
Three months of expenses is a useful starting point for an emergency fund. But for a family with variable income,
it is not automatically enough. The right emergency fund size depends on how unpredictable your income is,
how quickly you could replace it, and what your household must keep paying during a difficult month.

A freelancer whose clients usually pay on time, with a partner on a steady salary, is in a different position from a
self-employed household where both adults’ work is seasonal. The same rule of thumb cannot fit both families.

A practical way to decide is to work out your essential outgoings, set a minimum emergency-fund floor, and then
test the plan against a bad month. Keep that emergency money separate from savings for planned costs such as a
deposit, a car replacement or a nursery bill. Those goals matter, but they are not emergencies just because their
due dates are stressful.

What does “three months of expenses” actually mean?
Usually, it means enough accessible savings to cover three months of necessary household costs if income falls or
stops. It should not mean three months of your usual spending if that includes holidays, takeaways and optional
subscriptions. Nor should it be based only on the cheapest month you can imagine managing.

Start with the bills and spending you would need to maintain to keep your household safe and functioning.
Depending on your circumstances, essential outgoings may include:

Rent or mortgage payments, council tax and essential home insurance.

Energy, water, broadband and basic phone costs.

Food, household basics and necessary travel to work, school or appointments.

Childcare needed to keep working, plus unavoidable school or care costs.

Minimum debt repayments and essential insurance or medical costs.

There is no single correct list. For example, broadband may be necessary for someone working from home, while a
car payment may be essential if there is no practical alternative for getting to work or taking a child to childcare.
Be honest about what your family would actually need, rather than labelling every regular payment essential or
pretending you could remove a major cost overnight.



Calculate your emergency-fund floor
First, add up your monthly essential outgoings. This gives you a baseline. Then multiply it by the number of
months you want to cover.

Essential monthly cost Example amount Three-month total Housing £1,200 £3,600 Utilities, council tax and basic
communications £350 £1,050 Food and household basics £550 £1,650 Travel, essential childcare and minimum
debt payments £500 £1,500 Total £2,600 a month £7,800

In this example, three months of essential outgoings is £7,800. That does not mean every household needs that
amount; it shows why using a percentage of income can be less useful than starting with the bills that still need
paying when earnings dip.

Call this figure your emergency fund floor: the amount you do not want to fall below unless you are dealing
with a genuine emergency. If your costs change, review the floor. A new mortgage payment, a change in childcare
or a rise in essential travel costs can all alter the number.

When three months may be enough
Three months can be a reasonable target if your household has more than one reliable income source, your work
is fairly predictable, or you could reduce costs or find replacement work quickly. It may also be a sensible first
milestone if saving a larger amount feels too distant. A smaller fund that is actually built is more useful than an
ambitious target that stops you starting.

It can also work as a staged plan. For example, build one month of essentials first, then continue towards three. If
your income is particularly unpredictable, you can aim beyond three months once you have reached that initial
buffer.

When a larger buffer may make sense
Consider whether you would need more than three months if:

A large share of household income comes from one client, one contract or one seasonal trade.

Your pay can stop suddenly, or invoices are often paid late.

Both adults’ income tends to rise and fall at the same time.

You have dependants, specialist work that takes time to replace, or high unavoidable monthly costs.

Your family would struggle to access benefits or other support quickly.

These are not reasons to panic or to assume you must save an enormous sum immediately. They are reasons to
test whether three months would give you enough time to respond. Think about the real sequence: a contract
ends, a client delays payment, or a repair lands just as work is quiet. Would your fund cover the bills while you
chase payment, look for work or make a decision about a bigger change?

Run a “bad month” check
Before deciding that your target is enough, write down what a difficult month could look like. Be specific. For
instance, one expected payment arrives six weeks late, income drops by half, and the boiler needs attention. Then
compare the cash you would have available with the essential bills due before income is likely to recover.



That check is more useful than relying on a good month’s average. With irregular income, a yearly average can
hide long gaps between payments. Use your actual payment history where possible: note when money arrived,
how much, and whether busy periods reliably cover quieter ones.

Also separate a short-term cash-flow problem from a true emergency. If you know a client usually pays 30 days
after invoicing, that delay may belong in your working cash-flow plan. If a client unexpectedly fails to pay, or work
disappears, your emergency fund may be needed. The boundary is not always neat, but understanding your
normal pattern helps you avoid treating every late invoice as a surprise.

Keep emergency money separate from goal savings
Emergency funds and planned savings do different jobs. Mixing them can leave you believing you have a safety
net when the money is already earmarked for something else.

Use a separate savings pot for a named goal, such as “car replacement by September” or “nursery deposit by
January”. Keep emergency money in a different place, such as an instant-access savings account that you can
reach without relying on credit. Check the account’s access rules, interest rate and any limits before choosing it.

There is nothing wrong with saving for both goals at once, if the household budget allows. Just track the balances
separately. A £2,000 emergency fund plus £1,000 set aside for a car is not the same as £3,000 available for
emergencies.

Name and date the goal, then research its true cost
Planned expenses are easier to manage when you give each one a clear name, a due date and a realistic target.
“Save for childcare” is vague. “Pay the nursery deposit and first month’s fees by 15 August” gives you something
to plan around.

Research the full cost before choosing a monthly saving amount. Ask for a written breakdown and check what is
included, what is due upfront and what could change. For childcare, for example, the headline fee may not tell the
whole story. Check whether meals, nappies, outings, registration or deposit fees are charged separately, and how
funded hours affect the invoice. “Free hours” do not necessarily mean a zero-cost place.

Do the same for other goals. A car budget may need to include insurance, tax, a service and immediate repairs. A
home project may involve delivery, fitting and disposal. Add a contingency for costs you cannot confirm yet, rather
than saving only for the most optimistic quote.



Here is a simple example: if a planned expense will cost £2,400 in 12 months, saving £200 a month gets you to
the headline amount. If research suggests an extra £300 for fees or related costs, the true target is £2,700, or
£225 a month for 12 months. If £225 is not manageable, you can adjust the date, reduce the scope or look for
another funding plan. Do not silently borrow that £300 from your emergency floor.

Build around the ups and downs of variable income
When income changes from month to month, a fixed savings transfer may not always be realistic. You could set a
modest regular amount based on a cautious estimate of income, then add more after stronger months. Decide in
advance how much of a good month goes to tax, bills, emergency savings and named goals so that a run of high
payments does not become a reason to spend the whole surplus.

If you are self-employed, keep money needed for tax separate from your personal emergency fund. Tax due is an
expected liability, not spare savings. GOV.UK provides information on Self Assessment and tax obligations; check
the current rules for your circumstances and, if needed, speak to an accountant or adviser.

For independent help with budgeting and money decisions, MoneyHelper offers free guidance for people in the
UK. Money Trumpet also publishes practical personal-finance resources. Compare any guidance with your own bills
and circumstances: a general rule cannot know your standing order vs direct debit contract terms, family
commitments or likely recovery time.

What if you cannot reach three months yet?
Start with a smaller first milestone and make it achievable. One month of essential outgoings can help with a
delayed payment or an unexpected bill, even if it would not cover a long interruption to work. Once you reach it,
keep building towards three months, then review whether your income pattern calls for more.

If you have expensive debt, arrears or bills you cannot meet, the priority may not be to save aggressively while
those problems grow. Make a clear list of what is due, contact creditors or providers early, and seek free debt
advice where appropriate. An emergency fund is a tool for resilience, not a reason to ignore urgent financial
pressure.

https://www.toddleabout.co.uk/parenting/planning-for-big-family-costs-without-losing-your-financial-buffer/


When you use the fund, use it for the emergency and then make a rebuilding plan. If a boiler repair takes your
savings below the floor, note the revised balance and decide how much you can restore from future income. Avoid
counting the same money twice by treating a credit limit as part of your savings.

A practical decision in five steps
1. List essential outgoings. Use realistic monthly costs, including necessary childcare, travel and minimum debt

payments.

2. Set your floor. Multiply those costs by three as a starting point, then consider whether your income volatility
or recovery time suggests a longer buffer.

3. Test a bad month. Include a late payment, a quiet spell or an essential repair and check how long your cash
would last.

4. Separate the pots. Keep emergency money apart from tax, bills due soon and savings for planned goals.

5. Name, date and price each goal. Research the total cost, include a contingency and divide the target by
the months available.

The bottom line
Three months of expenses can be enough for some families with irregular income, but it is a starting benchmark,
not a guarantee. Base your emergency fund size on essential outgoings and on how long your household might
need to manage through a serious dip in income. If work is volatile, payments are slow or replacement income
could take time, a larger target may be more comfortable.

Most importantly, keep the emergency fund distinct from goal savings, check the plan against a bad month, and
update it when your family’s costs change. A clear floor and separate, dated goals make it easier to see what your
money is meant to do—and whether it is enough for the risks your household actually faces.


