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INTRODUCTION: THE FIRST STEP
TOWARD FINANCIAL PEACE

If  you have ever  felt  overwhelmed by
your finances, you are not alone. Millions
o f  peop le  s t rugg le  w i th  deb t ,
overspending,  and  the  anxiety  that
comes  from  not  knowing  where  their
money actually goes. In his best-selling
book,  The  Total  Money  Makeover,

Dave Ramsey outlines a proven system
for  taking  control  of  your  money  and
building lasting wealth. At the heart of
this  system lies a simple but powerful
tool:  the  Total  Money  Makeover
Budget Worksheet. This worksheet is
not  just  another  spreadsheet.  It  is  a
practical,  step-by-step  template  that
helps  you  implement  a  zero-based
budget, where every dollar you earn is
assigned  a  specific  purpose  before  the
month  begins.  In  this  comprehensive
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guide,  we  wi l l  explore  what  the
worksheet  is,  how  to  use  it  effectively,
the benefits it  offers, common pitfalls to
avoid,  and  actionable  tips  for  sticking
with it. Whether you are brand new to
budgeting  or  looking  to  fine-tune  your
approach,  this  article  will  give  you
everything you need to start your own
money makeover.

WHAT IS THE TOTAL MONEY
MAKEOVER BUDGET
WORKSHEET?

The  Total  Money  Makeover  Budget
Worksheet is a budgeting tool created by
Dave  Ramsey  and  his  team.  I t  is
designed  to  help  you  follow  the  core
principle  of  a  zero-based  budget:
Income  minus  Expenses  equals
Zero.  This  does  not  mean  you  spend

every penny; it  means you give every
dollar a job — whether that job is paying
bills,  buying  groceries,  saving  for
retirement,  or  paying  down  debt.  The
worksheet typically consists of two main
sect ions:  Monthly  Income  and
Monthly  Expenses.  Under  expenses,
you will find categories such as housing,
transportation,  food,  insurance,  debt
payments,  savings,  and  personal
spending.  By  listing  all  your  income
sources and expenses in one place, you
can  see  exactly  where  your  money  is
going and make intentional decisions to
align  your  spending  with  your  financial
goals.
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The Key Features
of the Worksheet

Zero-based budget layout: The
worksheet forces you to allocate
every dollar of your income until
the bottom line equals zero.
Categorized expense lines: Pre-
filled categories (with space to add
your own) cover the most common
spending areas, reducing the risk
of omitting something important.
Balance tracking: After you fill in
all expenses, the worksheet
automatically shows if you have
money left over (which needs to
be assigned) or if you are
overspending (which requires

cutting back).
Printable and digital versions:
The worksheet is available as a
free PDF download or as an
editable Excel/Google Sheets file,
so you can choose the format that
works best for you.

HOW TO USE THE TOTAL MONEY
MAKEOVER BUDGET WORKSHEET
STEP BY STEP

Using the worksheet is straightforward,
but  it  requires  honesty  and  discipline.
Here is a detailed walkthrough to help
you get started:
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Step 1: Gather
Your Financial

Information
Before you write anything down, collect
your pay stubs, bank statements, bills,
and receipts from the past month. This
will give you an accurate picture of your
income  and  spending.  If  you  have
variable  income  (like  commission  or
freelance work), estimate conservatively
— use the lowest amount you expect to
earn.

Step 2: List Your
Total Monthly
Income
At the top of the worksheet, write down
every source of  income you anticipate
for  the  month.  Include  your  regular
paycheck,  side  hustles,  child  support,
rental income, and any other money you
expect to receive. Add them all up to get
your total monthly income.

Step 3: Write
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Down All
Expenses by

Category
The worksheet typically lists expenses in
broad categories. Go through each one
and fill in the amount you plan to spend.
Common categories include:

Housing: Rent or mortgage,
property taxes, homeowners
insurance, HOA fees
Utilities: Electricity, gas, water,
trash, internet, phone
Food: Groceries (include a
realistic amount for eating out if
you prefer)

Transportation: Car payment,
gas, insurance, maintenance,
public transit
Personal & Family: Clothing,
childcare, pet care, medical
copays, toiletries
Debt: Minimum payments on
credit cards, student loans, car
loans, personal loans (note: in
Dave Ramsey’s Baby Steps, you
pay more than the minimum after
Step 2)
Savings: Emergency fund,
retirement contributions, sinking
funds for irregular expenses
Giving: Charitable donations,
church tithe (if applicable)

Be  thorough.  Many  first-time  budgeters
forget  items  like  Netflix  subscriptions,
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haircuts, or annual insurance premiums.
I f  y o u  a r e  u n s u r e ,  u s e  t h e
“miscellaneous”  line  but  try  to  be  as
specific as possible.

Step 4: Subtract
Expenses from
Income
Once  all  expenses  are  listed,  subtract
the total from your income. If the result
is zero, you’ve created a perfect zero-
based  budget.  If  it  is  positive  (money
leftover), assign that extra money to a
specific  category  —  perhaps  put  it
toward debt, savings, or a sinking fund.
If  it  is  negative  (expenses  exceed

income),  you  must  cut  expenses  or  find
ways  to  increase  your  income.  The
worksheet will immediately highlight the
gap,  forc ing  you  to  make  tough
decisions.

Step 5: Live the
Budget
The worksheet is not a static document.
Throughout  the  month,  track  every
purchase  against  your  budget  lines.  If
you  overspend  in  one  category,  you
must adjust by spending less in another.
Dave  Ramsey  recommends  using  the
envelope  system  for  var iab le
ca tegor ies  l i ke  g roce r i es  and
entertainment:  withdraw  the  cash
amount  and  use  only  that  until  the
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month ends.

BENEFITS OF USING THE TOTAL
MONEY MAKEOVER BUDGET
WORKSHEET

Why  should  you  adopt  this  particular
worksheet  instead  of  a  gener ic
spreadsheet or app? Here are the key
advantages:

Clarity and Control: The zero-
based format eliminates the
“Where did all my money go?”
mystery. You see exactly where
every dollar is assigned, giving you
full control over your finances.
Alignment with the Baby
Steps: The worksheet is designed
to complement Dave Ramsey’s
famous 7 Baby Steps — starting

with a $1,000 emergency fund,
then paying off all debt (except
the mortgage) using the debt
snowball method. The worksheet
makes it easy to prioritize saving
and debt repayment.
Accountability: By filling out the
worksheet each month, you force
yourself to be honest about
spending habits. It also serves as a
record of your progress, which can
be motivating as you watch your
debt shrink and savings grow.
Simple and Free: Unlike
complicated budgeting software,
the worksheet is straightforward
and accessible. You can print it,
share it with a spouse, and take it
anywhere. It’s available for free on
the Ramsey Solutions website.
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Behavioral Change: The act of
physically writing down your
budget (or typing it into the digital
version) reinforces intentionality.
Over time, this habit rewires your
brain to think before you spend.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WITH THE BUDGET WORKSHEET

Even  with  a  great  tool,  mistakes  can
derail  your budget.  Here are the most
frequent pitfalls and how to avoid them:

Mistake 1: Not
Including

Irregular
Expenses
Car repairs, annual insurance premiums,
holiday  gifts,  and  medical  deductibles
often  get  forgotten.  Without  planning,
these expenses cause budget blowouts.
Solution: Create sinking funds — small
monthly  contributions  to  specific
categories you know will come up. Add a
“Christmas” or “Car Maintenance” line to
your worksheet.

Mistake 2:
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Guessing Instead
of Tracking
Some people fill out the worksheet at the
start  of  the month but  never  check it
again. The budget becomes a wish list.
Solution: Review your expenses weekly
(or daily) against the worksheet. Use a
simple notebook, a budgeting app that
syncs, or the envelope system to stay on
top of every transaction.

Mistake 3:

Forgetting to
Budget for Fun
A  budget  that  allows  zero  room  for
enjoyment is unsustainable. You will feel
deprived and eventually rebel,  blowing
the budget entirely. Dave Ramsey calls
this “budgeting like a miser.” Solution:
Include  a  realistic  “fun  money”
category for each person — even if it’s
just  $20  a  week.  This  keeps  you
motivated and your budget realistic.

Mistake 4: Not
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Involving Your
Spouse
Financial disagreements are one of the
leading causes of marital stress. If you
create  the  worksheet  alone  and  your
partner ignores it,  the budget will  fail.
Solution:  Have  a  monthly  budget
meeting where both partners agree on
every  dollar.  The  worksheet  can  be  a
conversation tool, not a dictatorship.

Mistake 5:

Quitting After
One Bad Month
Nobody budgets perfectly from the start.
You  might  overspend  in  the  first  month
and feel like a failure. Solution: Treat the
worksheet as a living document. Adjust
categories for the next month based on
what you learned. Consistency matters
more than perfection.

ACTIONABLE TIPS FOR SUCCESS
WITH THE TOTAL MONEY
MAKEOVER BUDGET WORKSHEET

Ready to make the worksheet work for
you?  Implement  these  pract ical
strategies:
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Print multiple copies. Keep one
on the fridge, one in your car, and
one in your wallet. Visual
reminders help you stay on track.
Use the cash envelope system.
For categories where you tend to
overspend (groceries, eating out,
clothing), take out the designated
cash at the start of the month.
When the envelope is empty, you
stop spending in that category.
Set up automatic transfers. For
savings and debt payments,
automate the process right after
you get paid. This way, you never
“forget” to allocate that money.
The worksheet will show those
amounts leaving your checking
account.
Review and adjust monthly.

Your first budget will not be
perfect. After each month, look at
your actual spending compared to
what you planned. Tweak the
categories for the next month.
Over three months, you will dial in
realistic numbers.
Celebrate small wins. When you
stick to your budget for a full
month, reward yourself (within the
budget!). The positive
reinforcement makes the process
less grueling.
Complete the Baby Steps in
order. The worksheet is just a
tool; the real power comes from
following Dave Ramsey’s Baby
Steps. First, save $1,000. Then,
pay off all non-mortgage debt
using the debt snowball (smallest
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balance first). Then, build a fully
funded emergency fund of 3–6
months of expenses. The
worksheet helps you track these
milestones.

REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE: HOW THE
WORKSHEET CHANGES LIVES

Consider the story of Sarah and Tom, a
couple  bur ied  under  $45,000  in
consumer debt. They had two jobs each,
but  every  month  they  still  ran  out  of
money.  After  reading The Total  Money
Makeover, they downloaded the budget

worksheet and sat down together.  The
first  month  was  painful  —  they  realized
they were spending $800 on dining out
and  $200  on  coffee  shops.  By  writing  it
down,  they  saw  the  problem  clearly.
They  cut  those  categories  in  half  and
allocated  the  difference  to  debt
payments.  Over  the  next  18  months,
they used the worksheet every month,
eventually  paying  off  all  debt  except
their  mortgage.  Today,  they  use  the
worksheet  for  their  sinking  funds  and
retirement contributions. They credit the
simple act of writing


