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There’s an App for That: Budgeting Tools for Every Consumer Type

Some people want immediate mobile access to their finances via smartphone. Others prefer to manage their money with an old-school spreadsheet or ledger. Some crave a comprehensive platform for viewing and managing their entire financial picture. Others want a tool for a narrower financial purpose, such as to automatically divert money into a savings account or just to pay bills. Whatever your priority or level of tech savvy, chances are there’s a tool that’s suited to you. Finding it is the challenge.

“It’s important to get one that fits your financial personality type,” says certified financial planner Tom Luing of Capital Management Associates in Bloomington, Minn. “Some people want a tool that provides a lot of detail. For others, too much detail can become overwhelming. Some work on a PC. Others prefer a tablet or a smartphone. The tool has to match your profile, or you won’t use it.”

Whatever the personality type, using a personal financial tool for budgeting and other purposes has tangible benefits, according to Luing. “It makes you a better decision-maker by giving you a clearer understanding of what’s going on with your finances — what you can and can’t afford to do. It helps you to see where you stand, to make changes if you need to, and to be more disciplined about your spending.”

From smartphone apps to tools that work on multiple devices and in online or offline settings, today’s generation of budgeting and personal finance tools come with a wide range of features, among them the ability to tie into and view multiple bank and credit accounts, to automate payments, and to monitor spending according to category. A few even generate spending plans and provide actual financial advice. Here are some of today’s go-to tools for helping manage your money:

Mint.com is among the most user-friendly, feature-rich and comprehensive personal finance tools available today. Versatile and free to users, Mint.com and its mobile app for iOS and Android affords a comprehensive, real-time look across multiple account balances. It also provides budgeting tools, bill-pay alerts, and automatic transaction categorization. LearnVest (www.learnvest.com) offers similar capabilities, with strong, customized investing and financial planning components in addition to budgeting. Services start at about $20/month, plus a one-time set-up fee. The spending management platform Mvelopes (www.mvelopes.com) gives users the ability to create an online budget and track spending, with tools and systems for paying down debt and managing credit card spending. There’s a free version for Windows and Mac, with apps for iPhone and Android. Premium features, including personal finance coaching, cost extra.

In addition to its core budgeting features, the YouNeedABudget ($60 after a free trial; youneedabudget.com) software platform offers access to financial literacy classes, tutorials, money management tips and other resources, along with the ability to set goals and view information from multiple accounts on a single page. It’s compatible with Windows and Mac, and with Android and iOS. MoneyDance (http://infinitekind.com/moneydance; $50 after a free trial; for OS X, Windows and Linux ) offers budgeting, online banking and investment tracking, with an app available for iOS and Android.

On the simpler end of the spectrum, the Budget Boss app (for iOS, $0.99; www.finnoggin.com) is a simple yet versatile tool for creating and managing a budget, with graphics for monitoring and predicting cash flow. Graphics also are a strong point with Dollarbird (iOS, $1.99; dollarbird.co) which tracks and charts income and outlays across multiple categories with a calendar-based design, transaction management and bill reminders, plus the ability to create a five-year financial projection plan. Available free for iOS and Android, 


LevelMoney (levelmoney.com) imports data from multiple accounts from more than 100 U.S. banks for budget monitoring via a single screen. It’s similar to Spendee (iOS and Android, $1.99; www.spendeeapp.com), which provides simple graphic interfaces depicting spending across multiple categories, plus bill-pay notifications and the ability to export data into spreadsheet programs.

Manilla (free for iOS and Android; www.manilla.com) monitors the balances of a wide range of accounts, from banks to travel rewards programs, while also providing bill payment notifications within a calendar environment. The free iOS app Check (check.me) is primarily a mobile bill-paying and account-monitoring tool, with features that enable payment to all sorts of businesses, including small businesses, via smartphone, either manually or with scheduled automatic payments. 

If the focus is saving money, SavedPlus (free for iOS and Android, savedplus.com) is an app that automatically stashes money (typically a percentage of expenditures) into the bank account to which it’s linked when the user spends money. Also for the savings-minded, and also free for iOS the FoundMoney app (getfoundmoney.com), offers savings tracking and tips, plus rewards for people who hit their savings goals.

For people who prefer to manage their money the old-fashioned way, there are homemade Excel spreadsheets, the checkbook and even the ledger sheet and pencil approach. Because in the end, any tool that helps you get a better handle on your budget is a tool worth using.
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