
 

United Way Living with Cents Activity Participant Instructions 

United Way’s Living with Cents activity is designed to increase your understanding of living on an income 

that is double the national poverty level. You will create a monthly budget for your family, which will 

require you to make difficult choices between the many things your family needs each month. Here are 

details of your family:   

You are a family composed of two working adults and two children, a one-year-old and a six-year-old. 

Your yearly income is $48,600; your monthly gross income is $4,050 and your net monthly income after 

taxes is $3,400.   

Here is what you do:   

1)  Complete a monthly budget for your family using your monthly income of $3,400.   

2)  Select the expenses you will cover in your budget (listed in the left column – divided into basic needs 

and additional needs) and put the amount you estimated each item you selected will cost in Column A. 

Make any notes and comments, as appropriate.   

3)  Total your expenses, using the subtotal lines for Basic Need Expenses and Additional Needs Expenses. 

Record your grand total on the bottom line of Column A for the expenses you plan to cover in your 

budget.   

4)  If your total monthly expenses exceed $3,400– you will need to go back and reduce some of your 

expenses so that you stay within your net monthly income of $3,400.   

Once you have successfully completed a budget that totals at or less than $3,400 do the following:   

5)  Open the Live United tab on your worksheet. Listed in the right column are the actual expenses for 

your family based on Minnesota averages for a family of your composition.   

6)  Write the ACTUAL expense for any items you budgeted in Column B.  Again, do subtotals and a grand 

total for the actual expenses of your selected budget items.   

7)  Compare your estimated monthly expenses to the actual total expenses for your selected budget 

items.   

8)  Discuss your estimated and actual monthly expenses with the rest of the individuals at your table. 

What are you surprised about? What did you find most interesting?  What types of things are you not 

able to cover for your family?  



   

United Way Living with Cents Activity  

Additional Participant Information 

Dealing with Unusual Expenses 

In a typical family, it is unlikely that the actual expenses incurred in any given month perfectly match the 

budgeted amount for that month. This is also true for lower-income families, but with more challenging 

consequences.   

Unusual things can happen during a month – which have both a positive and negative impact on a 

family’s budget. To understand how these things impact a family living at or near 200% of poverty, 

please do the following:   

1.  Select a Living with Cents card, and read the example of unusual expenses you might 

experience.   

2.  Think about the implications of that happening: a.  It could have a positive impact in what 

you have to spend that month – what are you going to do with this extra money? b.  Or – it 

could have a negative impact on your expenses that month – how are you going to account for 

this additional expense?   

3.  Discuss the implications of this at your table.     

 

Qualifying for Assistance Programs   

The Living with Cents budget activity you just completed assume you do not qualify for any federal or 

state assistance programs – which is pretty much true for your family of four at 200% of the national 

poverty level.   

In Minnesota, however, there are several types of programs that provide different types of assistance to 

families in need including: food programs, education and legal programs, medical assistance programs 

and other general service programs.   

For example, your family of four would qualify for SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

formerly called food stamps) if you were at 165% (not 200%) of the national poverty level.   

Refer to the 2016 Federal Poverty Guidelines: Assistance Program Qualification for more details on the 

programs available. 


