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Dedication

To my loving husband, Josh. If it weren’t for you,

I don’t know if I would have ever gone to therapy.

I mean that as a compliment.
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Introduction

Is it just me or do you ever get low on New Year’s Day? Because I do. Every. Single. Year. For whatever reason, at the stroke of midnight on December 31, something triggers my body to deflate like a grounded hot air balloon. My limbs get heavy, it becomes hard to move, and the only place that’s safe is under the covers. At the same time as my body turns to stone, my mind starts to race, bringing to the surface all my failures from the past 12 months.

You sure didn’t earn as much as you thought you would this year. Ouch, that’s embarrassing.

You bought a house at the peak of a seller’s market and now it’s worth $100,000 less than when you bought it a year ago? That’s just downright dumb. You call yourself a money expert?

Wait, you’re telling me you didn’t pay off six figures in debt in only eight months and didn’t become a millionaire by 30? So . . . what have you done that’s so special to warrant any kind of attention? Nothing. That’s what I thought.

That’s some next-level unhealthy negative self-talk going on. I know. I’m working on it. Nevertheless, things took a turn at the end of 2022. The week before I was supposed to fly back to my hometown of Vancouver, British Columbia, for Christmas, I got COVID. That meant spending the holidays at home alone with my husband, with no presents to exchange (they had all been shipped to my parents) and a socially distanced pre-made turkey dinner from the grocery store. Considering the previous two Christmases had been ruined by the pandemic and government-mandated lockdowns, I’d built up this visit to look like a full-blown Hallmark movie in my mind. So, when it didn’t happen as I’d imagined, a dark cloud came rushing over me.

Everything I saw on TV and social media was triggering. Everything was a reminder of how I wasn’t rich enough, successful enough, or young enough. I wasn’t enough. But it was one particular post I saw on social media that made me snap. Irate, I started venting my frustrations to my husband as I normally would, but instead of sympathizing with me, he looked at me with concern.

“Why do you care so much?”

I paused.

“Umm . . .”

I didn’t have a good answer.

Why did I care so much about what was going on in someone else’s life or career? Why did I waste so much energy comparing myself to someone else’s accomplishments that have nothing to do with me? Why was I so hard on myself? This line of questioning continued for hours until I hit a very vulnerable point. I was faced head-on with a question that I had avoided like, well, COVID, for years: What am I running away from?

When I Finally Stopped Running

Ever since high school, I’ve been extremely ambitious. Get straight As, get a degree, get an impressive job, earn good money, become successful, and live a wonderful life. That was the plan I set for myself, and I’d been working toward it with the determination of a racehorse with blinders on ever since. But at 36, not once had I slowed down in my self-imposed race to the top to acknowledge the truth about why I wanted any of it in the first place. It wasn’t my desire for comfort and financial stability. It wasn’t to realize my potential. And it certainly wasn’t to smash the glass ceiling for future generations of women.

No. Deep down, it was much more basic than that. The real reason I wanted wealth and success was to be seen and loved. What I discovered during my year of introspection while writing this book was that from childhood to young adulthood, I entered a variety of unhealthy friendships that made me believe I was invisible and unlovable. And because I was young and naive, I didn’t know how to get out of the cycle. So, when a friendship ended, I would jump right into a new one that was familiar and similarly toxic. After years of compounding hurt, my coping mechanism of choice was to put all my walls up and vow to become so rich and successful that no one would dare ignore, reject, or abandon me. No one would ever cause me the same hurt I experienced in my formative years. I would finally be enough. And hopefully one day, those same people who caused all that hurt would see my name on bookstands and feel a twinge of jealousy (which I know is petty, but hey, I’m human).

In addition to that, I’m the middle child in my family. As much as I once dismissed the idea of middle child syndrome—the idea that middle children feel generally excluded, neglected, and like they are given less attention than their siblings—I’ve got to admit that, after some extensive therapy, for me, it rings true. I’ve always been competing for my parents’ attention, either consciously or subconsciously. It’s a big part of why I pursued a degree in film at university, because my dad and I had a special bond when it came to classic movies, and strived for top marks in school, since there was no better feeling than when my mom expressed her pride after reading my report card. Nevertheless, whatever I achieved, it always felt like it came up short, forcing me to once again move up the goalpost to an even bigger achievement to get their attention.

I was running toward money and prestige so I could run away from the pain and insecurities of my past. This was the real reason why I became obsessed with personal finance in my early 20s and ultimately made it my career. It’s also the reason why throughout my adult life, I’ve worked myself to the bone and prioritized making money and career advancement over what’s really important in life: human connection and real-life experiences. Once I realized this hard-to-swallow truth, I started to breathe again. Like really breathe.

The thing about money and success, as I’ve heard countless times interviewing wealthy and successful guests on my podcast over the years, is that they’re never enough. No matter what you achieve or how many millions you have in the bank, it will never be enough to fill that deep, dark void you’re trying to fill inside you. Why do you think there are so many miserable millionaires and billionaires out there? Why do you think suicide is so prevalent among celebrities and famous influencers? Why do you think Prince Harry—a literal prince—ditched being a royal even though he seemingly had everything we could only dream of?

Because money and success aren’t the solutions to your problems. Don’t get me wrong; money can help meet all of your basic needs, but beyond that, it can serve only as a temporary bandage for your psychological and emotional wounds. You can accumulate swimming pools of cash and rooms full of trophies, but your problems will be right there where you left them when you’re alone at night in your mansion with only your thoughts to keep you company.

There’s this old meme that’s been circulating for years that reads: “They say money can’t buy happiness, but I’d rather cry on a yacht.” Well, sure, if your options are to cry on a yacht or cry on a bus, I think we’d all choose the yacht. But why are you crying in the first place? And can you get to the root cause of your pain without having to spend the rest of your life fighting your way to the top like everyone on Succession? Is it possible to fix your toxic relationship with money and find peace to enjoy your life?

The answer is YES.

It’s about Everything but Money

If you were to go to any bookstore right now, you would find a multitude of books about how to pay off debt, budget, and invest, all with the promise that if you follow through with their simple steps, you’ll live a better life. And for some people, that may be enough. Some people may just be looking for a guide on how to pay off their debt, and once debt-free, they’ll be content with their money. Some people may just be looking for an easy-to-follow budget template outlining how best to organize their finances. Some people may not know the first thing about investing and are just looking for some actionable steps on how to get started.

But for the rest of us, we need more than that. Part of the reason I decided to become an accredited financial counsellor was because I wanted to learn how to dig deep with my clients. Having entered the personal finance landscape in 2011, I’d gotten used to talking with people from all backgrounds and income levels about their money issues. But conversation after conversation, one thing was always clear: Their problems weren’t just about money. They were actually about everything but money.

I remember one of my early clients, Raya, came to me for help with her spending problem. She’d racked up a bunch of debt, was living paycheque to paycheque, and couldn’t figure out how to stop the cycle. I looked at her numbers and gave her some specific steps to pay off her debt over time, cut some expenses to free up cash flow, and start saving for future emergencies to get her on the right path. But the real point of our sessions wasn’t to go through the numbers (that part was easy). It was to find out how she got there in the first place.

Ultimately, we discovered that she made most of her financial decisions based on what others wanted, not what she wanted. Due to past conditioning and trauma, she had become the perfect people-pleaser, putting everyone but herself first to attract attention and love. That’s why she would regularly lend money to friends even though they rarely paid her back. That’s why she would succumb to peer pressure and spend money on eating out at expensive restaurants with friends even though it wasn’t something she valued spending her money on. That’s why she would go shopping every time she felt low about herself, so she could have something to show off to her friends to gain their admiration. That’s also why, just like me, she often fell into a cycle of negative self-talk without recognizing how unhealthy it was to think that way.

Luckily, over time, she was able to overcome a lot of what was holding her back from a better, more fulfilling life, and develop healthier habits with her money. She started practising positive self-talk and advocating for herself so her spending aligned more with her personal values. This helped her build a stronger sense of self-confidence, which bred stronger motivation to pay off all of her debt, find a better-paying job, and save up enough to buy her first home. This transformation happened over years. If you want to create lasting change and discover what it means to live your authentic life, it takes hard work, vulnerability, and patience. Just like there’s no legitimate way to get rich quick, there are no shortcuts when you are fixing a broken relationship with money.

Let’s Turn the Page (Figuratively and Literally)

The good news is that you can fix it. Whatever money story you’ve been telling yourself up until now, it’s never too late to turn the page and start a brand-new chapter. This book will serve as your guide to uncovering the real reason behind your internal and external struggles with money and provide you with the tools you need to overcome them. Once you do this, you’ll be able to finally live out the true meaning of financial freedom, or as I prefer to call it, financial fulfillment.

Because the truth is, you’re not bad at money and you are enough, no matter how much you earn or what your current net worth is. You just have some unresolved trauma you need to process. And some human behaviour you need to rewire. And then don’t forget the fact that we live in a society whose structures protect and reward the already privileged and suppress the marginalized. In other words, you didn’t end up here just because you made a few poor choices or don’t have a natural talent for finance. There are a whole lot of things working against you, making it hard to see the forest for the trees.

But if I didn’t truly believe these obstacles are surmountable, I would have abandoned this career long ago. Call me an optimist, but that’s exactly what you need to be to take your first step into the rest of your life. Life is hard. The world is unfair. Money and everything it touches is complicated and can make you want to give up before you ever really get started. These are undeniable truths. Nevertheless, we’re going to push through and write that damn next chapter no matter what your darkest negative thought inside your head tells you.

Are you ready?





Part I

Express Yourself: Unlocking Your Feelings about Money





1.

We’re All Doing the Same Thing

The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.

—Socrates

One of my favourite things in life is meeting someone new and seeing their reaction when I share what I do for a living. The interaction usually goes something like this:

“What do you do for a living?”

“I run a financial education business and teach people about money.”

To which they usually respond one of three ways:

“Cool. I don’t know the first thing about money,” followed by some nervous laughter, shifting of feet, and a quick scan of the room to see if there’s someone else they can talk to.

“That’s nice,” followed by an abrupt change in topic to avoid any talk of money whatsoever.

“Oh, really?” followed by them leaning in, eyes darting from left to right to ensure no one else is listening, and their voice lowering to whisper, “Can I ask you something?”

I’ve talked to hundreds of people about money over the years, and the one undeniable truth that we all share is that everyone finds talking about money uncomfortable. Research even shows that people are more comfortable talking about sex, race, mental illness, and drug addiction than they are talking about money.1 Even I feel uncomfortable talking about money sometimes, and I’ve been immersed in the personal finance world for over 13 years!

Still, despite money making most of us uncomfortable, we can find some solace in knowing that we’re not the only ones who feel that way. It’s oddly reassuring knowing that we’re all just doing the same thing, nervously laughing at how little we know about money or whispering to someone we just met about how we’ve never told a soul about our financial problems or insecurities. Once you realize that you’re not alone and we’ve all got similar struggles with this pretty major part of our lives that’s still considered taboo or rude to talk about, it’s actually a lot easier to take that first step in uncovering what your relationship with money is so you can change it for the better.

Let’s start by taking a big step back in time.

Where It All Started

What is your first childhood memory of money, and how did it make you feel? Take a moment to think about that (we’ll come back to it in the next chapter). In the meantime, I’ll share mine from when I was four years old to show you how our deep-rooted feelings about money start developing at a very young age.

For me, these feelings started on one of my mom’s regular visits to the grocery store. I can still remember it so clearly. I was at the Save-On-Foods on Pinetree Way in Coquitlam, British Columbia. I loved grocery shopping with my mom, mostly because if I behaved, she’d treat me to a chocolate-glazed long john. But also because I loved walking through all the aisles and checking out the different types of food. My favourite was the bulk aisle, with all of those containers full of nuts, dried fruit, chocolate, and candy. I used to pretend I’d landed in Candyland and was walking through Candy Cane Forest and Gumdrop Mountain. But one day, instead of just looking at all the treats in my imaginary paradise, I decided to have a taste.

There was so much there, no one would mind me taking one little thing. Plus, I saw adults pop a sample into their mouths all the time. What’s the harm in having one little gumball? I thought. Well, first, it wasn’t so little. It was so big and hard to chew that all I could do was keep it in my mouth like a squirrel hoarding nuts for later. It was also bright blue and, being a typical sticky-handed kid, my mouth and hands quickly changed colour as if I were girl-turned-blueberry Violet Beauregarde from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Nevertheless, I thought I’d gotten away with it as we walked our cart to the parking lot without a word from my mom.

Until we got to the car. Just as my mom popped the trunk to start loading the groceries, she saw my guilty-looking blue face with a big, marble-sized ball protruding from my cheek. She was furious. Recognizing what I’d just done, she made me spit the gumball onto the ground, grabbed my hand, and dragged me back inside the grocery store, to the bulk aisle. She then looked me straight in the eyes and told me, “We don’t steal things! These are things we have to pay for. Never do this again!” Or something to that effect (I was four, remember). I bawled my eyes out and felt ashamed the whole car ride home and for the 30-plus years that followed.

That was the first time I started to associate money, or the lack of it, with something shameful. Though not for the reason you may think. Although I did steal that gumball and stealing is generally wrong, that’s not where the feeling of shame came from. Instead, it came from the overall undertone of what my mom was saying. Although her words told me that stealing was bad and not to repeat that behaviour in the future, what she was also communicating through her worried eyes and uneasy body language was her own shame at having our family appear as though we couldn’t afford something and had to resort to stealing to get it.

In other words, I didn’t just steal a gumball; I made my family look poor in front of all of our peers through my thoughtless, though innocent, actions. This would have been a serious faux pas in the early 1990s, when everyone was trying so desperately to keep up with the Joneses because nothing was worse than your neighbours, and greater society for that matter, thinking you didn’t have money. Because if you didn’t have money, the consensus was that you’d done something wrong to end up there. You were lazy and didn’t work hard enough. You were stupid and made some bad financial decisions. You didn’t pull yourself up by the bootstraps like your forefathers who immigrated to this country with only the clothes on their backs and $10 in their pockets, and therefore it was your own fault for being poor and you deserved the struggles that came with it. In essence, any hint that you weren’t on the same financial footing as everyone else could result in your being perceived as a less valuable and respected member of society.

No wonder my mom was furious. The stakes were incredibly high, and being labelled less than middle class was the modern age’s equivalent of the scarlet letter. Sadly, nothing really changed in the three decades that followed. Many of these firmly held beliefs about why people are poor or have less than others still exist today largely due to the toxic messaging of hustle culture, the explosion of social media, and some curmudgeons with microphones.

Don’t Ever Let Them Know

To give you some context about my family’s financial background, throughout my childhood, my family would have been considered low-to-middle income. I don’t deny I grew up with ample privilege (a topic to be discussed later in this book), but in terms of what my parents earned and our family-of-five’s cost of living, it was clear that for many years, balancing the budget and trying to keep up appearances in our suburb of Port Coquitlam was a skilled tightrope act my mom had to perform every single month. Even though I’ve never experienced poverty like so many others I’ve talked to over the years, like going to school hungry or having the heat shut off because a bill went unpaid, I was still hyper-aware that we had less than others and could also easily point out which families had more, which inevitably informed my understanding of money as a child.

Because of this, I used to view money as a negative. Money was the number one reason why my parents argued when they thought my sisters and I were asleep at night, and why they more often than not said no to things that seemed par for the course for other families, like new clothes every school year instead of hand-me-downs, eating chicken for dinner instead of ground beef, or buying name brand items at full price instead of waiting for them to go on sale or buying the off-brand equivalent.

A common phrase in my family was “We can’t afford it.” That phrase is still so ingrained in me that to this day, it’s still the first thing that pops into my head when I contemplate making a purchase, even if it’s not true. It’s also the reason I struggle with guilt whenever I do buy something that’s not on sale or choose not to order the cheapest item on a restaurant’s menu. I’ve still never purchased anything from the hotel mini-bar because as one hilarious tweet so aptly put it, I’m “deeply terrified that consuming anything from the hotel room mini-bar will bankrupt my entire family.”2

The complicated thing about this is that a lot of the skills I developed from mimicking my mom’s shopping habits, like discount shopping, couponing, and making sure I don’t spend more than I can afford, have come in very handy as an adult. But these habits aren’t the issue here. It’s the associated negative feelings that linger afterwards that are the problem. Not only that, it’s the fact that although I, and likely you, have these kinds of negative feelings, we keep them private. We don’t talk about them because it’s one thing to feel something about money, but it’s quite another to be vulnerable and speak about it publicly.

It’s like that song from The Book of Mormon about turning off your feelings just like a light switch. I’m not Mormon, but I was raised Roman Catholic and, oh boy, did that song hit a little too close to home when I saw the musical. What this song perfectly illustrates is what so many of us do with our most vulnerable feelings, especially our feelings about money. Whenever we feel something, we instinctively try to turn it off, push it down, and lock it away in a vault deep inside ourselves, because the worst thing that could happen would be someone discovering it and perceiving us as weak or a failure.

You’re Not an Ostrich

Confronting and sharing our feelings about money can feel like standing on a soapbox naked in the centre of town, proclaiming, “My life is a mess and I have no idea what I’m doing!” No wonder most of us would rather bury our heads in the sand than address our feelings. When your head is buried, you can’t see any of your deep-rooted issues with money. And if you can’t see them, do they even exist?

YES. They still exist. Just like if a tree falls in a forest, even if you weren’t there to hear it, that doesn’t negate the fact that it made a thunderous sound on its way down. Burying your head in the sand, also known as the ostrich problem, is simply a cognitive bias that causes people to “avoid information to avoid the unpleasant emotional impact that they expect it to lead to . . . even if this avoidance will lead to a greater emotional cost later on.”3 This is why so many people avoid their true feelings about money and go decades without making any headway with their finances, even if this avoidance results in bigger financial problems and could potentially exacerbate those negative feelings down the road. It’s a coping mechanism to ward off negative emotions temporarily, but it usually causes greater suffering over the long term.

But that’s not you, is it? There’s a reason you chose this book, and there’s a reason I needed to write it. You don’t want to be an ostrich anymore. You want to try something new because it’s not fun having tiny grains of sand make their way into your eyes, mouth, and nose. You want to dig your head out and breathe again!

Well, to do that you’re going to have to get comfortable being uncomfortable. You’re going to have to embrace being vulnerable. The only way to detach your negative feelings from money and thus create a healthier relationship with it is to acknowledge those feelings and put them into words.

Putting It into Words

It can be easier said than done, putting your feelings into words (pun intended). Most of us don’t know what our feelings are in the first place because we’ve pushed them deep down for so long. It can be difficult to recall those feelings when you finally want to, but they’re still in there somewhere. This is where starting a mindfulness practice comes in (for which I’ll share some exercises in the next chapter). Before you roll your eyes because the term mindfulness has become a buzzword in recent years, let me share what it is and how it can help. I’ll also tell you straight up that I’m the furthest thing from a “woo-woo guru” or an early adopter of any kind of trend (just ask my wardrobe). But more importantly, mindfulness is backed by science.

Too often, we’re either looking back or looking forward, instead of sitting still and looking at the present moment. Not only that, even when we think we are in the present moment, we’re actually spending most of our brain power reliving the past or pre-living the future.4 That’s where integrating a mindfulness practice into your daily life can make all the difference. It can help you become aware and pay extended attention to how you really feel in the moment, both internally and externally.

A typical mindfulness practice could involve activities like meditation, journaling, yoga, and tai chi to help your body and mind focus on the present and your place in it. A similar practice for money mindfulness can be used to help you identify your feelings about money and connect them to words. When feelings and words connect, it can be a powerful thing. Not only can it help you describe that feeling and validate it, but ultimately, it can help you change how you think and behave with money in general.

In The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows, John Koenig describes the importance of words this way: “Whenever life feels chaotic and uncertain and everything runs together, words offer us a sense of clarity and definition, with clean lines that separate one thing from another. . . . Just the act of putting something into words can give you the impression that everything is under control.”5

If you can name it, you can better control it. It’s when you keep your feelings hidden from yourself, and from others for that matter, that they maintain a firm hold over you instead of the other way around. In order to start healing and rewiring old patterns, you first need to acknowledge and define the problem.

A 2007 brain image study from the University of California, Los Angeles confirmed just as much. Neuroscientist Matthew D. Lieberman and his team of psychologists at UCLA analyzed the brain activity of research participants using functional magnetic resonance imaging while showing them pictures of individuals making different emotional expressions. Below the images, participants were either shown words to describe the individuals’ expressions, like “angry” or “fearful,” or a name like “Harry” or “Sally.” What the team discovered was that the participants who were shown emotional labels beneath the pictures had a decreased response in their amygdala (the part of the brain that affects emotions like fear and pleasure) and increased activity in the right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (the part of the brain involved in inhibiting behaviour and processing emotions).

What they learned from this discovery was that labelling your emotions “turns down the amygdala alarm centre response in the brain that triggers negative feelings.” In effect, by putting your feelings about money into words, you can dampen the intensity of those feelings and thus control your emotional responses to money more effectively. Or as Lieberman so aptly put it: “Putting our feelings into words helps us heal better.”6 When you put your feelings about money into words, you’ll be better equipped to unearth the deep-rooted reasons behind your self-harming money behaviours, so you can heal your wounds and eventually move forward.

To find out what those feelings are and put labels on them, I think it’s important to know what those labels are in the first place. Often, when feelings come into play, it can be hard to find the right words or any words at all. Let me help you with that.





2.

And How Does That Make You Feel?

The best way out is always through.

—Robert Frost

If I were to ask you right now how money makes you feel, you’d likely say, “Not good,” because there’s a reason you’re reading this book. But “Not good” isn’t very specific and words matter. To get to the root of how money makes you feel, you need to dig deeper.

I had a pretty good idea of how most people felt about money from my years as a financial counsellor and educator, but I wanted to see if there were specific words people used that came up more often than others. So, I ran a short survey, and here are examples of responses that came up over and over:


“I sometimes feel ashamed when I’m in social settings because I didn’t come from money, but it seems like everyone else did.”

“Because I had so little growing up, I feel a bit guilty whenever I spend money now.”

“Even though I’m in a good financial situation today, I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop, and I’m afraid of something bad happening to derail all the progress I’ve made.”

“I’m anxious that I’ll never have enough and worried that I’ll make a big financial mistake to ruin it all.”

“I can’t help but be envious of others who graduated with no debt, were able to find a good paying job right away, and are miles ahead of me financially. It feels unfair.”

“Defeated, oppressed, hopeless, and just general despair. Like no matter what I do, it’s never enough, so what’s the point in even trying to get ahead and catch up to my peers?”



Shame. Guilt. Fear. Anxiety. Envy. Despair. These words kept coming up in the survey responses, and unsurprisingly, they’re the same words people have used when sharing their feelings about money with me over the years. It goes without saying that none of these feel good, so where do we start? Based on my own experience and the stories from many others, shame is a common undertone, so it’s a good place to jump in.

Shame

What is shame exactly? Ever since watching Game of Thrones, I can’t help but visualize Cersei Lannister’s walk of shame through the streets of King’s Landing for having an affair with her twin brother. Hopefully, none of us will have to experience shame on that level, though sometimes it can feel just as torturous in our minds. Shame is defined as “a self-conscious emotion arising from the sense that something is fundamentally wrong about oneself.”1 Or as Brené Brown describes it in her book Daring Greatly, “Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging.”2

This definition is important, because often shame gets confused with guilt, but they are distinctly different feelings. Guilt is the negative feeling resulting from doing something wrong. Another way to remember the difference is that shame is feeling like “I’m a bad person,” whereas guilt is feeling like “I did a bad thing.” Since guilt has to do with something we have done, you can see how that feeling is easier to overcome than the feeling that you are fundamentally flawed in some way. Fortunately, it is possible to step out of shame or develop shame resilience, as Brown discusses in her book. To do that, however, you must first identify what types of shame you’re dealing with.

THE SHAME OF GROWING UP WITH LESS

My first experience with shame and money was when I was four at the grocery store, but that certainly wasn’t my last experience with it. Growing up with less had always been a big source of shame that I kept private until I discovered the world of personal finance blogs in 2010, where people openly shared stories of similar upbringings.

Growing up with less had a profound impact on me. I still have flashbacks of being ridiculed in school for wearing my sister’s hand-me-downs or being judged for what was in my lunch box. Most painfully, though, I remember not being able to participate in the latest toy trends, which made the difference between being invited to the inner circle or pushed to the fringes in the schoolyard. Remember Tamagotchis, Furbies, and Super Nintendo from the 1990s? I sure do. Not because I ever owned any of these toys, but because I made strategic friendships with kids who did, which was my only way to experience them. Looking at it now, I feel guilty about befriending kids because they had the trendiest toys, but at the time, it was my survival tactic to distract others from discovering that I wasn’t a financial equal. And as a child, you don’t have control over what impacts you; you deal with the situation you’re in with the tools you have.

As I got older, the stakes got higher and my shame intensified as social circles started to form based on family income level. I never got an allowance like most of my peers because there was no extra money to spare for me and my two sisters, which was a huge roadblock when trying to keep up with everyone my age. If I wanted something that wasn’t considered a necessity, I had to find a way to buy it myself. Before I became legal working age, my only options were to hoard any Christmas and birthday money I was gifted and babysit the neighbours’ kids. I did both until I turned 15, but that also likely kick-started my habit of hoarding cash in a savings account, which lasted until my 30s.

Once I was finally hirable, I began my almost decade-long part-time career in the fast-food and retail industries. This was both freeing as I got my first taste of financial independence and a source of shame in itself. I can recall several times when I worked the drive-through window at A&W, in my brown visor and grease-stained uniform, seeing a classmate pull up in the new car their parents bought them and pretend that I was a complete stranger, despite us sitting near each other in class. The shame of having less and thus feeling like I was less is a big reason why I’ve worked so hard to break out of that cycle in adulthood.

Reading the origin story of my shame with money may have stirred up some feelings inside you that I want to discuss before moving on.

THERE ARE NO WRONG FEELINGS

Perhaps you read my story and thought to yourself:


“I had to wear hand-me-downs, too, and you don’t see me complaining.”

“You didn’t get a Tamagotchi when you were a kid? Eye roll.”

“Boo-hoo, you didn’t get an allowance and had to work a fast-food job? I had it way worse than you. Quit your whining!”



You’re not wrong for feeling that way. Although I grew up with less than my peers, I recognize that I also grew up with privilege as a white kid in suburbia and I had more than some others, too. For me, growing up with less meant growing up with less than others, which had a big impact on me and my personal relationship with money. For others, it means growing up with less than you needed, for example, lacking food, clean water, shelter, clothing, stability, or safety at any point in your life, which is a very different experience. It’s important to remember that everyone’s backstory is different, and that as children, you don’t have control over that or how it affects you. What’s important is figuring that out now, whatever your backstory.

I questioned how much of my own story I wanted to share before writing this book, because while I knew some readers would be able to see themselves in it, others wouldn’t and that could be alienating. From time to time, I even find myself rolling my eyes to the back of my head when I hear someone with obvious privilege bemoan the challenges they had to endure when those challenges seem insignificant compared to my own life experiences. We’re all human. That’s why I will be including stories of others from a variety of backgrounds to provide a broader experience than my own.

Your feelings are completely valid. And so are mine. That’s the thing with feelings. We all have them, and they are all equally valid. There are no wrong answers when it comes to how someone feels. Ultimately, we all need to learn to better accept how others feel, especially when we can’t understand or don’t share those feelings. We need to identify our feelings and put labels on them to heal, and we need to allow the same courtesy to others. Not only that, but when you’re playing the who-had-it-worse game, no one wins. In the end, everyone will leave with their shame exacerbated, and no one will feel safe to dig into their feelings and share them with others for fear of judgment, making healing even harder.

EMPATHY IS THE MISSING PUZZLE PIECE

I’ve been in the personal finance space for over a decade, and what I’ve come to know is how cold, hostile, prejudiced, and negative it can be. On the surface, it can look like a welcoming environment where people are cheering you on to better your financial situation, but there are rabbit holes where it can get really dark and ugly. There’s a reason that, even with my years of experience, credentials, and hundreds of stints as a money expert on the news, I actively avoid going on finance subreddits or reading the comments on any news website I’m featured on. People can be cruel and judgmental, and that’s not going to motivate you to make any progress with your finances. That type of negativity will just make you want to slam your laptop shut and bury your head in the sand again.

What the personal finance space truly needs is more empathy. Empathy is an important yet often overlooked piece of the puzzle. As described by psychologist Carl Rogers, empathy is “seeing the world through the eyes of the other, not seeing your world reflected in their eyes.”3 Empathy bridges the gap between people, allowing you to understand what someone else is experiencing, connect with others, and ultimately feel seen and supported.

That can be really difficult to do when you’ve built armour to protect yourself throughout your life, like the blinders I used to wear, which I talked about in the introduction. When I went to university and left behind traumatic childhood relationships, I vowed to become a different person. I’d no longer be that naive weakling who let people walk all over her. I pushed my emotions to the side to become tough, and I turned inward to put the focus on me and my journey instead of giving everything I had to others, which had left me with nothing so many times before. I felt that if I didn’t close myself off to other people’s feelings, I would be vulnerable. I couldn’t risk having all the armour I’d worked so hard to piece together fall to the ground and leave me exposed to being hurt again.

I hope you can see how unhealthy that kind of mindset is and why I’ve spent all of my 30s unlearning those tactics that I used to protect myself when I didn’t know any better. Life can be really lonely and angry when there’s no place for empathy. So, if you’re like me and have had a hard time seeing the world through other people’s eyes because you’ve kept your blinders on for too long, just know that it is a skill you can develop over time and it does get easier. And once you do allow empathy a place in your life, it doesn’t make you weak. It makes you stronger. My life is so much fuller now that I’ve invited empathy back in. And my relationship with money and how I teach others about money have improved tenfold by integrating empathy as a key element.

For this reason, throughout this book, especially as I continue to share my story and the stories of others, I challenge you to practise empathy when your gut reaction is to judge, dismiss, or compare it to your own situation. Take a moment, sit with it, and then reread the story, trying to view it through that person’s eyes. See if you can take away something new from doing so. Maybe you can relate to the heart of the story, if not the context. The more we actively listen and truly see someone else’s perspective, the easier it will become to show ourselves compassion, too, be vulnerable and open to change, and ultimately break free from what has been holding us back from a better relationship with money.

ANDREW

Andrew has been a long-time listener of my podcast since its launch in 2015, and although we’ve exchanged many messages over the years, this was the first time I got to dive deep into his personal story of money shame. The first money memory he can recall is crying in the back seat of his parents’ car when they told him they’d bought him a bike for his birthday. You’d think he was shedding tears of joy (what kid doesn’t want a bike?), but they were actually tears of shame for causing his parents further financial strain. Throughout Andrew’s childhood, his dad had a tendency to blame his children for the cost of raising them, often complaining that kids were so expensive and that life would be a lot easier without them.

So, when he got a bike for his birthday, it didn’t just come with a bow and a “Happy birthday!” It also came with a “And that cost us $100, so you’d better be grateful.” Andrew knew from an early age that his family didn’t have much compared to other families, but being led to believe that he was one of the main causes for this understandably left a mark on him. What he ended up discovering later on was that the real causes of the family’s financial troubles were his father’s poor choices. He racked up consumer debt left and right, he bought a house that was too big and expensive for them, and as Andrew put it, “He was every salesman’s dream customer.”

As a reaction to the messaging he received growing up, Andrew studied finance and worked in banking for a large part of his career before transitioning to teaching business. If he was such a financial burden growing up, he was going to make sure he was as financially independent as he could be as an adult. However, it took him a while to unlearn some of the unhealthy financial habits he’d adopted along the way, such as overworking, being fearful of debt, judging others’ financial decisions, and living uncomfortably below his means. He also did what many of us do as a coping mechanism for childhood trauma and began parenting the parent by helping his dad stick to a budget and making sure he set him on a better financial path.

When Andrew turned 40, he started going to therapy to finally start letting go of the baggage he’d been carrying around since childhood. Since then, he’s been able to make huge strides in his financial life, too. We’ll talk more about how therapy can help in Chapter 8.

THE SHAME OF GROWING UP WITH MORE

Shame isn’t exclusive to those who grew up with less. It also exists in those who grew up with more than others or more than they needed. This is a difficult type of shame to tackle because, honestly, most people find it pretty hard to have empathy for those who have more than they do, no matter if they are simply part of the comfortable middle class or the ultra-wealthy. And it makes perfect sense why. When you’ve grown up with less, the obvious solution to all of your problems would be to obtain what you grew up lacking: more. So, if lack of money was never
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THE SHAME OF TRANSITIONING FROM LESS TO MORE









Guilt




RATIONAL GUILT


	spending more than you’re earning

	consistently going over your budget

	spending money to self-soothe because you’re exhausted, hungry, stressed, sad, jealous, or angry

	not saving up for your retirement or other personal financial goals

	spending money on a want when it’s earmarked for a need

	not taking action when you receive helpful financial advice



IRRATIONAL GUILT


	spending money on things you can comfortably afford as an adult when you couldn’t afford them growing up

	taking money out of your emergency fund when a legitimate emergency arises

	earning more than your parents, siblings, or friends

	receiving a financial gift or inheritance from your family

	using social programs like employment insurance or social assistance when you need financial aid

	not being able to afford a vacation or gifts for your kids due to a reduction in income




Fear





RATIONAL FEAR


	making a simple mistake with your money, like transferring money into the wrong account or confusing the ticker symbols of two stocks and buying the wrong one

	getting scammed and losing some (or all) of your savings

	being a burden to friends and family

	experiencing a bank failure

	losing your job or having a job offer rescinded

	being rejected for a raise or promotion



IRRATIONAL FEAR


	talking about money with friends and family

	never having enough money, no matter how much you save

	living with debt for the rest of your life

	spending money you’ve purposefully saved up

	being mocked or chastised for using the wrong financial term or not understanding a particular concept

	losing your life savings by investing it in the stock market



Anxiety






Envy






Despair






Your First Money Memories















	Where were you?

	Whom were you with?

	How old were you?

	How did you feel?

	What is your current interpretation of the memory?






Your Feelings about Money Today










	opening your wallet at the grocery store checkout

	on payday

	paying your mortgage or rent

	buying a lottery ticket

	buying yourself or a loved one an expensive present

	at the gas pump and watching the cost rise as you fill your car















	If money makes you feel shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, envy, or despair, you’re not alone, and these are perfectly natural feelings to feel.

	It’s important to differentiate between rational feelings about money, which are meant to help you or keep you from harm, and irrational feelings, which are holding you back from getting out of your own way.

	Identifying your earliest money memories will reveal part of where those feelings stem from.

	Acknowledging your current feelings about money will help you understand, let go, and heal from your negative feelings about money moving forward.
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