
1 / 5Free help from a volunteer financial adviser: go.advisersgiveback.org/start

Money guide
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Habits and goals

Protect your energy: put
your finances on autopilot
Money chores feel harder when you’re worn out. Automate the

basics once, add a few safeguards, and let the system carry you.

5-minute read Updated October 2026 Checked against its sources

The short version

From a nonprofit. Every volunteer adviser is a fiduciary, which

means they must put your interests first. We never sell your

information.

Rather talk it through?

A volunteer financial adviser can

help with your situation,

one-on-one, for free.

Point your

phone’s camera at

the code, or go to:

go.advisersgiveback.org/start

Ever notice how the smallest money tasks, like paying a bill or moving money to

savings, feel harder at the end of a long day? That’s not laziness. After a long day of

choices, even a small task can feel like one thing too many. So it waits until tomorrow,

and sometimes tomorrow comes after the due date.

The fix isn’t more willpower. It’s fewer decisions. When you automate the basics, you

make each choice once. Then the system carries it forward on your worst days as well

as your best.

In 2024, 21% of credit card holders paid a late fee in

some months, up from 17% in 2021. Autopay on at least

the minimum helps prevent it.

Make each money decision once: savings transfers,

steady bills, card payments and retirement saving can

all run on their own.

Keep a cushion in checking, line up due dates with

payday, and look over your automatic payments once a

month.

Why money chores feel harder at the end of the day1

https://go.advisersgiveback.org/start?utm_source=money-guide-pdf&utm_medium=qr&utm_campaign=money-guides&utm_content=autopilot-finances
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Start with the money moves that repeat every month and cost you the most when

they slip:

Online: advisersgiveback.org/resources/let-automation-do-the-work/

Paying on time also protects your credit. Most credit scores treat your record of on-

time payments as the number one factor, and the Consumer Financial Protection

Bureau (CFPB) suggests automatic payments or electronic reminders to help you pay

on time.

Some things may be better left manual, at least for now. A bill that swings a lot from

month to month could drain your account in a big month. And if your income goes up

and down, you might automate only the essentials at first, and keep a bigger cushion

in checking.

Late fees are common. In 2024, 21% of credit card holders said they were charged a late

fee in some months of the past year (in 2021, 17% said so). And 41% paid only the

minimum in some months.

Is decision fatigue real?

You may have heard of “decision fatigue,” the idea that making lots of

choices wears down your self-control. Early lab studies supported it.  But

it rests on a theory that self-control is a limited supply that runs low with

use, and that theory has been hard to confirm. In a project published in

2016, 23 labs ran the same test of it and found an effect close to zero.  The

practical lesson holds either way: a task you’ve automated is a task you

can’t forget.

i
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What to put on autopilot2

Savings transfers. Even $10 a week, moved on its own, builds momentum. Our

guide to  shows how to set it up.letting automation do the work

Bills with a steady amount. Rent, a car payment, insurance, your phone. Set it up

once for lasting peace of mind.

Credit card payments. At least the minimum, every month, so a busy week doesn’t

turn into a late fee.

Retirement saving. Money that goes in on a schedule keeps you investing without

having to guess the right moment.

3

What a missed payment can cost3

4

https://advisersgiveback.org/resources/let-automation-do-the-work/
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About 1 in 5 cardholders paid a late fee in the past year
Credit card holders who did each of these in some months of the past year, 2024

Carried a balance and paid interest 48%

Paid only the minimum 41%

Paid a late fee 21%

Used the card for a cash advance 15%

Paid a fee for going over the limit 13%

Among U.S. adults with a credit card. People could report more than one. 53% always paid in full.

Source: 

 (July 2025)

Autopay for the minimum payment keeps a busy month from turning into a late fee, as

long as the money is in your account. But paying only the minimum keeps interest

running. Your card statement shows how long it would take to pay off your balance if

you paid only the minimum, and how much to pay each month to clear it in three

years. With minimum payments alone, it could take years.

One approach is to set autopay for at least the minimum as a safety net, then pay more

by hand when you can. If you pay your card in full each month, see whether you can set

autopay for the full statement balance instead.

Automation works best with a few safeguards. The first is a cushion in checking,

because overdrafts are common.

24%
of adults with a checking account say they overdraw it now and

then

Survey of U.S. adults, 2024.

Source: 

 (July 2025)

FINRA Investor Education Foundation, Financial Capability in the United States: Results from the FINRA Foundation's

National Financial Capability Study (6th Edition)

5

Set it up safely4

4

FINRA Investor Education Foundation, Financial Capability in the United States: Results from the FINRA Foundation's

National Financial Capability Study (6th Edition)

Keep a buffer. If an automatic payment comes out when your balance is too low,

both your bank and the company might charge you a fee. 6
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Autopilot doesn’t mean never looking. Once a month, take a quick look:

Our guide on  has more on making a simple check-in a

habit.

Online: advisersgiveback.org/resources/progress-starts-with-paying-attention/

Automation protects your energy. It cuts down the things you have to remember,

lowers the chance of a late fee, and makes progress the default. That leaves more room

for the rest of your life.

Line up due dates with payday. You may be able to ask your landlord, utility or card

company to change a due date so bills come out after you’re paid. 7

Know which kind of autopay you’re using. With your bank’s bill pay, you tell your

bank to send the money. With automatic payments, you give the company

permission to take it from your account. 6

Watch for notices on bills that change. If a payment will be different from the

amount or range you approved, or from your last payment, the company must tell

you at least 10 days ahead. 6

Know that you can stop it. You have the right to stop a company from taking

automatic payments, even if you allowed them before. Stopping autopay doesn’t

cancel what you owe, though. 8

Only give your account number to companies you trust

Before you let a company take payments from your bank account, make

sure it’s legitimate. If you’re unsure about a company, use a different way

to pay until you’re confident.

!

6

Check in once a month5

Did every automatic payment go through, for the amount you expected?

Did any price go up?

Is anything still charging you for something you no longer use?

Is your savings transfer still the right size?

paying attention to your money

Automate one thing this week

Pick the bill you’re most likely to forget. Set up autopay for it, or a reminder

a few days before it’s due. Then put a monthly money check-in on your

calendar.

Think of it as self-care6

https://advisersgiveback.org/resources/progress-starts-with-paying-attention/
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One decision today can save you hundreds

of decisions later, and give you back time for

yourself, the people you love and your future.

If you’d like help deciding what to automate first, or how much to put toward each goal,

a volunteer adviser can walk through it with you, one-on-one and at no cost.

A volunteer adviser is ready when you are.
A volunteer adviser can look at your numbers with you and help you

decide what to do first.

go.advisersgiveback.org/start
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