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Giving Thanks, Giving Smart: Generosity
on a Budget

Novemberis a season of gratitude. Between Thanksgiving gatherings, holiday drives, and year-
end appeals from causes we care about, many of us feel a strong pull to give back. That instinct
is one of the best parts of the season. But without a plan, generosity can quietly turn into
overspending, and the bills that arrive in January can take the joy out of giving.

The good newsis that you don't need a big budgetto make areal difference. Witha little planning,
you can share your gratitude in meaningful ways while keeping your own finances on solid
ground.

Start with a giving budget
Before the holiday rush begins, decide how much you can comfortably give this season. Include
everything: donations to charities, gifts for friends and family, office or school collections, and tips
for service workers.
e Coverthe essentials first. Make sure rent, utilities, food, and debt payments are taken care
of before you set your giving amount.
e Choose a total, then divide it. Decide how much goes to charity, how much to gifts, and
how much you'll keep for unexpected requests.
e Setthe money aside. Using cash or a separate account makes it easier to see when you've
reached your limit.
e Avoid carrying gifts on a credit card. With average card interest rates around 20%, a $200
gift can end up costing much more if it sits on a balance for monthes.

Give your time and talents
Some of the most valuable gifts don't cost anything. Nonprofits often need volunteers as much
as they need donations, especially during the holidays.

e Serve mealsor sort donations at a local food bank or shelter.

e Help aneighbor by raking leaves, running errands, or driving them to an appointment.



Share a skill. If you're good at cooking, tutoring, sewing, or fixing things, offer it to
someone who needs it.

Get the family involved. Volunteering together teaches kids that giving isn't only about
money.

Get creative with gifts

Thoughtful gifts often mean more than expensive ones. Consider:

Homemade treats, like cookies, bread, or a favorite family dish.

A handwritten letter telling someone what they mean to you.

A family recipe book or photo album.

Gift "coupons” for babysitting, a home-cooked dinner, ora movie nightin.

A gift exchange instead of buying for everyone. Drawing names in a family or friend group
cuts both costs and stress.

Check before you donate

Scammers know people are more generous this time of year. Fake charities often use names that

sound like real organizations, or emotional stories designed to make you act fast. Before you give:

Research the organization. Sites like Charity Navigator, CharityWatch, and the BBB Wise
Giving Alliance rate charities and show how they use donations.

Confirm its tax-exempt status with the IRS Tax Exempt Organization Search at irs.gov.
Watch for pressure. A real charity will gladly accept your donation tomorrow. Anyone
pushing you to give "right now" is a red flag.

Never pay with gift cards, wire transfers, or cryptocurrency. Legitimate charities accept
checks and credit cards.

Go directly to the source. Donate through the charity's official website, not through links
in unexpected emails, texts, or social media posts.

Be careful with crowdfunding. Give only to people you know personally, or to campaigns
verified by a trusted organization.

If you think you've been targeted by a charity scam, report it to the Federal Trade
Commission at ReportFraud.ftc.gov.

Make your donations count

Focus your giving. Supporting one or two organizations you trust often has more impact
than spreading small amounts across many.

Ask about matching gifts. Some employers match employee donations, doubling your
impact at no extra cost.



e Donate itemsyou no longer use. Gently used coats, blankets, toys, and household goods
are especially needed in colder months.

e Keep your receipts. Starting with the 2026 tax year, people who take the standard
deduction can deduct up to $1,000 ($2,000 for married couples filing jointly) in cash
donations to qualifying charities. Keep records of your gifts and check with a tax
professional to see how this applies to you.

Plan ahead for next year

Once the seasonis over, think aboutwhat worked. Did you stay within budget? Were there causes
you wish you had supported? If you'd like to give more next year, start a small "giving fund" in
January. Setting aside just $10 to $20 a month means you'll have $120 to $240 ready when the
holidays come back, without the stress.

The value of a giftisn't measured by its price tag. A shared meal, an afternoon of volunteering, or
a well-researched donation can mean just as much as an expensive present. When you give with
intention, and withinyour means, you share your gratitude while keeping yourown financial future
strong.



