
A sudden drop in income can turn an ordinary family budget into a worrying one very quickly. It might follow
redundancy, reduced hours, illness, a delayed return to work or a change in childcare. When there are children to
feed and bills that cannot wait, the aim is not to predict every problem. It is to make a practical plan for the first
few weeks, protect the essentials and build a financial buffer for the months ahead.

Start with what you can control: know which costs are essential, decide how much emergency money must stay
untouched, and check what support may be available. Then keep that emergency fund separate from money you
are saving for a planned goal, such as a move or a new car. That separation can make a difficult month less
chaotic.

First, work out what a “bad month” would cost
Before setting a savings target, test your budget against a realistic bad month. Imagine one parent’s pay stops or
falls sharply, but housing, food, childcare and travel still need paying. What would the household need to cover for
the next four weeks?

Write down your essential bills and the minimum costs of looking after your children. Include the expenses that
are easy to overlook: school meals, nappies, prescription charges, bus fares, parking for work or nursery, and any
regular childcare fees or extras. Funded childcare hours do not always mean childcare costs nothing; check whether
meals, consumables, additional hours or deposits are charged separately.

Cost Example monthly amount Check before relying on it Housing £1,200 rent or mortgage payment Include
service charges, ground rent or other housing costs where relevant. Energy, water and council tax £350 Use the
amount you actually pay, not an unusually low estimate. Food and household basics £500 Include nappies,
toiletries and school or nursery food if you buy them separately. Essential travel and childcare £450 Check the real
invoice, including meals, extra hours and transport. Phone, internet and minimum debt payments £180 Separate
essentials and contractual minimums from optional spending.

These figures are only an illustration. Your family’s essential costs may be higher or lower, and some bills are
quarterly or annual rather than monthly. Convert them to a monthly amount so you can compare like with like. A
housing payment of £1,200 a month, for example, is still due even if your income changes halfway through the
month.

Now total the essential costs. In this example, they come to £2,680 a month. That is the starting point for
planning a financial buffer—not necessarily the amount you must save at once, but a useful measure of how long
your money would need to last.

Set an emergency fund floor
Your emergency fund floor is the minimum amount of money you want to keep available for essential bills. It gives
you a clear line between emergency savings and money that can be used for a planned purchase. It is not one-
size-fits-all: a household with variable income, one main earner or high childcare costs may need a larger cushion
than a household with two secure incomes.



Choose an initial target that feels achievable, then build towards a longer period of cover. For instance, if your
essential bills are £2,680 a month, one month of essentials would be £2,680. Two months would be £5,360. These
are planning examples, not rules; think about how quickly your household could replace lost income and what
support or redundancy pay might be available.

Keep this money in an instant-access savings account, so you can reach it when a bill is due. Check the account’s
withdrawal terms, interest rate and any limits. The point is access and separation, not chasing a rate that makes
the money difficult to use.

Keep goal savings separate

Emergency savings and goal savings do different jobs. A deposit for a future move, a family holiday or a car
replacement is planned spending. A sudden loss of income is an emergency. Mixing the two can make it hard to
know what money is genuinely available when a bad month arrives.

Use a separate savings pot for each planned goal, and name it so you know what it is for. “Car fund” is clearer
than “savings”. Give the goal a date, too: “£2,400 for car repairs by next June.” That turns a vague intention into a
number you can budget around.

For example, £2,400 in 12 months = £200 a month. If that monthly amount is too high alongside your
emergency fund, extend the date, lower the target or review the likely cost. Do not quietly count the same £200
as both emergency cover and goal savings.

Research the true total cost of a goal
A goal often costs more than the headline price. Before deciding how much to save, research the full amount you
are likely to need and add a contingency for surprises. If you are planning a move, include a deposit, removals,
overlapping rent, connection fees, new curtains or childproofing—not just the removal van. For a car, consider
insurance, tax, an inspection, repairs and the cost of getting it home.



Child-related expenses deserve the same careful check. A new school term may mean uniform, shoes, a bag, travel
and meal costs. A nursery place may involve a deposit, settling-in sessions, meals, nappies or additional hours. Ask
for the full fee schedule and find out when payments are due. The small extras are often what throw off an
otherwise sensible plan.

Once you have a researched total, add a contingency that reflects the uncertainty. The amount will vary: a fixed-
price item may need less of a cushion than a home repair where the extent of the work is unknown. Be specific
about what the contingency covers rather than adding an arbitrary amount to every goal.

Make a sudden income drop easier to manage
If income falls, your first task is to protect the essentials and understand what is coming in and going out. Avoid
making a large decision based on one week’s bank balance. Set aside time to list the next month’s bills, payment
dates, available income and any savings that are genuinely emergency money.

1. List income by date. Note wages, benefits, maintenance payments and any final pay or redundancy
payment. Record when each is expected, not only the monthly total.

2. Prioritise essential bills. Housing, council tax, energy, food, essential travel and childcare that enables work
should be considered before optional subscriptions or non-urgent purchases.

3. Contact providers early. If you may miss a payment, contact your landlord, mortgage lender, council,
energy supplier or creditor before the due date. Ask what options are available and keep a note of the
conversation.

4. Pause or adjust planned saving if needed. A goal can usually be moved to a later date. Your emergency
fund floor and essential bills come first during a genuine income shock.

5. Check support and entitlements. Use reliable official information to find out what you may be eligible for
and what changes you need to report.

MoneyHelper offers free, impartial guidance on budgeting, dealing with money worries and finding debt advice.
GOV.UK is the place to check current information about benefits, eligibility and how to make a claim. Rules and
circumstances matter, so use the official checker or guidance for your situation rather than assuming that a
friend’s experience will apply to your family.



Money Trumpet can also be a useful place to explore practical money topics and budgeting ideas. When using any
financial resource, check whether the information is current and whether it is general guidance or tailored advice.
For urgent debt worries, look for free, regulated debt advice rather than paying for help you may be able to get at
no cost.

Build the buffer in manageable steps
If you cannot save a full month of essentials right away, start with a smaller milestone. The first target might be
toddleabout.co.uk enough to cover one urgent repair, a week of food and travel, or the gap between a bill date
and your next payday. A modest reserve can reduce the need to borrow for every unexpected cost.

Set up a regular transfer to your instant-access savings account shortly after income arrives, if your budget allows.
Even a small, consistent amount can build over time. If your income varies, consider saving a proportion of each
payment or topping up the pot in stronger months rather than committing to a fixed transfer that could push you
into overdraft.

Review the plan after a change in circumstances: a new childcare pattern, a rent increase, a new job or a change in
benefits. Your essential bills may have changed, so your emergency fund floor may need updating. A simple check
every few months is more useful than keeping a target that no longer matches family life.

Sanity-check the plan against a bad month
Before you settle on a savings target, run the numbers once more. Suppose income drops this month, a nursery
invoice includes an extra charge and the car needs an unexpected repair. Which bills must be paid first? How much
can you access without using goal savings? What could be delayed, and who would you contact early?

If the answer is that the emergency fund would be used up immediately, do not blame yourself or assume the
plan has failed. It is useful information: your essentials are higher than the amount currently protected, or the
household needs a different support plan. Set a realistic next milestone and review whether you can reduce a fixed
cost, increase income or check eligibility for support—without pretending that families can simply cut back
indefinitely.

A sudden drop in income is stressful, especially when children depend on you. A clear list of essential bills, a named
and dated goal, realistic cost research and a separate emergency fund can make the next decision easier. The aim
is not a perfect budget. It is a financial buffer that is accessible when it matters and a plan that still makes sense in
a bad month.

https://www.toddleabout.co.uk/parenting/planning-for-big-family-costs-without-losing-your-financial-buffer/

