements that used to cause
you to tighten your stomach are gone. The money that once vanished into interest payments is
now building a cushion, and then a financial future. You sleep without the running tally in the
back of your mind, and you bring your full attention to the people and the work in front of you.
That life isn’t a fantasy. It’s the predictable result after following the steps in this book, worked
through one at a time.

And if you’re standing at the very beginning of your debt reduction journey, know that you just
need to take the first step. You only have to start. Turn back to Step 1, commit to the outcome,
and begin. The plan will carry you the rest of the way, and the freedom waiting for you is worth
every bit of the effort.

Living debt free is an amazing gift that you can give yourself and those you care about. Get
started now, you deserve it.
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Tools and Resources

Six free tools from Leadership-Tools.com are referenced throughout this book. All of them are
free to download in multiple formats, including editable templates you can put to work right
away. These tools are recommended in the order below, the same order the book follows.

Financial Record Labels
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 1 to get organized. A ready-made set of file labels and a simple system for sorting
every statement, bill, and account, so the whole picture is in front of you before you build a
plan.

Personal Financial Statement
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 2 to see where you stand. A one-page snapshot of what you own and what you
owe, so you know your true starting point and can watch it improve as the balances fall.

Daily Cash Flow Tool
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 4 to see where your money goes day to day. A simple log that turns vague
spending into clear numbers you can plan around.

Debt Stack Calculator
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 5 to order your attack. Enter your balances, rates, and payments, and it lays out
your payoff order, your debt-free date, and how the rollover speeds up as each balance clears.

Household Budget Template
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 6 to build your plan. It lays out every dollar of income and expense and helps you
uncover the extra payment that powers your debt attack.

Cash Envelope System
Free download: PDF, Excel, and Google Sheets

Used in Step 7 to protect the plan day to day. Printable envelope strips and a spreadsheet
tracker keep your variable spending inside the lines, so the money you free up reaches your
debt.

For the full collection of free tools, articles, and a monthly newsletter, visit Leadership-

tools.com.
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