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PRAISE FOR ANGIE WYNNE
and BabyCheapskate.com

“Angie Wynne, of Atlanta, is a mom with a purpose: She single-mindedly tracks all the latest deals on diapers, formula, and other baby necessities and posts the finds on her Web site, BabyCheapskate.com. One minute on her site can save you hours of shopping around—and lots of cash!”

—Parents Magazine

“Find discounts on all your parenting needs at BabyCheapskate.com, which scours the Web for the best deals every week.”

—All You

“Why you’ll ‘like’ it: Another money-saving page, with baby bargains, product reviews, and links to great deals. The page also features top diaper and formula deals of the week. What parents talk about: Gift ideas, which products are best for traveling (Pack ’n Plays and Britax car seats, in their opinion), and input on other sites to find baby items on sale.”

—Babble, which included Baby Cheapskate in its
Top 50 Facebook Fan Pages for Parents

“If you have a baby, or are shopping for a baby, or even know a baby, you need to know Baby Cheapskate. I head here every week to find out where to get the best deals on diapers.”

—Mom Central
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If you’re like me, the first thing you did when you found out you were pregnant was grab some baby magazines. Well, the first thing I did was turn really pale and sit down on the toilet. The second thing I did was tell the baby’s daddy. And then there was the obligatory OB appointment. But grabbing as many baby magazines as I could get my hands on (and smuggle out of the OB’s waiting room) was right up there on the list.

These magazines were filled with advertisements for the latest, greatest, “must-have” baby products, all carefully worded to convince you that no mother in her right mind would attempt parenthood without them. If a weighted, hand-shaped pillow was going to help my newborn sleep through the night (hah!), then by golly it was for me. Only later, after the euphoria of my pregnancy had faded a little, did the sticker shock set in.

Babies. Are. Expensive. Period. A 2009 U.S. Department of Agriculture study sets the price tag of a baby born into a middle-income family in the United States at more than $23,000 for the first two years. That’s nearly $1,000 a month spent on housing, food, transportation, clothing, health care, child care, and other expenses (get your own estimate at www.cnpp.usda.gov/calculatorintro.htm). What’s more, many families’ budgets take a double hit as they shift from a two-income household to a one-income household should one parent choose to stay at home to care for the child(ren).

The good news? That figure is much, much higher than it needs to be. Why? Because rookie parents too often lack the benefit of experienced parents’ cost-cutting wisdom. They buy things they don’t need and pay too much for things they do need. They are forced to learn the secrets of saving on baby through trial and error.

That was the case for my husband and me. The initial feeling of joy at our impending parenthood quickly gave way to the shock of discovering that diapers and formula (should we use it) would cost more per month than our car payment. Since we were self-employed and bringing in rather modest paychecks, a baby had the potential to be a serious budget buster for us.

Luckily, I grew up shopping with a mother for whom finding a great deal is a sport, and that thrill of scoring a hot bargain rubbed off on me (thanks, Mom!). Buying quality baby stuff at big discounts quickly became a personal challenge.

After our son was born, I’d sit my harried, unshowered, sleep-deprived self on the couch each week with the Sunday paper ad circulars, a pair of scissors, and a calculator, clipping coupons and scoping out the best sales on diapers and formula. If only, I thought, there was a way to access all of this information quickly. It was 2005, and to my knowledge, there wasn’t. Since I was doing all the groundwork already, I figured the least I could do would be to post my frugal finds online to help other cash-strapped new parents save some dough and oh-so-valuable time.

This desire to pass on my own hard-won baby savings know-how gave birth to my blog, BabyCheapskate.com. Through my years spent researching sales, products, and brands for Baby Cheapskate, I’ve learned that it’s possible to cut costs without cutting corners. Armed with a little shopping savvy, you can indeed give your baby the best, and you can do it for less.

The name of the blog, Baby Cheapskate, thumbs its nose at the notion that you need to spend a fortune during your baby’s first year. In truth, I’m not a cheapskate. To folks who like to spend more money than they have to, I may seem like one. In truth, I’m simply a smart shopper. I want you to be a smart shopper, too.

Baby Cheapskate struck a chord with parents early on, and its popularity only grew as the United States entered the “Great Recession.” Today, it’s the most popular baby-bargain blog of its kind, receiving more than three quarters of a million hits per month. The site’s Facebook fan page has nearly fifty thousand fans at the time of this writing.

But I can’t take all the credit. Part of the value of Baby Cheapskate, to me, is that it’s a group effort. Since 2005, I’ve posted deals and parents have responded in kind, sharing with me—and each other—ideas about what you need for a baby and what you can skip. They’ve imparted their wisdom about when you should scrimp and when you should splurge, about not spending more than you have to on all that’s destined to be peed on, pooped in, and worn twice before it’s outgrown, and so very much more. I’ll be sharing some of these parents’ advice and stories with you in this book. After all, learning from the successes and challenges of other families is a heck of a lot easier than going it alone.

In an ideal world, all your baby’s material needs would be met through generous gifts at lovely pastel-ballooned baby showers. Nothing’s better than free, right? But in most cases it doesn’t work out that way, and you end up picking up the tab largely on your own, especially for baby number two, number three, and so on, who may not get baby showers. That’s why I’ve created this little guide to saving big bucks on baby stuff.

The book is divided into three parts. In the first part, Baby Savings 101, I’ll teach you the basics of saving—couponing, shopping the sales, and more. That way you’ll have a good foundation for the savings ideas we’ll be discussing later in the book.

In the second part of the book, Life’s Little Necessities, we’ll focus on items you’ll use from day to day as you meet your baby’s basic needs. You’ll learn about all the baby stuff you may want for baby care at home—including diapering, feeding, buying baby clothes, and setting up the nursery.

The third part of the book, Gear and Other Goodies, steps beyond meeting these basic needs. It discusses gear you’ll use outside the home, like car seats, strollers, and carriers. You’ll get the scoop on baby gear like swings and bouncers, too. In the final chapter I’ll share what I know about choosing fun stuff like toys and entertainment.

Within each chapter, you’ll hear from fifty-plus real parents who contributed stories and tips to this book. You’ll also find creative ideas for taking your savings even further, along with “Quick and Easy” savings ideas for when you want to cut costs without spending much effort or time. The payoff? If you follow the advice laid out in this book, you can expect to shave 30 percent and more off the cost of preparing for baby.

Congratulations on your new family. You have a wonderful journey ahead of you. Now let’s save some money.


PART ONE
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Baby Savings 101


Chapter 1
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Saving Big:
The Basics

[image: ] The 2010 documentary Babies follows four adorable babies from around the world through roughly the first year of their lives. One of the babies, Ponijao from Namibia, lives in conditions that most Westerners would consider primitive. He crawls around in the dirt, and most of the time he’s naked or wearing a loincloth. The family doesn’t own a single “baby item”—no diapers, crib, or stroller to be found. I was struck by how little Ponijao needed to thrive—and thrive he did—in the company of his loving family.

Of course, Ponijao’s world is pretty foreign to most of us. I’m guessing you’re not reading this book in a hut in Namibia but rather in a place where creature comforts are a lot more commonplace. If I’m right, the chances that you’ll raise your baby without buying a single baby item are pretty slim indeed.

The journey to saving begins with the recognition that you don’t need to spend nearly as much as you think you do. Of course, anyone who’s ever tried to cut out junk food has found that it’s easy to say you’ll just have a tiny bite of that delicious chocolate cake on the counter, but much harder to actually resist grabbing a plate and a fork and digging in.

Walking into a baby department store is a lot like walking into a bakery at lunchtime. The aisles are packed with thousands of tantalizing gadgets and doodads that promise to add pleasure and comfort to your life. And there are even a few free samples to make sure you consume.

Why Do We Buy?

So why do we buy? Babies don’t care how many cute outfits they have, what brand of stroller their mom pushes them in, or how trendy their nursery is. It’s parents who do, and the multibillion-dollar baby product industry wants to make sure they spend as much as possible, despite their best budget intentions.

Quite simply, new and expectant parents are a marketer’s gold mine that dozens (if not hundreds) of baby industry retailers, manufacturers, and service providers can’t wait to dig into. Marketers study parents’ social media interactions on Twitter and other sites, their buying behavior, their survey responses, their birth announcements, and other data to pinpoint precisely which marketing materials to push to them and when.

The result? Soon-to-be parents, particularly mothers, are hit full force with a barrage of advertising from a dozen different directions from the first time they open a parenting magazine to their baby’s first visit to the pediatrician and beyond. Often the advertising arrives in the guise of “helpful information” for new parents—e-mail newsletters, blog reviews, and so on. Info-thirsty expectant parents who lack more experienced moms and dads to turn to for advice are particularly vulnerable to these advertorials.



Reader Tips

The baby magazines always have lists of “must-haves” coupled with special features explaining the need for all of these items. I didn’t have many “Mom” friends and it’s scary having a baby, what else did I have to rely on for advice?

—Michelle





Another popular way that baby product manufacturers get the word out about their products is through gift bags and welcome kits full of coupons, freebies, samples, and ads. Gift bag advertising is, in the words of the advertisers themselves, “ideal for encouraging trial and stimulating loyalty at a key product purchasing stage” (www.meredith.com/mediakit/ab/print/abmk_fyolSam.html). And literature aimed at convincing brands to participate in gift bag programs says that the soon-to-be mom is “a woman at the most responsive lifestage” (http://bit.ly/giftbagprogram). The key to bringing in the bucks is to hook the soon-to-be mom on a brand or product “before she completes her baby registry” (http://bit.ly/giftbagprogram). Like when you buy your first pair of maternity jeans.

The maternity clothing store Motherhood Maternity gives shoppers (over 2 million of them, according to company advertising) a gift bag with the first in-store purchase of each pregnancy. In it you’ll find coupons, samples, and a whole lot of advertising.

The “gift bags” and “welcome kits” don’t stop there. Think your ob-gyn and pediatricians’ offices are ad-free zones? Think again. The Parents Healthy Kids Sampler goes out to 1.6 million parents from eight thousand pediatricians’ offices. And don’t be surprised if you get another “goodie” bag when you leave the hospital with your new baby.

Two Types of Needs

There are a few reasons we’re at our “most receptive lifestage” for advertising when a baby is about to come into our lives. Finding out that your family is growing is exciting, and we shop in anticipation. It goes deeper than that, though. To get back to my chocolate cake analogy, overspending, like overeating, is usually an attempt to meet a psychological or social need:


	Psychological. From the “what will it be like” stage before the baby is born to those crazy new-baby days, parenthood comes with a lot of uncertainty. “Retail therapy” comforts us and helps us feel in control. If we can just buy the right product our baby will sleep through the night/be fully potty trained by a year old/become a national chess champion at the age of three …. If only it worked that way.

	Social. As a culture, Americans are rarely content with what we have. We value consumption and competition. Some of us feel like if we’re not giving our kids the latest model of the hottest baby items out there, we’re somehow shortchanging them (or ourselves).



How to Avoid Impulse Spending

Avoiding impulsive and emotional spending is a lot like avoiding impulsive and emotional eating. In fact, the tips found in books and articles about eating less inspire the temptation-avoidance techniques below.

Evaluate the purpose of any baby product information you see. Recognize advertisements, free samples, and coupons for what they are—tools to encourage you to buy.

Keep a spending diary, and write down what you spend every time you buy something, no matter how small it is. This forces you to become conscious of what’s actually happening. Write down all your purchases for a week. At the end of the week, go through each item on your list and think about how you feel about the purchase now. Do you regret it? Did it make you happy? If it was an impulsive purchase, think about what may have triggered it. Then try to avoid those triggers.

Realize that you don’t need to be prepared for everything. It’s great to have some extra diapers and wipes on hand so you don’t run out, but don’t go crazy stockpiling and buying ahead. Let an actual need arise … and then deal with it.

Baby Cheapskate reader Carrie puts it this way: “I wanted everything to be just right. No running out to the store or stressing out for any reason. It’s just not reasonable or needed. So what if hubby comes home one night and has to go through the horrible process of running out for diapers! (Oh, the horrors!) I had to learn to go easier on myself. I run out of things for me, so why not give myself the same amount of slack as a first-time mom?”

Refuse to buy anything without a self-imposed “cooling off” period. When shopping online, try putting the item in your cart and then doing nothing. Wait a few hours (or days) before you buy. This gives you time to think about why you want to buy the item.

Set reasonable savings goals and spending limits and post them near your computer or in your wallet so that you’ll see them before you pull the trigger on a purchase. For example, “Crib: spend $250 or less” or “Don’t buy unless it’s 25 percent off or more.” Make another list of temptation-busting questions like “Do I really need it?” and “What will happen if I don’t buy it?” and keep it in your wallet, too. These reminders will help you keep your budgetary goals from flying out the window and will help you rein in the urge to buy on impulse.

So far I’ve told you how not to spend. But that’s not really why you’re reading this book. You’ve got babies on the mind (and perhaps one in the oven) and you’ve got some preparing to do.

So how do you get what you need and want without spending a thousand dollars a month on your baby? By arming yourself with the wisdom and tools you’ll need to spend much, much less. Couponing gets all the press, but there are a number of tools that will benefit your budget. We’ll talk about them later, but first, think about your savings priorities. How much work are you willing to put into saving money?

What Kind of Saver Are You?

I know you want to save money on baby items. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be reading this, right? But where exactly do you fall on the saver’s continuum? In truth, there’s not one kind of bargain hunter. We all have different attitudes toward saving and spending, dictated by our upbringings, values, lifestyles, and income levels.

Some of us are minimalists and want to buy as little as possible, period. Others of us want our babies to have all the best stuff, but we want to pay as little as possible for it. Some of us are passionate bargain hunters who adore shopping and couponing. Some of us are creative DIY-ers and master “repurposers,” and some of us simply want to find great deals without spending all day hunting for them.

Many of the savings tools we’ll discuss here will jibe with your family’s lifestyle and interests, and some may not. Whether you consider yourself an “extreme couponer” à la the TLC television show, or you simply want to pick up a few helpful tips, you’re reading the right book. Each chapter will present options for making do with less, for quick and easy savings, and for going all out in your savings quest. Feel free to pick and choose. Do what works for your family.

5 Principles of Saving Big

Before we get into specifics about what baby gear to buy and when, let’s go over the five basic principles of saving major bucks on baby stuff.

Principle 1: Needs and Wants Are Two Different Things

What do you really need for your baby? Did you know that the Babies“R”Us Registry “must-haves” list is over three hundred items long? Crazy, right? Do yourself a favor now. Throw out all the mental images and shopping lists you’ve no doubt started accumulating and repeat after me: “I need to meet my baby’s basic needs.”

If you want to spend the absolute minimum on baby stuff, only buy what you and your baby will need, and I do mean need on the most basic level. What are your baby’s basic physiological needs (remember learning about those in high school?)? Sleep, health and well-being, food, safety and security, and clothing and shelter. You need to buy very few baby products to help meet those needs. Take a look at this breakdown:


	Sleep. Assuming you don’t go the family bed route, you’ll need a safe place for your baby to sleep—a crib, bassinet, cosleeper, and so on—and bedding to go with it.

	Health and well-being. You’ll need diapers. Whether they’re cloth or disposable is up to you. You’ll also need something to clean your baby’s bottom—cloth or disposable wipes—and somewhere sanitary to put dirty diapers.

	Food. If you breastfeed you’ll benefit from having a breast pump, especially if you’ll be returning to work (you can express breast milk by hand, but it’s not very efficient). You may also need bottles and nipples for expressed milk or formula.

	Safety and security. You’ll need an infant or convertible car seat if you plan on driving with your baby.

	Clothing and shelter. You’ll need blankets to swaddle and clothing to keep your baby warm. The specific items of clothing you need depend on the climate and temperature when your baby arrives.



It’s pretty hard to imagine raising a baby in Western culture with only a place to sleep, diapers, wipes, and maybe a car seat and a breast pump, but this is really all you need.

Everything that isn’t necessary in meeting your baby’s basic physiological needs is a want. You don’t need it. That includes many items that top retailers’ “registry must-haves” lists: strollers, bouncers, swings, play yards, and all that cute nursery decor. In later chapters, I’ll tell you which items are really, really nice to have, and which top parents’ lists of “most useless baby product.”

Principle 2: Get What You Can Without Spending a Dime

When it comes to saving money on baby items, you can’t beat free. There are more reliable sources of free baby items than you may think, and we’re not talking Dumpster diving, either.

Chances are, within five minutes of announcing to the world that you’re expecting a baby, you’ll be offered someone’s gently used baby clothing, gear, or nursery items. Whether the gear is loaned or given, accept it (as long as it seems safe and in good condition, of course)! We were the lucky recipients of so many boxes of gently used baby clothing we didn’t have to buy anything for over a year! We also received a bouncer, activity center, crib mirror, and mobile for free. Awesome!

Reader Heather got some good stuff, too. She writes, “I got quite a few secondhand things. I got a swing and a Bumbo seat from my brother-in-law’s sister. I got an ExerSaucer and a jumper from my sister. All four items were in great condition and it was nice not to have to go out and buy all … these expensive items! My daughter loved the bouncer and being on the floor more than anything, so these items were only used a little bit, so I am glad we didn’t buy them brand-new ’cause it would not have been worth it!”

Should those freebie offers be fewer or farther between than you’d like, there are a couple of online services you can turn to:


Check for Recalls on Secondhand Items

When considering used items, free or not, you’ll want to make sure they haven’t been recalled and that they meet current safety standards. Check for recalls at www.recalls.gov. It’s a good idea to avoid used car seats, since you have no way of knowing whether they’ve been involved in a crash.




	Freecycle.org is probably the most well-known and widely available freebie source, with nearly five thousand local groups. Join your local group (search for one at www.freecycle.org) and you’ll gain access to listings of free merchandise near you.



Sarah scored big on Freecycle. “I got a Little Tikes plastic slide for free through Freecycle. It has been used on nearly every sunny day since we got it five years ago …. Definitely a great value for all of us!”

You never know what items will show up on Freecycle, so be prepared to check the listings regularly. If you’re looking for something specific, you can post a “Wanted” message with your desired item for members to see. You can also set up an e-mail alert when a specific item shows up. When you see something you want, reply to the member who posted. And if you’re designated the lucky recipient (there may be more than one person interested), arrange to pick it up.

Of course, Freecycle isn’t just about getting stuff. It’s also a great way to clear out excess stuff. Converting a room in your house into a nursery? Post the items you’re getting rid of on your local Freecycle board and get rid of them without even having to load up the car.


	Craigslist.org. Your local Craigslist (you’ll find a directory at Craigslist.org) is another source of free baby products. You’ll find them in the “For Sale” listings under “Free.”



There are some great local sources, too. Does your neighborhood organization, church, or other local group have an e-mail list you can join? If so, you may be able to post requests for items or receive notices when members are giving away baby items. Our neighborhood has an e-mail Listserv and parents are constantly posting baby items they’re giving away.


	Gifts. New babies get gifts, and gifts are free, right? In chapter 3, I’ll dish on how to make the most of one of the best sources of free baby items around—the baby shower.

	Repurpose items you already have. You may already own more baby gear than you think! By reusing items you may already have when preparing for baby and setting up the nursery, you can avoid buying things you don’t need. For example, your college backpack could become a sturdy, hands-free diaper bag. Storage bins and old suitcases can hold baby’s toys. The dresser in your guest room can get a paint job and become your baby’s changing table. Take a walk around your house before you set foot in a store. When you think outside the big-box store, you’ll spend less.

	Promotional freebies and samples. Earlier in this chapter I told you how one of the biggest ways advertisers try to get your baby product business is by getting samples of their wares and coupons into baby product gift bags (also called welcome kits or starter kits). As you may have gathered, I’m not a huge fan of them. But that doesn’t mean the samples and freebies they hold can’t be useful. Expect samples of and coupons for diapers, formula, baby bath products, wipes, diaper ointment, and more.



The gift bag that was the most useful to us was the freebie hospital diaper bag. If you give birth in a hospital, chances are they’ll give you a diaper bag courtesy of one of the major formula makers. It will contain formula samples













	Garage and yard sales. Find garage sale listings at Craigslist and on your local newspaper’s Web site.

	Seasonal consignment sales offered by churches and organizations. Find them at sites like KidsConsignmentSales.com and TheBargainWatcher.com.

	Consignment stores. Search for stores near you by Googling “kids consignment store” and the name of your town. Kid to Kid (kidtokid.com) and Once Upon a Child (onceuponachild.com) are national children’s resale franchises. Consignment stores are fabulous options if you’re not accustomed to buying secondhand items. The condition of gear and toys is screened before they’re put on the shelves. You’ll pay a bit more than at a thrift store or garage sale, but you can be assured that the items you see are of acceptable quality.

	Thrift stores. Find stores near you with a quick Internet search for “thrift store” along with the name of your city. Thrift stores aren’t created equal. Selection, quality, and price can vary widely from store to store, so you may need to visit a few before you find one that you like. For the best selection, find out when stores restock the shelves and shop then.

	Online classifieds. Craigslist.org and eBayClassifieds.com list secondhand items available near you.

	Swap meets. Swap meets are fabulous ways to exchange outgrown baby clothing and gear for new-to-you items. Usually, you drop off your clean, gently used items, they’re sorted, and then you get to “shop” with no cash necessary. Plus, these events often feature food, raffles, and other fun activities as well. Sometimes there’s an admission charge or membership dues, but not always. Search for swap meets both large and small near you at sites like MeetUp.com. Can’t find a swap meet near you? Why not organize your own?







	eBay.com

	ThredUp.com

	SwapMamas.com

	ReCrib.com

	SwapBabyGoods.com

















	Separate your needs from your wants, and minimize expenditures on items you don’t need.

	Seek out sources of free baby items.

	Be open to using secondhand items.

	Shop the sales and use coupons.

	Use rebates and other “coupon accompaniments” to deepen discounts.

	Experiment with using store brands rather than national brands.

	Resell baby items to recoup the cost.
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