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Running on a platform of fiscal conservatism, this party balances
budgets to the penny, shops with surgica[ precision, and
hones bargain-hunting to a fine art. For the Economideses, the most

cost-conscious clan in the country, saving money is all relative.

BY ERIC DEXHEIMER m PHOTOGRAPHS BY WILLIAM HOWARD

nnette and Steve Economides are concerned about their eldest son.

Where could they have gone wrong? “He's in a questioning period now,”

Annette says softly. Several weeks ago, John, 22, moved out of the family's

spacious Scottsdale, Arizona, home. Now, to nis parents’ herror, he's starting

to..fill out credit card applications. “He swears he's going to get little ones,”
the 44-year-old mother adds, her voice thick with worry. "Gas cards and so on.”

Some parents agonize about drugs, others aboul teen pregnancy. Bul if you're
the head of America's most frugal family, what keeps you up at night is your chil-
dren's finances, “Deabt iz an awful, awful thing,” Annette declares. "It puts a chain
around your neck. It's hell on earth. A nightmare.”

Or 50 she's heard. Truth is. the Economideses have little firsthand experience with
owing money. Just 10 years after buying their current home, the couple have paid off
nearly 80 percent of their mortgage; they carry zero credit card debt (because they
refuse to carry credit cards) and have purchased both of their used cars with cash. In

a city whose name is practically synonymous with suburban affluence, Steve, 47,

Annette, their five children (John, Becky, 20, Roy, 15, Joe, 13, and Abbey. ), plus two
dogs and six turtles, enjoy the good life on less than $35,000 a year—about 40 per-
cent less than the median househeld income in Scottsdale. Thanks to a strict no-

cent-unaccounted-for budget that emphasizes meticulous Planningi(Steve and
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Annette shop for grocerics just once a month) and
i decided lack of frills (all haireuts, except
Annette's, are DY), the Economides tamily—yes,
it's their real name-have achieved the seemingly
impassible dream of liw’ng well, within their rnf_‘.'il"':i'.
The Economideses nat only live la vida econs-
mica, taking it further than perhaps anyone else
ever would, but they'ra intent on spreading
the gospel of gand budgeting. Their pulpit: the
HomeEconomiser, Steve and Annette's bimanthly
newslatter, which lists Steve as CEO-Cheap
Economizing Officer, He quit his job at a Phoenix
advertising design firm in January 3003 to launch
the newsletter, and bwe manths later the first edi-
:l:n rolled off the pregsas, offering advice on how
. save big by cantesting Property laxes, navigal-
ing eBsy auctions, and thrawing inexpensive teen
birthday parties (The family's more extreme mun-n-'r-
:::I:ﬂo Ti:::w are edited aul of the newsletter, wi
e ,N;“Hﬂ-mu EVERYONE SHOULD LIVE THE
e dadisclaimer on the accompanying
Callon bossts mﬁconomuw"“"‘-] Today the publi-
o S :rer than 1,0:::0 subscribors, each of
Lkl year, That's not exactly Microsaft
ere’y hupa-prun1ul.ing the culture af
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GOT MILK MONEY? Cin

Ltheir rnDnlhhf suparmarkot runs,
Steve and Annetle stock up
on half b‘ﬂ“cn_\, top loft. Laft Lo
right, fram betlom left) The
Econamides household gather
vach woaekend, |¢rfg|,§r\ and
calendars in hand, for pavday
and a discusslon of the coming
week's schedule; Jee Flaghes
his allowance, a sum earned
through an elaborate point
system) Stove slokes out the
maeat section and consulie
with Annolte via walkie-talkie
during thelr pilgrimage to

the suparmarkal; Abbey sits
atop her bunk bad, which was
seored from a classified ad;
paper-bagged paper baga stand
al the ready—the supermarket
affers a discount for using your
own bags; Steve and Annelte
play go carts after dividing and
conguering the menth's grocery
shopplng: with ane look at the
raceipt, the Economideses
register Lthelr savings.

cheap has paid ofl befare. Namely, in the cate of

Amy Dacyezyn, who founded The Tightwad Gazette
in 1990, which amassed a base of 60.000 paying
subscribers. She retired in 1996 on & nifty nest egg
but left behind a horde of unserved stingy readers.
Seven years later, as the HomeEconomiser began to
fill the veid, the Economideses discovered an unes.-
pected bonus: a kind of demi-celabrity. Lact voar the
family appeared on ABC's Good Morning Amesica.
So Steve and Annetle now spend part of their days
tweaking the family's press kit and responding to
interview requests from as far away as Australia. and
a multi-book deal is said to be In the pipaline

A BUDGET INHERITANCE

The seeds af thriftiness were sown carly far both
Steve and Annette, who grew up in Chicago and on
Long Island, respectively, in working-class homes
where maney was searce. Annotte’s father, Sylvester,
still wears his tightfistedness like an old pair of jeans
“Yau wanna know the definition of frugal?” he asks
I was married a5 years and never had a repairman
in the house.” ("He's very thrifty—actually, hes
cheap,” Steve says of his father-in-law, acknawl:
adging that there's a distinction ) But Steves own
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father was equally cost-conscious. Steve remam-

bers being more impressed with the fact that his
dad paid cosh for a 1974 blue Cutlass Supreme
than with the sweet ride itsalf.

Despite having been raised by skinflints, "nei-
ther of uz was trained te handle money.” Annetle
says. The couple received their first real lessan in
1982 al a church-sponsored marriage prep class
that counseled couples to divide their dollars into
categories based on anticipated expenses. The
young Economideses took the advice ta heart.
Steve bicycled to and from his §7-an-hour gig as a
graphic designer. Each week he braught home his
pay and sluffed it inta an array of envelopes repre:
senting various mini budgets: medical, clothes, and
0.0n. Annelte used the tiny sums to buy sale-item
foods in bulk and secondhand orange-and-plaid
furniture, “Prelty soon we had so much cash sitting
around It made us nervous, 3o we started putling it
in the bank.” Stave recalls.

Most couples would have abandoned the system
once their salaries swelled, But even as Stave's
carear took off, for the prospering Economides
family, the discovary that they could live chaaply
without privation was a revelation, ‘_\"Irl: Ay such

BLArticleAug2005.indd 3

—wn
rm
m
wn
=
o
m
~

MARKETERS

Stove and Annstle descend
upen the grocery store around

7 vxi For thalr manthly five-
hl:ll-ll\.laﬂx nrngﬂl‘, Fun {"Fﬂ h'ldi
allowed, lest they knack
Operalion Shop Smart off
caurse), AFer greeting the
chacker by name—think Safeway
meets Cheors—the coupls
esitch on thoir walkie-lalkics
and hil the store, with Steve
taking the perimeter and
Annalte handling the Interiar
alsles. Seconds into the excur-
slon, Annetle's walkie-talkia
cracklos with the news thal
Stave has atumbled across

50 cent {ubs of margarine. She
tells him to anag six. In produce,
Steve weighs sevaral bags of
carrots and, after careful con-
sideralion, plcks Lha heaviast
ene. "You can find a "one pound’
bag of carrots that's a pound
and a half,” ha says.

Twao carts of goods come te
4712.72, Ineluding a 50 cent
rebale for having brought their
own paper bags, some of which
are 3o old that the stores they
came frem have shut down.

Trying the couple’s appreach
without practice would be like
going from the La-Z-Boy lo a
marathen—you'd sprain seme-
thing. Bul their thopping
principles are pratly simple:
PLAY THE FIELD. The Econa:
midesas visit three markets,
including a fresh-fruit outlet, ta
gathar a manth's supplies.

BUY IN BULK-JUDICIOUSLY.
Economides ressarch shows
that stocking up on a good sale
at the grocery stote can yield a
better bargain than hauling
home a pallet of peanul butter
from a wholesale warghouse.
PLAM MEALS. Relying en
about 100 time-tested manus.
Annette schadules family
dinners a monthin advance.
Losson: Spantansity i the
anemy of parsimany.

T TTIT
Trkaaig

i
ELET] 1ty
4 lliillllll‘?lll.

joy and peace and freadam,” Annette remembers.
They also found that they kind of liked hoarding
monay and began to take pride in their scrupulous
fiscal management. By 1985 they had bought their
first house—which they paid off just nine years after
moving in—and were offering advice and Lips to
financially troubled friends and relatives,

Through it all, Steve and Annette have corralled
their budget because they've treated it like a
disruptive child whose behavior improves with dis-
cipline and guidance. The Economideses maintain
as many systems as MASA—some of them only
slightly less complex—and keeping the delicate bal-
ance demands that everyene pitch in. & list of the
kidda' chores hange in their study room and Identi-
fies 59 separate waekly taska; payday, in which a
byzantine formula of earned poeints is translated
inte dollara and cents, takes place every Sunday
(sen “Paychecks and Balances,” next page). Each
weokend the entire family meets to review sched.
ules far the week ahead. Evaryane, including 11-
yoar-old Abbey, brings along a dale boaok. Financlal
emancipation arrivas early In the Economides
household, toa: The kids start buying their own
clothes at the age of 1. "They soan find that the
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mallisn't the place to get them,” Steve says.
Food shopping, however, remains the parents’
purview. Tha last Friday of every month, they gather

their coupons and embark on a grocery-shopping
spree Lthat's planned like 3 military campaign (see
“Secrets of the Super Marketers,” previous page),
Drawing on years of parsimonious practice, they
somehow fead the family on an unwhopping $350 a
month. The key? Onee-a-Month Cooking Day, whon
the whole gang straps on aprens and spends a long
Salurday prepping chicken potple, beel Stroganoff,
and other moeals that are slored in a giant l;o(‘]ﬂ[
and consumed over tha course of four weeks. For a
dash of variaty, the family will occasionally splurge
on dinner at the local pizzeria.
Although manoging the fam|
affair, Sleve and Anneltle's
bated on the fundamantaly they learned in that
marniage prap class all those years ago. They con:
linue to consult each ather on Just abaut any pur-
chase more than §20, And their master ledger is still
stored in o white binder labeled tconomioes FAMILY
?:13:];1‘; thaugh l_ho number of categorios has Rrown
. rom clathing Lo pels to “joy.” a fund lor such
extran o Boy Scoyl trips. Tho result: Evon in yenrs

ly can be a complex
approach to money s
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PAYCHECKS
AND
BALANCES

Far mast American children, an
allowance is an arbilrary sum
handed down by Mam and Dad.
In the Economideses’ hame,
hewever, spending money

is varned through polnts, each
worth 5 te 15 conls, The kids
score a paint for sach day they
wake up, get dressed, make
their bads, and cat breakfast
withoul complainl. Anather

paint is granted for completing

daily chores, ane mare for doing

school work, Extra points ara
awarded for good decds-like
vacuuming the poal without
being asked, Taking part in the
twice-monthly cleaning day?
That's worth another 34 or §5.
Il a child reaches 25 points in a
woak, hic or her pay Is daubled.
Hence, this Nebel-lavel farmula
far Joe's allowance of $11.50:

25 points x 045 x 2 (double pay) »
$4 (cleaning day). Got all that?
The parents also appartion thelr
kids' monaey: 20 percent to sav-
ings, 10 pereent to a charitable
causa. That laaver 70 percont
for spending. But aven if you're
not ready to implement this
incentive program in your home,
there is still much to learn from
the Economideses’ model:

SET aM EXAMPLE. If you go off
on a wild binge buying Starbucks
lattes, your kids are likely to
swim in your wasteful wake.
“Child disclpline is more parents
belng disciplined than anything
elee,” Steve says.

FIND THE RIGHT PLAN. Paying
the kids every time they say
thanks lsn't financially wise, but
rewarding them only when they
ratar the roef won'l cul it efther.
Declde what werks far bath

of you and stick with it.

DON'T DELAY FUN. Roy stalks
madel airplanes on eBay, Becky
hunls for harae figurines, Joe
collects trading cardi—and why
not? Good budgeting stresses
planning and research, not denial.

"

when Steve's earnings surpassed $100.000, the
family's annual living expenses remained at less
than $35.000. “"Frugality isn't just tighlening the

beltin an emergency,” he explains, "Its a lifestyle.”

THE COST OF CUTTING
Of course, the family's lifestyle mie-_hl be axacting its
own price. lsn't obsessively w,ﬂchm{; evary penny
just the other side of the same coin worshipped by
o many reckloss :Lp\'\-ndm\? And what about living
without the thrilling sense of spiritual renewal that
comis wilh \p|ul|:‘_|||b' on, 3ay, a p.\ir of cashmere
socks? The Economides clan will tell you that it
pales in comparisen o the thrill of gqy{lmln_: aome-
thing for nathing, Their home, nestled in a suburban
cul-da:--z;uc and buffered br fruil trces, is d('COl-“'-'d
largely with castoils, new(ish) toys, and the (almast)
latest furnishings. “The kids' beds are mada from
wood we took from old waler beds,” Steve noles
"People are just throwing this stulf away!™ Moat of
the Economideses’ shelves are hand-me-dawns.
too~the materials snatched from prefligate nelgh:
bars. “The boards still had the UPC numbaer fram
Haonie Dapot!” Steve says incredulously. "¥We neve!
tuen down anything peaple want o give us.”

.. .
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Only some of thee acguisibions swill be rebuilt,
howaver: others are sold at thrift slores or on
("B‘--’l}-_ while ¢lill others are given as donalians. But
the’nrobl-am with accepting everything is clonn
Half of the lamily’s four-car garage is unpwailablia Lo
sehicles. Sports equipment obscuras an entire
wall. Mounds of old computers accupy one boy.
Ei‘-d _“1“‘ menagerie continuec: oighl suilcases, F'u,-’u
tjl:l‘j":r:i!JEnt, threw sets of crutches, seven falding

e v maltresses, one hamster coge, and mine
"‘-‘i_ruulmdd lantarns that sit atop come old kitchen
i:‘l::: Dazens of bores are stuffod with paten-
n'tt-um.a:ﬂn and catologued with an index card
Kriow" g tn:_ﬂp‘l‘m i would give Dewey reprats. -l
Sl ,q"rs Stova, survaying the seone. TIts dis-
Ad':::::ir ].II;;'-:I‘! his altention drifts Lo the motion-

Tarasi l'_'”‘tl"““d. heanobes, ta sove eloctricily
rabting i :Lhdﬂ. nl!llhiu scavenging and pack:
e ! i hwurn a hll_ln deprossing, but wpend a
hal Ll Il'f Economideses home and you con't

ilp bt notico the vmileo, the | iar hanl i
satisfaction. Abbey, f UgnpihayoDEMSE NN 1s
e Batkig ‘cm ey, for ane, iz delightod with he
h"rﬂﬂin-bln.a.;.,;“”d '"ﬂ'fhll"“lﬂol o orcited nbm:t its

Supar Wﬁl.Hn:i“t price. "My parents got it at
an cloaranes [or $12!7 she says,
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EARNING THEIR KEEP Every
Economides kid learns to
work it, thanks to a mastor Nt
of 59 chores braken down by
day far each child (far loft.
bottorm). Left ta right, from Lop
left: Poppa Stase playve pay
eleork, doling oul the Lids' well
dosorved allowanges; Joo s fully
equipped ta dive into his anlan
peeling: the whale clan, includ-
Ing a visiting Jahn (ol far right),
gathars in lront af thi family’s
Scollsdale home; froazing your
assets con pay affwhan it comes
to making and keeping meal

an leay Roy pitches in la halp
make enough enchlladas, kg
ors, and baked 2l far an aimy
of Economidesey Abbey hangs
on hor lother and his gveey word
as he jokas with Annolte Inthe
Homuk sanamizar's headguar:
tors: Bocky praudl'r phows that
one can assomble 3 valusble
colleelion of hene figures-shes
seorad around 190, pane fot
more than sao—withaut gothing
saddied with debl.

quickly adding Lhat the toy wauld have normally

coul $30. Becky, loo, takes pride in her frugal family
valuas: 1\-1'.. friend said the other ('i-'l}'_ ‘Dillara’s IL
having 4 tale on gowns! Lwent In ond was like,
‘Fak! Wha Inhae right mind would spend 100 en 2
.;;,-1».111u | eould gt il far s17 ol a tholt store.”

That Is nat ke say Ehe Econamideses way has
gone une hallenged. & fow miles away, Jehn, cel tidd
inte his own place and working park-time s a light-
ir'l_-; and 1\'}=Jnd technlcion, 16 conspitucy sly axpo ri
menting walh &mericas vikal consumar seenonyy |
ke o apend,” the college sentor confoases "My dad
would nover sink $LOG0 Into 3 compuior ke [ did
Hod wat, and syait, ansd sait. But | wand it now!”

Yol Stove. ever the hopeful father, has falth in his
aldest som. a anly o matter of tima, he figures,
tafore his profligate child rejocts the siren call ol

cotail apd ralurnsio hia Ecenamides rooka. John

thinka we e
mides concedes, then adds, "but | roally think

puls about seme things.” the elder

Ecand )
thriftiness i o his Blagd.” [8L]

To femrn mare about the Economideses’ money-sa<ing
tias, wisit homeccanomliencent, O send aself
addrenied stamped envelope to HomeEconomiser

sample lsue PO Aoy 280X Scollidale, AZ 5247
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