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The 10-Minute Bill Triage Guide

What To Do First When You Can't Pay Everything

By Money Signals

Important Note Before You Start
This guide is for general education and organization only.

It is not personal financial, legal, tax, debt, or benefits advice. It does not tell you exactly what
to pay or not pay. Your situation may involve details this guide cannot see.

What this guide can do is help you slow down, sort the pressure in front of you, ask better

questions, and take the next practical step with more clarity.

When money is short, clarity matters.

Start Here
If you opened this because you can't pay everything right now, take a breath.
You are not the first person to be in this situation.

You are not stupid.
You are not lazy.
You are not bad with money just because this month is tight.

Sometimes the problem is not that you don't care. Sometimes the problem is that everything is
due at the same time, the numbers don't stretch far enough, and every bill suddenly feels like
an emergency.

When that happens, the worst thing to do is panic-pay whatever
screams the loudest.

The better first move is to sort.
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The Money Signals Bill Triage Method

When you cannot pay everything, do not look at your bills as one giant pile.

Sort them into five groups:

1 Basic safety, housing, food, utilities, medicine, work access,
Protect First and anything connected to immediate stability.

2 Bills where an extension, waiver, hardship option, due date
Call Today change, or payment plan may exist.

3

Recurring charges, add-ons, trials, or non-essential
Pause or

services that can be stopped, paused, or delayed.

Cancel

4 Programs, benefits, local resources, company assistance
SEE Rl @[SlIsM  pages, and nonprofit support options.

5
Do Not
Panic-Pay Yet

Payments that feel urgent emotionally but need a calmer
check before money leaves your account.

You do not have to solve everything right now. You only need your next clear step.
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Step 1: Protect First

Some expenses are connected to basic safety and stability. These usually deserve attention
before less essential bills.

This may include:

housing

food

electricity

water

heat or cooling

transportation needed for work or school
medication

basic phone service

insurance required for work, driving, housing, or health
child-related essentials

anything connected to immediate safety

This does not automatically mean every item here must be paid
in full today.

It means these are the areas you should look at first because
they affect your ability to stay housed, fed, safe, mobile,
connected, and able to keep functioning.
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Protect First: Questions to Ask

Which bill affects my housing or basic safety?

Which bill affects my ability to work?

Which bill affects food, medicine, or essential utilities?

Which bill could create the biggest immediate problem if completely ignored?

Is there a shutoff, eviction, repossession, cancellation, or deadline notice?

Write your Protect First bills here:

Bill / Expense Amount Due Date What happens if Can | call
Due ignored? for help or

extension
?

Yes/No/
Not sure

Yes/No/
Not sure

Yes/ No/
Not sure

Yes/No/
Not sure
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Step 2: Call Today

Some bills feel impossible because you are assuming there is only one option: pay the full
amount now.

But sometimes there may be another option.

You may be able to ask about:
payment extensions

hardship programs

lower payment arrangements

due date changes

late fee waivers

temporary pauses

reduced minimum payments

budget billing

partial payment plans

avoiding disconnection or cancellation

You will not know unless you ask.

Calling can feel uncomfortable, but remember this: you are not
calling to tell your whole life story. You are calling to ask what
options exist.
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Bills Worth Calling About
utilities

phone or internet

rent or mortgage servicer
car payment

insurance

credit cards

loans

medical bills
school-related payments
childcare bills

subscriptions or service providers
Simple call script:

"Hi, I'm having trouble paying the full amount right now. | want to
avoid falling further behind. Are there any hardship options,
payment extensions, fee waivers, or lower payment
arrangements available?"

Then ask:

"What options do | have today?"

"What happens if | can only make a partial payment?"
"Is there a way to move the due date?"

"Can any late fees be waived?"

"Are there hardship programs | can apply for?"

"Can you note my account that | called today?"
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Write your Call Today list here:

Company / Phone / Amount What | will Result of call
Bill Website Due ask for
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Step 3: Pause or Cancel

When money is tight, small automatic charges can make the pressure worse.

These charges may not seem huge on their own, but together they can quietly drain money
that you need for essentials.

Check for:
streaming services
apps
*  subscriptions
free trials that became paid
cloud storage
*memberships
delivery services
premium phone add-ons
* gaming purchases
monthly tools
unused insurance add-ons
* meal delivery subscriptions
fithess memberships
beauty, shopping, or wellness memberships

* recurring donations you cannot afford right now

This step is not about judging what you spend money on.

It is about asking: "What can | pause today so | have more room
to breathe?"
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Pause or Cancel: Find the Quiet Drains
Look at your bank statement and search for:
monthly

subscription

renewal

membership

trial

app

Apple

Google

PayPal

Amazon

streaming

premium

auto-pay

Write what you can pause or cancel:

Yes / No
Yes / No
Yes / No
Yes / No

Yes / No

Yes / No
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Step 4: Search for Help

A lot of people do not find help because they search too broadly.

They type things like:
"help with bills"
And then they get overwhelmed.

Instead, search for the exact type of help you need, plus your
location.

Use search phrases like:

"utility assistance program [city/state]"

"rent assistance [county/state]"

"food pantry open today near me"
"emergency financial assistance [city/state]"
"211 emergency assistance [state]"

"[utility company name] payment extension"”

"[company name] hardship program"

10
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More Search Phrases

"free financial counseling nonprofit near me"
"medical bill financial assistance [hospital name]"
"internet assistance program [state]"

"low income energy assistance [state]"
"unclaimed money [state] official site"

"benefits screening tool [state]"

When searching, look for official sources when possible:
* government websites

utility company websites

hospital financial assistance pages
* established nonprofits

211 resources

local community action agencies
* food banks

official unclaimed property websites

Be careful with sites that ask for fees upfront, pressure you, or
promise guaranteed money.

11
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Search for help here:

Type of help Search phrase Website / phone | Next action
needed used found

12
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Step 5: Do Not Panic-Pay Y et

When everything feels scary, it is tempting to pay whatever feels most urgent emotionally.

But the loudest bill is not always the most important bill.

Before making a payment, pause and ask:
Is this payment protecting something essential?

Will this help protect housing, utilities, food, transportation, medicine, safety, work access, or
basic stability?

Is this bill actually due now? Or does it only feel urgent because the notice is scary?
Can | call before paying?

Is there a chance of a fee waiver, extension, hardship program, or payment arrangement?

13
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More Questions Before You Pay
Will this payment create a bigger problem?

For example, will paying this cause you to overdraft, miss food money, lose transportation
money, or be unable to cover a more urgent bill?

Is this a non-essential payment?
Can it be paused, canceled, delayed, or reduced?
Did | search for help first?

Is there a program, benefit, local resource, or company hardship option worth checking?

14
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The 10-Minute Bill Triage Wor ksheet

Use this page to quickly sort everything.

Minute 1-2: List Everything Due

Write every bill or payment that is stressing you out.

15
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Minute 3-4: Mark Essentials
Put a star beside bills connected to:
housing

food

power

water

transportation

medicine

insurance

safety

work access

child essentials

These go into Protect First.

Minute 5-6: Mark Who To Call
Circle any bill where you may be able to ask for:
extension
hardship option

*  payment plan
fee waiver
due date change

*  partial payment

temporary pause

These go into Call Today.

16
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Minute 7-8: Mark What To Pause
Underline anything that is:

subscription

app

membership

add-on

non-essential service

trial renewal

convenience charge

automatic payment you can stop

These go into Pause or Cancel.

Minute 9: Choose Search Terms

Pick one or two help searches based on your situation.

Example: "I need help with my electric bill."

Search:

utility assistance program [city/state]
[utility company name] payment extension
211 utility assistance [state]

17
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Minute 10: Pick One Next Step
Do not try to fix everything at once.
Choose one action:

Make one call.

Cancel one recurring charge.

Search one assistance program.

Move one due date.

Ask for one fee waiver.

Write down the real numbers.

Protect one essential bill.

Stop one risky autopay.

18
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The Money SignalsRule

When money is short, do not start with shame.
Start with signals.

A bill is a signal.
* Adue date is a signal.
A late fee is a signal.
A shutoff notice is a signal.
* An overdraft warning is a signal.
A subscription you forgot about is a signal.
A company that offers hardship options is a signal.
* Alocal assistance program is a signal.
The goal is not to panic.
The goal is to read what the situation is showing you, then respond in the clearest way

available.

You may not be able to pay everything today.
But you may be able to make one better move.

That is enough to start.

19
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Quick Review

Before you close this guide, make sure you have:
Listed what is due

* Marked what protects basic stability
Chosen who to call first
Found what can be paused or canceled

* Picked one search phrase for possible help
Avoided at least one panic decision

Chosen your next action

You do not need a perfect plan.
You need a next step.

Start there.
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