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			​Intro

			A Little About Money — and a Lot About People

			I had never written about money before. And maybe that’s exactly why I ended up doing it.

			Because this is not a traditional finance book. You won’t find investment advice, budgeting templates, or savings strategies in the pages ahead. What you will find are questions. Stories. Moods. And maybe a moment of recognition that helps you see your money in a new light.

			When I began writing, I had no plan. Just a feeling: that money means more than we think—just not necessarily in the ways we’re used to.

			Throughout my working life, I’ve gathered some experiences that stuck with me. In a large organization where I was one of many department heads, we all worked with nearly identical financial conditions. And yet, the outcomes we created were strikingly different. Some barely managed to keep things afloat—while others, somehow, pulled off major projects and achieved far more than the budget should have allowed. The same financial framework—in different hands—produced wildly different possibilities.

			That left an impression on me. And it echoed something I had already noticed among my friends: how some people always seem to struggle financially, while others always manage to stay on top—even though their incomes are more or less the same.

			As my interest in money deepened, I started digging further. I became curious about ideas like mental accounting, circular finances, and a more ecological approach to finances. I discovered that there is, in fact, a more holistic—even human—way of thinking about money and its role in our lives. And that sparked something in me.

			Yes, finances are about money. But just as much about the people managing it. And when you look a little closer, it becomes clear that behavior and psychology play a central role.

			That realization became the driving force behind this book.

			The Four Voices in the Back of My Mind

			As I wrote, I realized I wasn’t alone. Among many, four voices in particular inspired me. Each, in their own field, had made discoveries that resonated deeply.

			The first voice belonged to Brené Brown.

			She reminded me that many of us carry shame about not having our finances under control.

			Shame about not being able to save, to pay back debt, to invest wisely.

			Shame about feeling poor—even when it doesn’t seem rational.

			She said that vulnerability is courage.

			And I came to see that just looking our finances in the eye—without making excuses—takes courage.

			The second voice was Morgan Housel.

			He wrote that money isn’t about math—it’s about psychology.

			He helped me realize that I—and maybe you, too—often act with money based on emotions, stories, hopes, and habits.

			Not because we’re foolish, but because we’re human.

			He opened my eyes to this insight:

			“My finances are not just a spreadsheet—they’re a story about me.”

			The third voice was Vicki Robin.

			She asked: “What are you trading your life for?”

			That hit home.

			She reminded me that money isn’t just a medium of exchange—it’s life energy. Time. Freedom.

			And that if we’re not careful, we may end up trading away what truly matters for things we don’t actually need.

			She showed me that financial awareness isn’t about restriction or limitation—it’s about possibility.

			And then there was Kate Northrup.

			She said:

			“Your relationship with money reflects your relationship with yourself.”

			She spoke of self-worth. Of what you might call ‘loving accountability.’

			Not with harshness and spreadsheets—but with gentleness and clarity.

			She asked what we allow ourselves. And whether we even believe we have the right to feel financially safe—even if we don’t get everything ‘right.’

			These four voices didn’t write this book. But they helped set the tone and the mood.

			Maybe they’ll form a backdrop—alongside my own experiences and your reflections—for the journey you’re about to begin.

			At the end of the book, you’ll find an appendix with brief profiles of these four thought leaders, along with six others I’ll refer to later.

			What Can You Get Out of Reading This Book?

			You’ll get new words and images for how you relate to money.

			You’ll discover that money isn’t just about numbers and spreadsheets—but about feelings, habits, and personal stories.

			You’ll learn to see your finances as something connected to your history, your values, and your everyday life.

			You’ll begin to understand why you do what you do—and how you can begin to change it.

			You’ll gain insight into the psychological and emotional forces that shape your financial decisions—often without you realizing it.

			And you’ll get tools to change those patterns. Not by forcing yourself, but by understanding yourself.

			You’ll feel less alone—and maybe even richer than you thought.

			Through examples, short stories, and personal reflection, you’ll start to recognize yourself.

			And maybe you’ll discover that you already have more freedom, more resources, and more value in your life than you previously saw.

			How the Book Is Structured

			The book begins with shorter chapters, gradually becoming longer as we go deeper.

			Each chapter contains:

			•A scene or situation you might recognize in yourself

			•A thought or theory that puts it into perspective

			•A small question or exercise you can take with you

			You can read the book cover to cover—or flip to the chapter that speaks to where you are in your life right now.

			You’re Not Alone

			To make it more relatable, I’ve chosen to let two characters follow us through the book: Maria and Jonas.

			They aren’t real—but they’re not entirely fictional either.

			They’re a composite of things I’ve heard, seen, and experienced when it comes to money.

			Maria lives in the suburbs, has a job and a family, but feels stuck.

			She’s done everything ‘right’—and still feels financially inadequate.

			Jonas lives in the city, lives simply, has opted out of the traditional career and financial path—he feels free, but also alone, and sometimes unsure whether he’s being responsible enough.

			The two don’t meet until the very end of the book, at a lecture that gathers and reflects on the book’s main insights.

			Until then, we follow them separately, getting a glimpse into their different habits and reflections.

			They’re meant as a guide—to make the themes we explore feel more human and easier to relate to.

		


		
			Chapter 1

			​Mental Accounting

			Why finances aren’t just about numbers—but about meaning

			[image: ]

			Money isn’t just money. On a psychological level, it holds very different values for us. That’s a relative truth I was already puzzled by as a child. A birthday gift of $20 that I could use on anything felt way more exciting than $40 earmarked for clothes.

			I call it a relative truth because it’s both true and false—depending on your point of view. A hundred dollars is a hundred dollars, no matter what I buy. And from a broad and objective perspective, it’s also true and clear: If I considered all of myself, I needed both pocket money and clothes.

			But it was also true that I appreciated the pocket money more. I felt freedom and joy attached to it—whereas the clothing money felt like something necessary, a bit boring, and imposed.

			That same duality shows up in adulthood. We’ll spend $100 on dinner without blinking—but think $10 for parking is outrageous. When you look closer, it’s not really about the amount. It’s about context and emotion.

			Jonas

			Jonas was staring at his online banking. $340. It wasn’t catastrophic—but he still felt poor.

			He had just received $1000 for a small freelance project and had imagined it would give him some breathing room. Now the money was nearly gone: some groceries, some electricity, the dentist bill. And the feeling of freedom had nearly vanished.

			He stared at the numbers. They looked ‘okay,’ really. But they didn’t feel good.

			Later that day, he went out to eat with a friend. They had pizza and beer and shared a dessert. It cost $60. Jonas had no problem paying the bill. “It’s social. That’s important.”

			Same money—two completely different feelings.

			Money has domains—and meaning

			Psychologists call it mental accounting. Behind the slightly technical term is a key observation: We organize our finances into internal compartments or ‘boxes.’ One for food. One for fun. One for vacations. One for debt. One for dreams.

			The interesting part is that money changes psychological value depending on which box it sits in.

			We think and feel differently about money we ‘must’ use—and money we’re ‘allowed’ to use. Some money feels like freedom. Other money feels like obligation. We may feel guilty using some accounts—and relieved using others. We have ‘household money,’ ‘hidden money,’ ‘shared money,’ ‘my own money,’ ‘inheritance money,’ ‘emergency money.’

			It’s not rational. But it’s deeply human. And it varies from person to person—and from situation to situation.

			Where does the idea come from?

			The concept of mental accounting was developed by American behavioral economist Richard H. Thaler. He received the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2017—not for a classic economic formula, but for his groundbreaking insights into how people actually behave around money.

			Thaler was one of the first to insist on bringing psychology into economics. He showed that we don’t just see money as one lump sum. We divide it into mental accounts, each with its own emotional and symbolic logic.

			And this is the core of his theory: We make financial decisions differently depending on which ‘account’ the money belongs to in our internal bookkeeping. A tax payment feels more painful than an automatic transfer, even if the amount is the same. We spend gift money more easily than savings. We’re more likely to keep gambling in a casino if we’re playing with ‘winnings’ than with what’s in our wallet.

			Thaler also showed that these accounts don’t necessarily follow logical or objective criteria. They’re influenced by feelings, stories, and social norms. A vacation fund becomes almost sacred. A debt fund becomes unpleasant. An emergency fund often sits empty—even when there’s money elsewhere.

			Thaler’s point wasn’t that we should behave more rationally. Quite the opposite. He believed we need to understand how we actually think and act. And from there, we can start making better choices—not perfect ones, but more conscious ones.

			His research isn’t just a theory about money—it’s a theory about us. About how we handle complexity, responsibility, and emotion in something as seemingly neutral as finances. And that’s exactly why mental accounting is such a powerful tool for self-understanding.

			Maria

			Maria had made an envelope labeled ‘kids allowance.’ She liked systems—and it felt safe knowing the money was right there, marked and set aside.

			But when her car needed repairs, she borrowed from the envelope—‘just until Friday.’

			She didn’t think much of it until a week later when it was time to hand out the allowance. Then she felt a little uneasy. Not because of the money itself. But because she had broken a promise. Not to her children—but to herself.

			She knew it wasn’t just about finances. It was something moral. Something about the kind of person—and mother—she wanted to be.

			Small everyday examples

			Ali feels financially irresponsible because he doesn’t have savings—but he pays his sister’s phone bill and sends money to his mother every month.

			Louise feels like a ‘loser’ because she can’t afford a new car—but she’s just paid down her debt and has three well-deserved weeks of vacation ahead.

			What they have in common is that they measure their financial situation by an internal standard that doesn’t always match reality. It’s not about what they have—but how they view what they have.

			We’re not all the same—and that’s the whole point

			Our relationship with money isn’t just about the numbers. It depends on how we’re wired inside.

			Some grew up with lack. Others with plenty. Some learned to talk openly about money. Others learned to stay silent.

			Some feel free when they spend. Others feel free when they save.

			That’s why two people with the exact same income can feel entirely different—one rich, the other poor.

			That’s why this book doesn’t start with a budget. It starts with a look inward.

			Inner organization—a psychological ecology

			When we talk later in the book about ‘ecological finances,’ we don’t mean the environment or climate. We’re talking about internal coherence—a kind of psychological balance, where finances aren’t isolated, but integrated into the rest of life.

			Everything in us is connected: our feelings, experiences, habits, and values. And our finances are part of that system. They shape:

			•How we see ourselves

			•What we believe we’re entitled to

			•What we think others think of us

			•How we react when things go wrong

			That’s why it makes sense to understand finances not just as something external—but as something internal too.

			Exercise: The Meaning of Your Money

			Make a list or drawing of your financial boxes.

			What do you call them?

			Which money feels easy to spend—and which feels wrong?

			Which money feels ‘safe’?

			Which money feels like obligation, guilt, freedom, love?

			Look at your list. Consider what your answers say about you.

			Not to judge—but to understand.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			​The Budget That Lies

			Why We Try to Control Ourselves—And What We Overlook

			[image: ]

			When We Try to Control Ourselves with Numbers

			Maria sat across from the bank advisor. He let his pen glide down a printed sheet with green and red fields.

			“If we’re going to consider a loan,” he said kindly, “then it’s important that we put together a realistic budget.”

			Maria nodded. She felt like she should have done it long ago.

			“So you have about $300 left after fixed expenses?” he asked.

			“Yes… or… well… if nothing unexpected comes up.”

			She smiled awkwardly and felt a tightness in her stomach.

			This wasn’t just a form. It was a judgment. An evaluation.

			And at the core: an attempt to gain control over something within herself that she had never truly managed.

			Jonas had felt the same way the year before. He had made his own Excel sheet—color-coded and well thought out.

			His hope was that the budget would make him better: more adult, more responsible, more in control.

			But paradoxically, it didn’t work. The longer he tried to stick to it, the more incompetent he felt.

			In reality, he had created a spreadsheet policeman—judging him every time he was just being himself.

			I think many people feel this way about budgets:

			They don’t offer real support and often end up as expectations we can’t fulfill. They don’t necessarily reflect reality—but rather an ideal that highlights the gap between the life we live and the life we believe we’re supposed to live.

			From that perspective, the budget isn’t a kind helper—but a form of self-discipline in disguise.

			We create it to gain control, but we end up using it to fight parts of ourselves we don’t yet understand or haven’t embraced.

			The budget becomes a tool for self-manipulation.

			We hope that if we just follow it, we’ll become the person we want to be.

			But that rarely works—because we start in the wrong place.

			A Bit Like a Diet

			It’s like classic New Year’s resolutions:

			“I’ll run every morning.”

			“I’ll only eat sugar on weekends.”

			The intentions are honest—but often built on self-criticism.

			And when we can’t stick to the plan, it’s not just the goal that suffers—it’s us.

			It’s the same with budgets:

			When we fall outside our own systems, the result isn’t just financial trouble—but psychological reactions.

			Guilt. Shame. Frustration. Self-contempt.

			Because we’ve used the budget to try to control parts of ourselves we’ve never really faced:

			Our impulses. Our needs. Our fears. Our longings.

			An Invisible Hierarchy

			When we build a budget without knowing ourselves, we risk basing it on values we think are right—but that don’t really fit who we are.

			We might believe that food ‘should’ cost a certain amount. That we ought to spend less on clothes. That we should have our retirement sorted. That we can’t go on vacation without a safety net.

			But who says so? Where do these rules come from?

			Maybe childhood. Maybe societal ideals. Maybe shame or fear.

			And when we can’t live up to them, we don’t just feel like the budget isn’t working—we feel like we’re not working.

			When the Spreadsheet Takes Over the Person

			In that way, the budget can shift from being a support to becoming an overbearing judge. A piece of paper watching us. An Excel sheet telling us we’re not okay.

			But it’s not the budget’s fault.

			It’s the way we use it that’s flawed.

			We use it as a psychological tool—but without asking the key question:

			“What part of me am I really trying to control—and why?”

			Feelings Aren’t a Disturbance—They’re the Drivers

			At one point I realized I used two completely different parts of my brain when I planned my finances and when I lived with them.

			Planning happened in the rational part—charts, logic, overview.

			But in daily life, it was a different part that took over:

			The emotional, vulnerable, and unpredictable one.

			That meant I made financial choices that didn’t match the plan—not because I was lazy or weak, but because I was human.

			Because life is full of feelings:

			We get tired. We get tempted. We feel lonely, generous, anxious, stressed, hopeful, joyful.

			And all these emotions influence our financial choices.

			It becomes a kind of short-circuit:

			One part plans, and another part executes—with no mutual understanding.

			The Budget Misses the Most Important Thing

			It may look smart.

			It may be detailed, color-coded, and precisely calculated.

			But it misses one crucial factor: You.

			It doesn’t know your emotional patterns.

			It doesn’t know your relationships.

			It doesn’t understand that gifts aren’t just expenses—they’re symbols.

			It doesn’t understand that a coffee on the go might be your only breathing space of the day.

			It doesn’t understand that we use money as language: to say sorry, to celebrate, to soothe, to connect.

			And that’s why budgets often feel unrealistic—Not because they’re poorly made, but because they miss the most important element in your finances: yourself.

			The failure isn’t that you can’t stick to a budget.

			The failure is thinking you should be able to.

			Example: The Invisible Gift Account

			Maria realized after a few months that she almost always went over budget in December and March. Not on food. Not on entertainment. But on gifts.

			She had never thought of it as a pattern—but looking back, it dawned on her:

			In December, she always wanted to give a little extra.

			In March, several family members had birthdays.

			And she wanted to give gifts—because that was her way of showing love.

			It wasn’t in her budget.

			But it was in her heart.

			And so the money went out anyway.

			Not as a problem—but as part of her identity.

			When the Budget Reveals the Conflict Between Me and My Ideal

			Many people realize their budget was actually created by a fictional version of themselves.

			A version that never gets tired.

			Never gets tempted.

			Never needs a break or a celebration.

			A version with iron discipline and a predictable emotional life.

			But then comes real life.

			And every time we deviate from the plan, we feel wrong—without questioning who made the plan in the first place.

			A New Thought: You Before the Budget

			Maybe we need to start somewhere else—not with the question:

			“How can I fit my life into this spreadsheet?”

			But instead ask:

			“What does my life actually look like? What matters to me? What values, dreams, and needs do I have?”

			And only then:

			“How can my budget reflect that—and help me live the life I want?”

			The budget should not be a judge. It should be a mirror.

			Not a control system—but a companion. A flexible tool that is revised as your priorities change.

			And most importantly: It should make sense to you.

			A good budget doesn’t begin with control.

			It begins with self-respect.

			There’s a big difference between being disciplined and being responsible.

			Discipline often means following rules—even when they no longer make sense.

			Responsibility means standing by your choices—and adjusting them when life changes.

			A human budget doesn’t
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