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Habits and goals

Small goals, big wins:
how micro-goals add up E

Big money goals can feel heavy. Break them into small steps you
can see, track and celebrate.

6-minuteread e Updated October2026 e Checked againstits sources

The short version (" )

; ?
People tend to stick with long-term goals when the Rather talk it through'
effort feels rewarding now, not just someday. A small Avolunteer financial adviser can

goal you can finish soon can help. help with your situation,
one-on-one, for free.

a Turn a big goal into steps you can finish soon, like $20 a
week or one bill paid off, and make your progress easy

Point your
to see.

phone’s camera at
the code, or go to:

a Use reminders, celebrate milestones, and build in a
little slack, so one missed week doesn’t end the whole
plan. go.advisersgiveback.org/start

- y,

From a nonprofit. Every volunteer adviser is a fiduciary, which
means they must put your interests first. We never sell your
information.

1 Why small goals work

Big money goals can feel exciting at first. Save $5,000. Pay off every debt. Build an
emergency fund. But a goal that's far away can also feel heavy. When the finish line is
years off, it's easy to get discouraged and stop.

That's where micro-goals come in. A micro-goal is a small step you can finish soon,
like saving $20 by Friday or paying off one small bill. Small wins can feel good, and that
good feeling can help you keep going.
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Research on long-term goals suggests why a reward you feel now matters. In a set of
studies, how enjoyable an activity felt right away did a better job of predicting whether
people stuck with it than its long-term payoff did. That held for New Year's resolutions,
studying and exercise. ! Those studies were about enjoying the activity itself. A small
goal you can reach soon is another way to add a “right now” reward to a goal that'’s
years away.

Small goals have been tested more directly, too. In a classic 1981 study, children who
were struggling with math made faster progress when they worked toward a series of
small, near-term goals than children who had only a distant goal or no goal. They also
came to enjoy math more. 2

2 Where a small goal can take you

Small amounts matter more than they seem. In 2025, the Federal Reserve asked adults
for the largest emergency expense they could handle right now using only their
savings. Almost 1in 5 said less than $100. 3

3in 10 adults could cover less than $500 from savings alone
The largest emergency expense adults said they could handle right now using only their savings, 2025

Less than $100 18% $100 to $499 12% . $500 to $999 9%
@ 5$1000t0$1,999 11% @ $2,000t0 $4,999 12% (@ $5000 or more 38%

Among all adults. Each band is one small goal away from the next.

Source: Federal Reserve Board, Economic Well-Being of U.S. Households in 2025 (May 2026)

Look at the bands. If you're in the first one, a first micro-goal of $100 moves you up. At
$500, you could handle a bigger surprise than 3 in 10 adults said they could. * Every
band on the chart is a small goal away from the next one.

If you'd like to see how long each step toward a cushion might take at the amount you
can save, try the calculator.
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How long to build your cushion?

Worked example

Scan the code to try your own numbers, or go to advisersgiveback.org/resources/small-goals-big-win @

Essentials each month $2,500 Saving each month $100 Already saved $0

4 months 10 months 2 years, 1 month 6 years, 3 months
toreach $400 toreach $1,000 to reach one month of to reach three months of
essentials ($2,500) essentials ($7,500)

The first steps come soonest. The later ones are long-term goals.

o If you get SSI
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) has a savings limit. If your countable
savings and other resources are over $2,000 ($3,000 for a couple) at the
start of a month, you can't get SSI for that month. Some savings don't
count, such as up to $100,000 in an ABLE account. 4 Avolunteer adviser

can help you plan around the limit.
Online: advisersgiveback.org/resources/able-accounts/

3 Turn a big goal into small ones

Start with the big goal, then find the smallest next step. Say you want to save $1,000
within a year. At $20 a week, you'd get there in 50 weeks. So your micro-goal isn't
“$1,000." It’'s “$20 by Friday,” and then again the next week.

Make each step small enough that you could still manage it in a hard week. Then tie it
to something you already do, like payday or your weekly grocery run. Better yet, make
it automatic, so the step happens even when you forget. Our guide to letting
automation do the work shows how.

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

Money micro-goals don't all have to be about saving. Here are a few you could finish in
aweekorless:

@ Open a separate savings account with no monthly fee or minimum balance, and
move $10 into it.

@ Cancel one subscription you no longer use.
@ Pay $25 more than the minimum on one card.

@ Write down every debt you have, with its balance and interest rate.
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@ Checkyour credit reports. You can get them free from each of the three national
credit bureaus, once a week, at AnnualCreditReport.com. °

If you're juggling several big goals, it can help to choose one to focus on first. Our guide
to focusing on one money goal explains why.

Online: advisersgiveback.org/resources/focus-on-one-goal/

4 Make progress easy to see

A goal you can see is easier to keep. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)
suggests finding a way to watch your savings grow, like a balance alert or a running
total you write down. Seeing your progress can encourage you to keep going. ©

Seeing how close you are can speed you up. In a study at a café, customers with a
reward card bought coffee more often the closer they got to a free one. And customers
who got a 12-stamp card with 2 bonus stamps already filled in finished faster than
customers with a plain 10-stamp card, even though both needed 10 more coffees.’
Short milestones keep the next finish line close. And counting what you've already
done gives you a head start. A few ways to try it:

e Draw it. Sketch a thermometer or a jar on paper, with a line for every $50. Fill in a
line each time you get there.

@ Name it. Some banks and credit unions let you name a savings account or set a
goal amount. A name like “Car repair fund” reminds you what the money is for.

e Shareit. Tell a friend or family member your goal, and let them ask how it's going.

Reminders help, too. In field tests at three banks in Bolivia, Peru and the Philippines,
people who had just opened a savings account tied to a goal were more likely to reach
it when they got reminder messages. Reminders that mentioned both their goal and
the reward for reaching it worked especially well. # A phone alert on payday or a sticky
note on your wallet can do the same job.

Pick your first micro-goal
Choose one small money step you can finish in the next seven days. Write
it down, set a reminder, and decide how you'll mark it when it's done.

5 Celebrate, and expect a few misses

When you reach a milestone, mark it. The CFPB suggests finding a few ways to treat
yourself, and setting your next goal once you reach one. ® Keep the reward small
enough that it doesn't undo your progress: a favorite coffee, a movie night at home, an
afternoon off.
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And expect a few misses. Missing a small goal can make people feel less committed to
the big one, and some give up on it entirely. In a set of studies, people whose goals
came with a little built-in slack, which the researchers called “emergency reserves,”
were more likely to keep going after a miss. They did better on their long-term goals
than people with the same goal and no slack. ®

So build some slack into your plan. For example, aim to save $20 a week, with two skip
weeks allowed. That still adds up to $1,000 in a year. And if you use a skip week, don't
start over. Just pick up with the next one. You're not behind. You're building something.

Micro-goals aren'’t just about saving or budgeting.
They're about building habits that last a lifetime.

Where to find more help

You don't need to buy anything to get started. Many public libraries lend personal
finance books and audiobooks for free, and some host money workshops. Check your
library’s website to see what it offers.

So, what will your first micro-goal be? If you'd like help turning a big goal into small
steps that fit your budget, a volunteer adviser can map it out with you, one-on-one and
atno cost.

Questions to bring to your adviser

4 A
] ]
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
\_ J
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Updated October 2026. This guide is general information, not advice for your situation. We check every number against its source; if
something has changed, tell us at advisersgiveback.org/contact. Read it online, with its calculators and videos, at
advisersgiveback.org/resources/small-goals-big-wins/. Advisers Give Back is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit (EIN 84-4685390), and we never sell

your information.
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