
How to Prioritize Your Spending and Bills in a Crisis 

Right along with the spread of COVID-19 is the rise of stress and anxiety over economic concerns – 

especially on a personal level. It is no fun to feel like your finances are out of your control, especially if 

you’ve experienced job loss, or anticipate your employment or income may change in the near future.  

So take a deep breath and focus: It’s time to concentrate on YOU. You heard right – you! You know, the 

person earning the money and paying the bills. 

Your sanity is important especially if you are taking care of a family and are supporting loved ones. You 

need to be centered and grounded. Part of your well-being is feeling on top of your finances. 

To ensure you have enough money to cover your expenses while riding out the effects of the 

Coronavirus crisis, you may want to re-prioritize your spending and establish an emergency budget.  

Setting a plan of action for the coming months is key. Below is an inventory of what expenses and bills 

you should be focusing on now, and how to prioritize your needs. 

Refocusing and setting new priorities ultimately have a positive effect on your peace of mind.  

The core to developing a sound budget is putting absolute necessities first. 

 

First priorities: Food, water and shelter 

Food: It’s time to take stock of your pantry, and get creative with what you have. Many people call this 

the pantry challenge: Eliminate food waste and use up what you have before purchasing more. Search 

for recipes based on the ingredients you’ve stocked. Try that new rice dish you’ve be avoiding, or to 

make bread or cookies from scratch. You can involve the kids in these baking and cooking challenges 

too.   

A benefit to the pantry challenge is that you minimize your spending AND trips to the store. When you 

do need to venture out, keep a list of necessities and stick to that list. You’ll also decrease your chance 

of exposure to the coronavirus because you’ll be around people less.  

You can also check with your school district to see if your child is eligible for free or reduced-priced 

breakfasts and/or lunches.  

 

Water: Keep in mind that you don’t really need to buy bottled water unless it’s a necessity over your tap 

water. 

Shelter: You want to make sure you pay your rent or mortgage, period. If you’ve experienced a job 

change or loss because of COVID-19, You *must* contact your lender proactively, however, if you think 

you can’t make a payment, our professional non-profit financial counselors can help. 

Next priorities: Transportation, and Utilities 

While you’re establishing your new budget, transportation priorities are next on your list. This includes 

your car payment if you have one; gas; car insurance; and money set aside for car repair (oil changes, 

tires, etc.).  



And clearly, we need electricity and heat – whether oil or electric. For help with paying utility bills, The 

PA Department of Human Services does offer some assistance in this area:  The Low Income Home 

Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) helps families living on low incomes pay their heating bills in the 

form of a cash grant. See their website for more information: 

https://www.dhs.pa.gov/Services/Assistance/Pages/LIHEAP.aspx 

 

Digital Devices and Communication 

Digital devices can be tricky, because we feel we need them. Sure, we need to communicate, but in a 

time of cutting back, how many cell phones are truly needed in one household? Remember: Whoever 

pays the bill is in charge here. (Hint: It’s the parents).  

Rethinking cable and other electronic devices is an opportunity to reduce monthly spending. Can you 

reduce the number of devices that have access to cable? It may be time to get creative with streaming 

and lower the cable bill. Again, parents are in charge of deciding what is able to fit in the budget.  

During social distancing online shopping is quite compelling. It might feel like an escape or stress outlet 

in the moment, but has the opposite effect in the long run. Remove your credit card account 

information from your computer or phone. You can also take inventory of any monthly recurring app 

charges, and evaluate if they are necessary (probably not). Park your credit cards in a safe place so you 

minimize temptation.  

Need vs. Wants 

If you want to spend money on a luxury item, consider if the cost is really worth it. For example- how 

many hours do you have to work to pay for a pack of cigarettes, or that extra pair of shoes. 

And before you start spending on your wants, make sure you have some savings in place, in case of  

needed house repairs and other unexpected emergencies, income loss, medical issues, etc.  

If you keep in mind that you have all the basics, a great place to live, people in your life you care about, 

children and/or friends - then what “extras” do you really need to have anyway?  

If you need help working on your budget, see our budget worksheet https://www.ccc-credit.com/budget-

worksheet-form. If you have other loan payments you’re concerned about making – student loans, credit 

cards, for example – contact us. Credit Counseling Center is open, is here for you, and is available for 

phone appointments for budgeting advice. Just remember – your peace of mind is important! 

 

About Joan Reading 

Joan Reading is the President of the non-profit Credit Counseling Center, currently celebrating its 
26th year of financial services to the community. Established in 1994, Credit Counseling Center has 
helped over 50,000 people establish budgets, pay down and get out of debt, save an emergency fund, 
improve credit scores, buy first homes, prevent foreclosure, and live in control of their finances. See 
https://www.ccc-credit.com/ for more information or call 215-348-8003. 
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