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    Living on the Living Allowance

Edited Chat Transcription
Living on the Living Allowance
June 18, 2013, 2pm ET
Michelle Bond: 
We've got a great session planned for you today, and will rely on your experience and expertise to add to the conversation as well!

Michelle Bond: 

How are you saving money during your service year? 

Erisel Cruz:
All of my living allowance goes immediately to bills so there's nothing to save, unfortunately.

Claire Kosanke: 

Same. All of my allowance goes to bills and food.
Sarah Gard:
I limit going out to eat and plan my driving so I don't take too many trips in my car.

Pamela King-Smith:
Everything I receive goes toward paying my bills which are all necessity....i.e., rent, lights, water. I have nothing to save. Nothing left over.

Kristen Brewster:
I have not moved yet to my location but I know all of my money will go to bills and housing.
Sarah Gard:
For those who have to drive their own car, Shell has a program where you can save 5cents per gallon if you use their card to buy your gas...every little bit helps!

Michelle Bond: 
@Sarah, thanks for sharing… A great tip.

Michelle Bond:
A VISTA year can call for many cutbacks. How else are you making the living allowance work for you?

Renada Snodgrass:
Is everyone getting their SNAP benefits?

Renada Snodgrass:
Using SNAP?

Erisel Cruz:
Yes! SNAP has been very helpful. Without the food benefits, I have no idea how I would pay for it.

Erisel Cruz:
And thanks for the Shell information! Gas is a big expense for me besides rent.

Renada Snodgrass:
Get SNAP it’s a life saver.
Kristen Brewster:
What is SNAP?

Erisel Cruz:

The Food Stamp program

Michelle Bond: 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program



http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap 

Renada Snodgrass:
Apply early or ASAP it took me a month to get approved

Kristen Brewster:
Does anyone know how to apply or where? I'm not sure if it varies state to state.
Michelle Bond:
@Kristen, I've just posted the link above. There are also some Campus resources to walk you through that we'll be sharing.
Renada Snodgrass: 
Kristen what state do you live in?

Kristen Brewster: 
I live in MA but will be working in NH.
Alexandra Raymond:
SNAP does vary state by state. I think each state runs its own SNAP program. Some states offer $200/month per person while some offer much less.
Courtney Miskell:
Do all VISTAs qualify for SNAP? 

Renada Snodgrass:
I think so yes… Unless you have more than $5,000 in the bank. That’s how TX is.

Robyn Stegman:
What tips do you have for living more simply? 

VISTA Webinars: 
Living Simply:  Bulk cooking and taking lunches to work; eating out should be a treat - not a norm.

Kelsey Fisher:
I've been house sitting and dog sitting on the weekends and I charge $20 a day. It’s been great extra income.

Amy Goad:

If you are a VISTA, I believe you still cannot work in exchange for goods.

Roma Murphy:

Right were not supposed to work at ALL!

Akshika Patel:

Is it possible to "work" at farmer's markets in exchange for produce 




instead of wages?

Alexandra Raymond:
I don't think you can get a second job, even in exchange for food. But in many states, SNAP benefits can be spent at farmer's markets.

Liz Matthews: 
Please know that you are not allowed to earn any extra income as a VISTA - that means no babysitting, dog sitting, house-sitting, part-time jobs, etc. Please see Chapter 1 - Rules & Restrictions - this can be grounds for early termination.

Akshika Patel:
While at PSO I was told by my group leader (someone in the VISTA organization) that you can do tasks in exchange for goods. You are just prohibited from earning wages. This is a general question and not meant for me specifically.

Kerri O'Keefe:

No you are not supposed to do anything that makes money.

Akshika Patel:
@Kerri O'Keefe: Food isn't money, it’s a type of good. Hence, why I said goods instead of wages.

Amy Goad:
I thought that I read that you cannot work for goods on the VISTA campus.

Kerri O'Keefe:

If it puts u above the living standard, you won’t get the experience.

Michelle Bond: 
Here is the link to the rules and restrictions @Liz was referring to: http://vistacampus.org/mod/book/view.php?id=2093&chapterid=2509 

Michelle Bond:

What are some small steps you have taken that have helped?

Erisel Cruz:
If electric bills are high, you could probably check the web site of your electric company. They should have information on when their peak hours and off peak hours are so you don't get charged as much.

Renada Snodgrass: 
I would go to the DHHS office in MA. Bring your VISTA letter and your pay stub and tell them you need help getting SNAP.
Michelle Bond:
Living Allowance rates on the Campus: http://vistacampus.org/file.php/37/LivingAllowance/living_allowance.pdf 
VISTA Webinars: 
Living Simply:  Use cash whenever possible.
Michelle Bond:
Here's also an extended tool for helping you manage the living allowance: http://vistacampus.org/mod/book/view.php?id=1611 
Kerri O'Keefe: 
I got food stamps, I had my supervisor write a letter about my situation and what my stipend is and that I can’t get outside work… It seemed to help.
Erisel Cruz:
Always use cash for gas! Gas stations charge more for credit/debit cards.

Sarah Gard: 
Watch the sales ads before buying food...look at what's on sale and plan your meals around that, rather than the other way around.  Also ALDI is awesome for grocery shopping!

Amy Goad:

Manager Special- so amazing! 

Sarah Gard: 

I like Wal-Mart’s "oops we baked too much" bread section.

Michelle Bond: 

@Sarah, good point. You can also find produce specials as well.

Erisel Cruz:
When it comes to cell phone bills, if you are in a bind, stick with prepaid phones or companies like Cricket.

Renada Snodgrass: 
I buy in bulk and coupon. 

Michelle Bond:
@Erisel, good idea. Our VISTA guest will speak to this a bit more shortly...

Shal Hamilton: 

Tracphone from Wal-Mart...lower monthly payment!

Renada Snodgrass: 
Straight Talk is good too.

Michelle Bond: 

@Sarah, thanks for the tip. Our VISTA guest will share ideas on this too!

Erisel Cruz: 
Also, sign up for rewards programs with food stores like Giant! They have that program with Shell for cheaper gas.

Kristen Brewster: 
Can someone explain ALDI a little bit more

Michelle Bond:
ALDI is a supermarket chain available in most areas offer reduced prices on groceries.

Sarah Gard:
ALDI is a grocery store.  I'm from the Midwest, so maybe it isn't located throughout the US.  It's less expensive for various reasons - for instance, they carry off-brands (still high quality).

VISTA Webinars: 
ALDI is a discount grocery store - they have most of the items you will find in Giant or other grocery store - but they have mostly non-name-brand food items.

Tasha Bishop: 
If you go to ALDI, make sure to take your own bags, they don't provide them.

Sarah Gard:
Also for ALDI bring a quarter to "check out" your cart :) part of their business plan that keeps prices low.

Michelle Bond:
Has anyone out there used budgeting to help manage the living allowance during your year?

Renada Snodgrass: 
Yes MINT is a nice free budgeting software. 

Erisel Cruz:
Budgeting was extremely useful, and how I know what my expenses are.

Yvonne Wagner:
I second using Mint.com. You can set budget for specific areas (groceries, shopping).
Michelle Bond:
Here's the link to Mint.com which is a great budgeting website https://www.mint.com/ 
Renada Snodgrass:
You can import your bank accounts and it will automatically put them in your category and text you when you go over.
Michelle Bond: 

@Erisel and @Renada, thank you for your tips!

Michelle Bond:
@Kerri, good point.. Talk to your supervisor to help identify additional support from. 
Alexandra Raymond:
In New England, Cumberland Farms offers 10 cents off per gallon every day if you join their Smart Pay program.
Renada Snodgrass:
I ditched the car and ride the bus. It takes me an hour each way but I saved ton of money and headache.
Ingrid Velez:

Some host agencies may provide month bus passes.

Kristen Brewster:
Has everyone done housing through their program? Or searched for apartments on your own?

Pamela King-Smith:
Where do I find the rate for the area that I live in?

Michelle Bond:
Living Allowance rates by region are posted on the Campus: http://vistacampus.org/file.php/37/LivingAllowance/living_allowance.pdf
Erisel Cruz: 
I looked for my own housing. apartments.com has helped me out, although I had roommates to help out.

Renada Snodgrass: 
I looked on Craigslist for housing.
Kerri O'Keefe: 

Is that including utilities though?

Michelle Bond:
When I was a VISTA, my host site didn't provide housing, but helped connect me with community members who could offer low cost housing.
Africa Bell: 

I am currently purchasing a home with my spouse.

Sarah Gard:
I also found my housing through apartments.com -- unfortunately no place I looked at was below 50% of my income (I'm in Green Bay, WI).

Michelle Bond:

Is anyone keeping costs down by living with other VISTAs?

Kerri O'Keefe: 

No but I do have a roommate.
Renada Snodgrass:
I found 2 roommates and that helped.
Erisel Cruz: 

Roommates, best friends, former VISTAs. Networking is key. Haha!

Jonathan Wright:
Housing in some areas are just more expensive, unfortunately, so that 30% isn't going to always apply. And finding roommates in those areas also doesn't necessarily reduce cost.

Renada Snodgrass: 
But still in Austin I spend 70% of my stipend on housing and utilities.
Kerri O'Keefe: 
Oh how are you getting food?

Akshika Patel: 
@Kerri O'Keefe: By volunteering at Farmer's Markets. And I'm not doing it, I want to double check first. I was told at PSO that this was possible.

Kerri O'Keefe:

Oh sorry confused you with whoever said they were dog sitting for cash.

Jonathan Wright: 
Sites that I use for housing, though, are hotpads.com and


padmapper.com. These sites make things a bit easier.

Michelle Bond: 
Tax information and EITC available on the VISTA Campus http://vistacampus.org/mod/book/view.php?id=2093&chapterid=2114
Erisel Cruz: 

If you need help filling out taxes: taxact.com worked for me this year!

Robyn Stegman: 
Here's where to find a VITA program near you: http://www.irs.gov/Individuals/Find-a-Location-for-Free-Tax-Prep 
Renada Snodgrass: 
Change your home of residence to Texas! No state income tax

Renada Snodgrass:
Has everyone deferred their student loans?

Alexandra Raymond:
Yes! Lifesaver! Good tip! Be careful with the interest, though... 

Michelle Bond: 
@Renada, I did as a VISTA and RPCV

Amy Goad: 

Yes, my payments were $300/mo

Kerri O'Keefe:

I’m in the process of forbearance for loans

Michelle Bond: 

Has anyone been able to establish an emergency fund?

Shal Hamilton: 

@michelle emergency fund?

Michelle Bond: 
@shal, given Mark's example about his cat's illness.. I am wondering if anyone has been able to tuck even a small amount aside for emergencies.

Roma Murphy: 

NO EVERYDAY IS AN EMERGENCY :)

Renada Snodgrass:
Haha I just take 25 dollars out of every check, no matter what and put it into savings then "live" off the rest.
Shal Hamilton:

That’s great! @Renada

Michelle Bond:
VISTA Forum on money-saving discussions http://vistacampus.org/mod/forum/view.php?id=242 
Renada Snodgrass:
I turned living on the allowance into a game. I try to see how cheaply I can live.
Michelle Bond: 

@renada, that's all I meant - even 5 dollars a paycheck!
Shal Hamilton: 

Anyone have children?

Alexandra Raymond: 
How could you live off this budget as a parent?! I don't know how 
people do it! 

Shal Hamilton: 

@Alexandra...I am doing it! 

Alexandra Raymond: 
@shal WOW, I admire you so much!! Amazing! 

Renada Snodgrass: 
Yeah big up to the parents!!

Michelle Bond: 
All Campus resources for Living on the Living Allowance can be found here http://vistacampus.org/course/view.php?id=37&page=7 
Robyn Stegman: 
Anyone have recipes for cheap meals?

Heather Luff: 

Check out the SNAP Ed recipe finder http://recipefinder.nal.usda.gov/ 
It has cheap recipes and will tell you the price per serving.
Cara Haynes: 

I am a single parent too...it is hard to do...for recipes I use casseroles.
Kelsey Fisher: 

My site reimburses me $25 a month for my cell phone.
Amy Goad: 

I make my own laundry soap and I don't use softener.
Shal Hamilton:

I haven’t mastered couponing! Lol, thx @Alex...hi @Cara! :)

Cara Haynes: 
@Robyn cooking a whole chicken is much cheaper than buying chicken breasts.
Gillian Reilly: 
How often do people go out? I live in the city, so it is so expensive to be social. :-(

Amy Goad: 

I brew my own beer and invite people over… And go on long walks
Stefen White: 

Social Lol? Was that a joke Lol???

Gillian Reilly: 

Uhh that's so cool

Shal Hamilton:

My apt has free internet!

Michelle Bond:  
Is anyone involved in Meetup?

Michelle Bond: 
VISTA's Meetup group http://vistacampus.org/mod/resource/view.php?id=10124 

Kerri O'Keefe: 
I love meetup.com

Amy Goad: 

Or play tennis (rackets cost about $2 ea at goodwill)

Alexandra Raymond: 
In the city, you should check out free social events to save $

Shal Hamilton: 

We don’t have cable and buy 2$ movies!

Gillian Reilly: 
I'm the only Vista. My friends in the city aren't social and they have rich husbands. That's why I feel like I can’t be social. 

Michelle Bond: 

@Alexandra, there are many free events.
Gillian Reilly:

I mean aren’t VISTA. Sorry

Cara Haynes: 
Living Social and Groupon have great deals if you take the time to look at them.. Many restaurants offer 50% off on those sites.
Patrick Reynolds:
Our house has 4 people splitting a Netflix account.
Alexandra Raymond:
For toiletries, Queen Helene Cocoa Butter is $2 for a large bottle (dollar store) & actually REALLY good quality!

Patrick Reynolds: 
Endless amounts of entertainment for really cheap.
Patrick Reynolds: 
We also all combined funds to buy the house an Xbox 360.
Patrick Reynolds: 
Teamwork makes the dream work!

Gillian Reilly: 

Thanks Alexandra! Dollar Store rocks!

Michelle Bond: 
What are tips that you have? List "Tip" before your comment please and we'll share with the group after the webinar.
Michelle Bond: 

TIP: Ask your sponsor site for tips!
Maribel Carrasquillo:
Here in Puerto Rico we don't have all those help like gas, groceries and coupons, we are helping people to be self sufficient and we convert in government dependent.
Katlin Meissinger: 
Tip: This website has some DIY for cleaning and beauty supplies http://www.onegoodthingbyjillee.com/   
Michelle Bond:

@Patrick, yes teamwork :)!

Shal Hamilton: 
Tip: don’t be afraid of thrift stores! Wash and wear...I get compliments all the time!

Gillian Reilly:
Does anyone donate money to their organization? I feel like I have a lot of "out of pocket" costs. 

Lora Bradshaw: 
Tip:  beans and rice go far.
Andrew Hamon:
Craigslist is a savior. Great way to find a place to stay without a lease and possibly no utilities.
Michelle Bond: 

TIP: Wait for movies to come to Redbox and then use free promo codes. 
It is much cheaper entertainment than going to movies on your living 
allowance.

Kelsey Fisher: 

I stream videos, shows and music for free.
Kristen Brewster: 
Tip: Learn from the show "extreme couponing" on how to save money on groceries! 

Michelle Bond: 

TIP: Bring Tupperware everywhere you go.
VISTA Webinars:
*Freegle http://www.ilovefreegle.org/ 

Lara Roberts: 
An alternative to cable is paying for Netflix and Hulu Plus ($16) using Roku box - about $49 initial purchase.
Lora Bradshaw:

Tip some thrift stores give away free bread.
Cara Haynes: 

Tip: I use Hulu and Netflix instead of buying cable.
Kelsey Fisher: 

Dave Ramsey saying, beans and rice

Erisel Cruz:

Best idea @Cara

Mark Wilson: 

http://www.hillbillyhousewife.com/40dollarmenu.htm 
Shal Hamilton: 
Tip: Take your VISTA letter and living allowance chart to your landlord/realty...some will adjust rent by a few $$.
Gillian Reilly:
Does anyone have tips on how they budget their money? Like spreadsheets or programs? I feel like I don’t know where my money goes.

Roma Murphy:
I work in a more dressed up environment… And they do not allow us to wear jeans or shorts.. Nothing I wear to PSO.  I feel they should a lot more understand… Im really POOR .I have not credit card for clothing :)

Lora Bradshaw: 

I use a crock pot; cook all day ready when I get home
Robyn Stegman: 
Here's a site to find a Time Bank in your area: http://community.timebanks.org/ 
Chrystal Ferber: 
Dumpster diving is really helpful

Shal Hamilton: 

@Lora...that’s great for dinner!

Michelle Bond: 
@Roma, are there any organizations in your community that help with professional ware? Thrift stores?

Mark Wilson: 
I'm from Portland, so I've done diving. Great at the end of college season. 
Stefen White: 

Wow! Great, great observation!

Alexandra Raymond: 
For those who need to dress up for work, visit your local Dress for Success 

Michelle Bond: 
TIP: Be sure to let the community know who you are and what you are doing.

Amy Goad: 
@Roma- some places have non-profits that have used business clothes for those in need.

Cara Haynes: 
Tip: Roma check out thrift stores...the thrift stores here have days where all the clothes are only 50 cents.
Gillian Reilly:
Roma where do you live? There are places like Deseret Industries or My Sisters Closet and they have wonderful clothing for cheap!

Chrystal Ferber: 
@Mark- definitely. Also good is getting the community together for Really Really Free Markets

Chrystal Ferber:

We have them here in Denver monthly!

Robyn Stegman: 
There are a lot of new businesses that allow you to share everything from video game consoles to cars. This article lists a couple of them: http://www.fastcodesign.com/1664400/infographic-of-the-day-a-tour-guide-to-collaborative-consumption 
Mark Wilson:
Food ministries have food mailed to you at a great discount: http://cookncents.com/angel-food-ministries-alternatives/     
Michelle Bond: 

TIP: Host a clothing swap

Michelle Bond:

TIP: Don't overlook the resources in at your host organization.
Kerri O'Keefe: 

The YMCA has sliding scale for lower income gym membership.
Alexandra Raymond: 
Planet Fitness gym membership is $10/month... not bad. 

VISTA Webinars: 
One of my favorites ... Take food storage containers everywhere!

Eva Loomis: 
Tip: if possible, try to find a living situation where you can barter. For instance, I help milk cows in exchange for housing. 

Michelle Bond:
More Living Allowance Campus Resources http://vistacampus.org/course/view.php?id=37&page=7 

Amy Goad: 
Our supervisors have both been VISTAS and they are really understanding and make sure that if we have a working lunch, it's paid for.
Roma Murphy:
I do go to the good will firms... I’m really not too proud! Hey to those of you I worked with at PSO!

VISTA Webinars: 
If possible, grow your own food - a great, cheap and sustainable solution!

Chrystal Ferber: 
Most cities have Food Not Bombs, and can provide folks with food.
Lara Roberts: 
I forgot to add that VSP and Lions Club both offer vouchers for eye exams and eyewear up to a set amount.  

Michelle Bond:

Tip: https://www.clearcheckbook.com/ 
Michelle Bond:
Tip: volunteer at festivals for free entrance and all the freebies they give away and you usually get a t-shirt.
Renada Snodgrass:
Does anyone know of an organization that helps with dental needs?

Cara Haynes: 
Tip: @Renada check with your cities/counties resources...some have free clinics.
Michelle Bond: 
TIP: Join your local AmeriCorps VISTA Alums group! They'll help you with whatever you need! 

Kerri O'Keefe:

Does Kroger do gas reward points?

Gillian Reilly:

Yes Kerri. In my state they do.
Gillian Reilly: 

I take advantage of it. It’s pretty nice. 

Shal Hamilton: 

Tip: for parents...kids eat free @Earthfare on Thursdays...up to 6 kids 




meals! Parent has to spend only $5

Kerri O'Keefe: 

Oh ill have to look into that, what gas stations?

Gillian Reilly: 

Shell and Kroger gas stations.
Michelle Bond:
Tip from Allisha Tull: On the subject of rent, I just spoke to my roommate (who is also my landlord) and he allows me to pay him twice a month, instead of one lump sum. It helps because my rent would take up one whole paycheck. It doesn't hurt to ask. :).
Melvin Ward: 
Also, as far as SNAP goes, any Benefit Bank site or counselor can get you signed up for snap benefits as well as HEAP and PIP.

Gillian Reilly:
So I have a Kroger discount card and I get a discount (sometimes up to 30 cents per gallon) depending on how much I spend.
Michelle Bond:
From a fellow VISTA: TIP:  Make sure to check out local farmers markets in your area this coming season to check to see if they accept SNAP (EBT, Food Stamps)  If they do, check to see if they are offering a program that goes by different names, but in Michigan they call it Double Up Food Bucks..........in Virginia, several of the local Farmers markets that I go to in Blacksburg and Floyd also offer a similar program that is funded privately.......in October, I had $40.00 taken from my EBT card and they gave me $80 back to shop with! 

Kristen Brewster: 
I know most of us receive the same or close to the same stipend..What is the highest rent that you feel comfortable paying? if heat and hot water are included in the rent?

Gillian Reilly:
How do people save money on electricity during the summer? It is SSSOOO HOT here!

Sarah Gard: 
@Gillian Try to keep windows open at night to let the cool air in and keep shades shut during the day to keep the sun out.  Also, buy a fan

Cara Haynes:
@Gilliam talk to you utility company. The one near me lets you pay a set amount in 3 month cycles...they adjust it as your use goes, but it let you budget better.
Jonathan Wright:
Some utility companies offer a low income discount program. You could check with your local utilities to see if they offer one.

Stefen White:

Are there any discount for plane tickets?

Katlin Meissinger: 
@stefan Momondo.com is good search engine for cheaper flights

Michelle Bond:
Thank you everyone for the great suggestions, keep them going on the VISTA Campus forum!

Living on the Living Allowance
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