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Rising incomes u;'e no guarantee of financial stability. Discipline, clear priorities and resisting lifestyle inflation may be the difference you need in your life. rHoto/ FiLe

Living within your means:

Earning more is not enough

INCOME
BETTY NDAGIRE

On a quiet Sunday evening in Wakiso
District.John Mutebi stared at a calcula-
tor he no longer trusted. His salary had
increased over the past two years, yet
the numbers never seemed to match
his bank balance. :

Across the room, his, Sarah, wife
scrolled through her phone, mental-
Iy listing school fees, fuel, internet bun-

* dles and groceries. They earn more

than they did five years ago, yet life feels
tighter.“We are not poor,” Sarah says
quietly“but we are always catching up.”

The Mutebis reflect a growing reali-
ty in Uganda: lifestyle inflation. As in-
comes rise, expectations often rise fast-
er. Bigger houses, costlier schools, con-
stant connectivity and social spending
have quietly stretched budgets.

For John and Sarah, the turning point
came when they realised that earning
moreisnot the same as living better.

“We had never really asked what we
can actually afford,” John admits.“We
simply adjusted our lifestyle every time
our income changed.” That question,
“what can we truly afford?, lies at the
heart ofliving within one’s means.

Understandingmoney
Daniel Ayebare, chairperson of Ugan-

da Financial Literacy Association, says
many houscholds are strained not be-
cause they earn little, but because they
do not fully understand their finances.

“The first step is knowing your re-
al income and separating needs from
wants,” he says.“If a household earns
Shs1 million, what must that money
cover first? That clarity is critical.”

He says abudgeting framework would
you to use 50 percent on necessities, 20
percent savings and 30 percent for dis-
cretionary spending

The formula may not perfectly fit low-
er-income households, but awareness
matters more than precision.

Substitution, not sacrifice

Ayebare urges households to think in
terms of substitution rather than sacri-
fice. Cutting costs does not have to feel
punitive,“There are things you do not
have to completely give up,” he says.
“You can replace them with less expen-
sive alternatives.” )

Entertainment is one of the biggest si-
lent spenders. Many people equate re-
laxation with frequent nights out and
costly socialising. Yet sports, reading
clubs, community activities and struc-
tured family time can offer similar sat-
isfaction at afraction of the cost.

Food is another pressure point,“On
average, lunch costs between 5hs8,000
and Shs15,000," Ayebare notes.“If you

Countthe
cost

“If you must
borrow, count
the cost.
Too much
unplanned
debt can
derail a
household.'

cook and carry food from home, you
can save significantly over time”

Transport choices also matter. Using
public transport occasionally, sharing
a vehicle or coordinating school and
work schedules can reduce fuel and
maintenance costs.

Theemergencytrap

Beyond daily spending, Ayebare
warns that health costs are among the
greatest financial threats.

“Medical expenses are very high. One
emergency can wipe out everything
you have saved.”

Preventive healthcare, balanced diets
and regular exercise are not only well-
ness decisions, they are financial strat-
egies, Surveys show that most house-
holds have faced an unexpected finan:
cial shock within the past year.

Ayebare recommends saving at least
three to six months'worth of expenses
in accessible form.“An emergency fund
is as critical as income itself. It keeps
you going whenincome is disrupted.”

* Debtanddiscipline

Budgeting, tracking expenses and
avoiding impulse purchases are essen-
tial skills.

“Treat your household like an or-
ganisation,” Ayebare says, cautioning
against expensive,unplanned debt, par-
ticularly digital consumptianloans. .
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