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Dedication

To E.

I made you and then you made me.
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Read This First
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Hi, I’m Carrie Joy Grimes.

I’m good at money. And YOU can be good at money, too. Everyone can.

Lord knows I wasn’t born knowing how to build financial security. As I write this, I’m in my late forties, but in my twenties, I didn’t believe that kind of security was something I’d ever get to have. But I tried. I made mistakes (boy did I), I learned, and I tried again. And I figured it out. So, I know from experience that being good at money is not some super-special skill that you’re either born with or not. It’s something you can learn, just like I did.

Today, a couple decades later, I own my house in Portland, Oregon; I’ve got enough money to send my daughter, Eva, to college; and I’m on track to retire comfortably with my husband, Greg. I’m a proud self-made millionaire.

Now by millionaire, I don’t mean I’m lounging around on yachts and private jets. I mean that if you add up what I own (my house, my retirement savings, my Life Happens Fund),* and subtract what I owe (mostly my mortgage), that number—my net worth—adds up to more than a million dollars. That’s it. I don’t own an island, but I sleep well at night and wake up without the crushing anxiety I felt before I figured out my money life.

For me, a good life is about that good night’s sleep—knowing that everyone I love is okay and believing that when I wake up tomorrow, everything is still going to be okay. It’s having enough for the basics (home, food, health, emergency savings, retirement planning, the ability to show up when someone needs help) without worry. My good life also includes one exciting thing every couple of years—a trip to Disney or Yellowstone, or even just a staycation week without working or doing laundry. After Eva gets out of college, I’d love to save up for a trip to Ireland (ancestors) and Italy (pasta). Yes, my good life is rich in history and carbs.

And, let’s be real—in today’s America, it’s way too hard for way too many people to build a good life.

But I’m proof that the American dream, where hard work pays off, is still possible. And I want to help you get there, too. In this book I share how I built my good life, what you can do to build yours, and how we can all make that good life more possible for millions more people.


Why This Book

This book is the book I wish I’d had when I got real about changing my money life.

It’s a book for my daughter, Eva, because I want her to know how to manage and get more money, and I want to help her build her good life.

It’s a book that’s a prayer for and apology to my mom, who passed away in 2022. I felt helpless watching her spend the end of her life with too little—never having learned what she could do with the money she did have, or what it could do for her. That cost her real comfort and maybe years of time.

Like most of us, I wasn’t born rich. I’m the granddaughter of smart, savvy, hardworking folks who didn’t finish the eighth grade. My grandma, Rachel Ashton, worked in the Sears women’s department in Evansville, Indiana; Grandpa Charlie worked at the local Whirlpool refrigerator factory. They elbow-greased their way to a good working-class life—they had two kids and four grandkids, owned a home and a car.

Yes! That’s how this country is supposed to work. Hard work should earn you a good life. Americans should have the reasonable hope that things will get better for them and their kids.

But today? Too many of us aren’t hoping to become rich—we’re just hoping to not be poor.

And a big part of that is not because of anything you or I did wrong, but because of how the economy we work and shop and live in has changed. Over the past few decades, wages have barely budged for most of us while the cost of everything—housing, healthcare, groceries, college—has shot up.1 My daughter says things like, “I’ll never own a home.” Too many friends say, “I can’t save for retirement—I’ll be paying these student loans until I’m sixty-five.” WorkMoney, the nonprofit I run that helps people earn financial security, has millions of members who say, “I can’t afford life when the cost of everything keeps going up!”

If it feels like it’s getting harder to succeed instead of easier, or like your parents could afford more than you, that’s because . . . you’re right. It is harder for many of us. It is more expensive.

Yet very few personal-finance experts admit how difficult the financial landscape has become. They stick to offering budgeting tips while ignoring the uphill climb a lot of us face in today’s economy. They say, My super-secret expert techniques will get ignorant, bad-at-money you out of financial trouble forever. That’s a good way to sell more books!

Of course, we are each responsible for managing our money, even when it’s hard. But it kills me when people think—and are led to think—that all their financial woes are 10,000 percent about their individual choices. Blaming ourselves, and only ourselves, for how hard it is to succeed today hides too many of the solutions, because that self-blame leaves out a very important reality: The economy we live in today is really, objectively hard to navigate. And it mostly benefits the people who already have a lot of money.

Look, again, no matter how crappy a hand we’re dealt, we all gotta work hard and make the best financial choices we can with our own money. Some of us start our money lives with pretty good cards: a skilled trade or college degree, no student debt, financial help from our families, a job that affords us a good place to live. That’s what I want for my loved ones. That’s how it should be for all of us!

And some of us start our money lives with a hand that needs improving: no skill or trade or degree, or too much student debt, little or no support from families, jobs that pay surprisingly little with few if any benefits. So many folks work as hard as possible and still end up watching too much of every paycheck disappear into rent or mortgage and bills. I get questions like these more than any other: How do people who don’t start out with a ton of money manage to save three months of expenses for emergencies, or buy a house? How does anyone afford college? Why is a middle-class life so damn expensive?

So, when I work with people to improve their money lives, I start with two fundamentals:


	It’s your responsibility to make the best choices for you with your money, no matter how challenging.

	Blaming only yourself for how difficult it is to get by can make it harder to learn different money habits and harder to succeed.



I spent years in that place. I know exactly how blaming yourself can get you stuck in a rut that’s hard to get out of. I want to help you avoid that trap.





Don’t Let Your Story Limit Your Choices

Sometimes it feels hard to say this plainly: My childhood was really tough and chaotic. Frankly, I don’t much like talking about it. But it shaped who I am and how I’ve dealt with my money ever since. Later on, I ask you to think about where you come from and how that shapes how you deal with money. So, fair is fair. Here’s my version.

My hard-drinking, hard-fighting Irish family was not a safe place to grow up. By the time I was seventeen, my parents had kicked me out of their middle-class, suburban Illinois home. I was lucky enough to have a network of friends who offered a little refuge, and a church community that reminded me I wasn’t alone. (The “Footprints” poem still means a lot to me.) For a lot of my late teens I couch-surfed and kept everything I owned in the metallic-blue 1973 Buick Regal that I got from my grandpa. Oh man, I loved that car. The steering wheel was big enough for a bus, and the back seat was long enough for me to stretch out and sleep on. Once in a while, that Buick was home.

During those years, I waitressed at every chain restaurant you’ve ever heard of, and a few you haven’t. My favorite was Edwardo’s Natural Pizza in a little strip mall in the suburbs of Chicago (even though I made more money at TGI Fridays). No matter where I worked, I was queen of my section—I loved talking to people, and I had regulars who felt like family. Things may have been tough at school and home, but waiting tables, and standing on my own two feet, made me feel proud of myself. And yet: I never looked at my bank account back then because I knew—just knew—I was screwing it all up. How could I not be? I had money, but never enough. I spent money, always too much. I had no plan, goal, or budget. I thought those things were for people who were good at money (not me) and would never work for someone hopeless with money (me). Week-to-week survival felt like success.

Around that time, my father died. We weren’t close (as you’ve probably gathered), but it was still painful and sad. One night not long after he passed, I was working a double shift at Edwardo’s and mistakenly dropped a glass that broke into the ice bin behind the bar.

If you’ve ever done restaurant work, you know what a pain that is: You have to dump all the ice, scrub the bin, and lug up fresh ice from whatever dim corner the ice machine is parked in. Waiting tables is honest, demanding work, and I loved it. But, there I was, age eighteen, sobbing in frustration, scooping ice with numb, freezing hands, and I don’t know if it was one of those weird grief moments that come out sideways or what, but a clear thought flashed through my mind:

What if my life never gets easier financially?

What if it all never gets easier?

What if this is just how it is? What if I’m always . . . just scraping by?

That moment cracked something open in me. I wanted something to be different. I didn’t have a trade and had written off college as a thing for other people to do, but despite my iffy high school grades, my ACT test scores were—somehow—stratospheric (which I knew was a vocab word that meant “pretty high”). I remember thinking something like, Well, if I want something different to happen, I guess I gotta do something different.

So I sent out a few college applications. Northern Illinois University said yes. No scholarship, just a shot. And I took it.

That first year, I was on fire. I earned straight A’s. I took on campus leadership roles. I got praise from professors. I found my community, made my best friend for life, David (who luckily for me and now you, works in banking and has taught me a lot). I felt alive, capable, lit up. But—for neither the first nor last time—I still had no money. Even the relatively modest $11,000 tuition, room, and board at that regional state school was expensive for someone with no savings, a junker of a car, and very little income. So I did what millions and millions of Americans do every single year. I started racking up credit card debt. (I tell you that whole story in Money Level 5.)

Credit card debt wasn’t responsible or smart, but hey, that was a perfect fit for me, right? When it came to money, I knew my story: I would never be responsible or smart.

Guess what?

I was wrong.

And if “I’m just bad at it” is your self-story about money, well, friend—first, it’s not true; and second, you are not alone. In fact, that thinking is incredibly widespread. Most of us know we’re doing something wrong and struggle to make things right, and for a lot of companies it pays to encourage the struggle part, because they make a profit off our bad money choices (our spending, our overdraft fees, our monthly interest payments, etc.).

I’m glad to tell you that you can change that story. I know, because I did.



The Two Obvious Things: More Money and More Money Skills

My church upbringing taught me the strength of community and collective belief. During college, while working my way through classes, I built another community that had my back—friends who believed in effort, responsibility, and making a difference. After college, I knew I wanted to do work that helped other people understand they too had someone on their side, who would fight with and for them to succeed.

That instinct led me to move from waiting tables and tending bar* to a series of jobs in labor unions that helped working people organize to get themselves better pay and working conditions.

I worked for unions from the time I graduated from Northern Illinois in 2001 until 2017. That work took me all over the United States—especially the Midwest and Appalachia—to suburbs, small towns, hollers, big cities. I saw firsthand how hard people worked and how little many of them had to show for it. And it really hit me: That feeling of running in place? It wasn’t just me. It wasn’t about me. It was systemic. The deal—the one where hard work was supposed to pay enough for a good life—was broken for far too many people.

That got me real fired up.

First, for myself. I started steadily and very intentionally getting better at my money, chipping away at the powerlessness I felt over that part of my life.

And at the same time, I got fired up for others. I talked to thousands and thousands of folks individually and in small groups, in living rooms and at kitchen tables, in churches and break rooms and union halls and local bars, about how they could use their strength in numbers to negotiate for higher pay and better benefits. I spent more than a decade having conversation after conversation about people needing raises to tackle credit card bills, help an older relative, support a family, buy a house, afford doctor visits or medicine, send their kids to college, and retire . . . and it became clear that rising costs meant lots of people were working hard and still living paycheck to paycheck, even on what should be decent salaries.

Two things became obvious:


	Often, people were just not getting paid enough money to afford the rising costs of a reasonable, decent life, and

	A lot of them had never been taught how to “do money” in the first place.



I saw that increasing financial security requires addressing BOTH of these things, not just one or the other. Those of us who want more financial security must use our strength in numbers to get decision-makers like lawmakers and CEOs to lower costs, raise pay, and make an economy where everyday folks’ hard work pays off. AND we must make sure people learn how to manage their personal money and finances.

I first got serious about my individual money in 2002, when I got myself out of credit card debt. Then I got really really even more serious about money in 2007, when Eva was born. I was a thirty-year-old single mom. I knew I couldn’t coupon-clip my way to stability. I had a budget . . . but maybe now I needed a bigger plan? With life insurance? And a college fund?

After firing two financial planners who tried to sell me expensive garbage, I realized: Trustworthy money advice for everyday (a.k.a. not rich) people? It’s almost nonexistent.

So I dug in, found a couple of reliable sources, and taught myself. I saved six months of expenses. I learned to invest. I made a will. I asked for raises and usually got them. Over several years, I built myself a solid financial foundation. And with that foundation I discovered something even better than getting out of the paycheck-to-paycheck Money Emergency Room. I’d never felt it before. I felt a deep knowing that I’m okay, not in financial danger, and because of that, my immediate loved ones are okay, too.

Eating out or splurging on a ballgame or hanging out with my friends without the drag of money transformed those experiences—more laughing, more fun, more friendship, more good life. Those moments motivated me to get out of a bad relationship (rolls eyes at how long that took), and I met and married the love of my life, Gregory Amato (former FBI intelligence analyst turned fantasy author and all-around super-interesting, amazing person). I even changed my whole career because I knew I had enough financial cushion to take a big risk.

Getting good at money let me look at the world through different eyes and choose more of what I wanted in my life. It brought me actual, well, joy.

That’s why in 2020 I started WorkMoney, a nonprofit with more than nine million members (as of 2026) dedicated to building an America where everyone who works hard can afford to make more choices about what they want. To have some joy. To know someone has their back.

WorkMoney.org started as a fairly simple website to help people navigate their money mess in the crazy moment of early COVID. It took off because it was a place where everyday folks could get real answers they could trust and real help to make more, spend less, and save more.

But the more our members’ questions poured in, the clearer the bigger picture became:


	Financial advice was scattered, unclear, not always trustworthy. And sometimes just plain scammy.

	The “deal” was broken for too many people. Costs for housing, healthcare, and college kept outpacing wages, leaving even full-time workers one emergency away from trouble.

	Existing organizations only tackled slivers of the problem. Unions negotiated higher pay but didn’t reach that many people. Consumer clubs scored product discounts but couldn’t get rid of all the bank junk fees.

	And hey, in this tech day and age, why weren’t more people building financial products and services that would work for us, not just take from us?



I kept thinking, Why isn’t there one place that does all that so everyday earners finally have the odds on their side? That question—and the absence of an answer—spurred me to grow WorkMoney into the sizable thing it is today.

This book is the next step in that mission. After years of listening to our members and seeing what really helps, I wanted to create a guide that works for real people—especially anyone who feels stuck, anxious, or even ashamed about money. It’s for anyone who’s ever thought, What if I’m just too bad at money to change? What if I’m too late? What if I’ll never catch up?

You’re not bad. You’re not too late. And you can catch up. You just need someone on your side to explain how money works and the willingness to stick with yourself. Because you can do this. You can build a budget that feels like a useful tool, not a punishment. You can clean up your credit. You can pay off debt and still enjoy your life. You can invest in your future. You can take care of the people you love and still have a little left for yourself.

And along the way, I tell a couple of (dumb) jokes, sometimes get a little salty about how the world works these days, and do my best to cut through the financial BS that makes so many people feel small. I tell you the mistakes I made and the things that finally clicked. And I give you the tools—and the truth—that I wish I’d had when I started figuring this whole money thing out.

Important truth coming at ya:



Money = Math + Feelings

But any good coach will tell you that a key to winning is getting your mind right.

This is particularly true for money: both how you think about your ability to “do money” and how those thoughts show up as feelings when you do money things.

Feelings can be weird. They aren’t always straightforward, you know? Like a lot of folks, I still don’t always know what my feelings are or when I’m having them. But they are almost always in the mix in our money decisions, whether we are aware of it or not.

A lot of personal finance books either gloss over the feelings part of money or don’t have real, practical advice about dealing with them. I get why! Feelings are personal. They don’t fit neatly into a spreadsheet.

And, having done this work for a long time, I can tell you this: Understanding how your thoughts and feelings show up in your money life, and how you can best deal with them, will determine your financial success.

Here’s my framework:

Money = Math + Feelings

That’s it. That’s the equation.

You can’t separate the two. Being good at money is looking at numbers and facts and practicing money skills. AND it’s doing those things while feeling hope, and desire, and worry, and fear, and sometimes shame or pride. Being good at money is understanding why you sometimes unthinkingly overspend, and it’s building a budget, a plan, and a toolkit that helps you choose what you want to do with your money. You get to decide whether you want to impulse-spend $200 online at 11 p.m. on a Tuesday for “on sale for a limited time” clothes, or whether you’d rather do something else with that money—a good time out with friends, vacation, retirement.

My goal for you isn’t that you choose one thing over another—I have no idea how important those clothes are to you! My goal for you is that you get what you ultimately want.



How to Use This Book

Think of yourself as a money athlete in training and think of me as your money coach.

My job is to take you through the mental and physical conditioning you need to win.

I’ve designed this book to help you change your money life—not just to understand it better (though you will) or to feel less anxious about it (that’ll happen, too), but to actually do different things with your money, one step at a time.

The book has ten Money Levels that build on each other. Each Level has these key sections:
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[image: ] Real Talk

This is where I talk about why the topic matters, and how folks often experience it. You’ll hear what I’ve seen or lived through, occasional aggravation at how things work (Money Level 5 has my favorite rant about credit card debt), and stories from me and other people about how we figured a money problem out.



[image: ] What’s Up With That?

This section is where I give you information you can trust and unpack the messy stuff—the bad or good reasons things are the way they are, the unhelpful myths, the places people get stuck or get better, and whatever you need to know to do something. Read it for context and use it like a reference guide.



[image: ] Your Turn

Here, I walk you through the steps you can take, and the order you should do them in. If you’re the type who wants to skip the storytelling and just get the checklist, YOUR TURN is for you.



[image: ] Sidebars

The sidebars you’ll see along the way are quick explainers that break things down or talk through special cases.





[image: ] The Toolbox

All my tools (like The Joy of Money Budget spreadsheet, savings and debt calculators, and Monthly Money Meeting templates, and so many more things) are all in this section (and online!) to help you make a real plan and stick with it. I also recommend other personal finance books to check out.




Write in This Book!

I’m sometimes precious about books, but I don’t want you to be that way with this one. This is a “doing things” book. That means that as we go through, I will often ask you to write down thoughts, figures, and facts.* So break the seal, here’s a box:



 

 

 

 

 




The box is for you to write in, draw in, and make the idea that you’ll be doing work in this book real. So please go muck it up! Sign your name or write the date. Doodle the thing you doodle when you’re bored in meetings. Go read Money Level 1 and come back and write your Money Story here. I promise—putting your pen to this paper will make all the lessons in this book that much more alive.
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Pep Talk Huddle Up Real Quick

Okay! (says your Money Coach). Bring it in, take a knee, and before you turn the page, let’s have a quick word about Money Level 1.

We start Money Level 1 with the foundation of your success: your mental conditioning. I ask about your money background and end with a couple of practices for shaping your thinking to help you succeed.

The rest of the Money Levels are more information- and action-oriented, with more “do these steps” work. But we lock in the mental conditioning first, because you are much more likely to hit the other Levels out of the park if you nail your mental game first. Just like an athlete.

So, champ, let’s get your mind right and then work on your skills.

Ready, set, turn the page!










Money 1 Level You Can Be Good at Money Get Past Your Money Mental Blocks
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[image: ] Real Talk

You can be good at money. Yes, you. Even if you doubt yourself. Even if sometimes there’s a money anxiety pit in your stomach. Any of these nagging money thoughts ring a bell?


[Card declined] UGH. I’m hopeless with money!

[Adds unopened bill to big pile] Yeah, I’ll get to that later.

[Impulse-buys a bunch of stuff online at 11:45 p.m.] I’m bad at budgets anyway, and those jeans were on sale!

[Friend just bought a house] Must be nice. I’ll never figure that out.



If you’ve ever had thoughts like these, you are not the only one. I sure did. For way too long, I assumed money-savvy people had secret skills that I didn’t have and couldn’t learn.

Buckle up. We’re about to blow that thinking to smithereens.





Your Money Level 1 Game Plan

Money Level 1 is different from the others. The later Levels hand you concrete tools—how to crush credit debt, build an Emergency Fund, start investing. Money Level 1 is your mental conditioning drill. We zoom in on you: your mindset, feelings, knee-jerk habits, and the science behind how they can trip you up or power you forward.

That’s because getting good at money isn’t just a bunch of math. It’s also knowing what motivates you, pushes you off track, pulls you back on, and how to reset when you skid. Believing you can be good at money—and acting on that belief—determines whether all the later how-to steps stick or slide off.

So before we crunch a single number, we do these three things:


	Unpack your money background and emotional buttons. (Where did your earliest money messages come from, and what are they still whispering? Shame? Fear? Avoidance?)

	Write the Money Story you want for yourself.

	Practice a couple of mindset exercises that shift you from I can’t to I’ve got this.



In other words, to change your money life, you have to start with you. I know—because that’s exactly where I had to start.



I Was a Money Avoider

In my twenties, I didn’t believe I could learn any money skills AT ALL. I didn’t even think of money as “learnable.” It was just fate: You were either good at money, or not. And because I was always broke or somewhere close to it, I was obviously “bad at money,” and I avoided basic stuff like looking at my bank balances. I never knew how much money I had. It took me a while to unlearn all that avoidance thinking and behavior and take control of my money life.

That old “I’m bad at money” story can still creep up on you even after you’re financially secure. Years after I got my finances together, I had to roll over a 401(k) retirement account from a previous job.* I had never done it before, and that made me nervous. The idea of making a mistake with more than $40,000 felt terrifying (and then paralyzing). I stared at the investment company’s website with all these things to print out and sign and put in the mail, thinking, “I have no idea what all these forms are, what if I screw it up, I’m out of my depth here, and it’s FORTY thousand dollars . . .”

So here were my steps to getting it done:

First, I reorganized all my daughter’s baby photos.

Wish I were kidding. But I was just getting warmed up with my old pal Money Avoidance.

Once all my kid’s infant pics were sorted by her outfit colors, I started Googling “rollover.” And naturally, all the “rollover” talk got me thinking about . . . dogs. Google and Money Avoidance got me on to this other website with all these adorable pictures of dogs to adopt. And next thing you know, I was getting myself a Labrador and naming her Honey. Seriously.

[image: ]
Look at how cute she was!

Weeks later, looking at my adorable puppy, I admitted to myself that getting a dog was not the same thing as rolling over my 410(k). I’d been avoiding what felt like “a big money thing.” I finally reminded myself I was actually GOOD at money, and just called the company managing my 401(k). You’ll never guess what happened next: I got the rollover done—$43,729 transferred. Me, back in control of my money. Frankly, it wasn’t much fun—so many forms!—but I COULD do it, and I did. Even though I had fallen back into my old avoidance pattern, I got back on the money horse and did the thing anyway. THAT is being good at money. I didn’t let my old Money Avoidance self-stories and behaviors get permanently in the way of my financial security.

Now I am very good at money. Not because I was born that way. Not because I never make mistakes. Not because I am a walking calculator. I am very good at money because (1) I know what to do with it in most situations (it’s not that complicated, you’ll see), and (2) I know I can be. Knowing that makes me more likely to save more, spend less, and stay financially secure.


[image: ] Skipping the Coffee Isn’t the Answer

I hate it when “money experts” make it seem like if we normal people just sucked it up and stopped buying lattes, then we could all retire in peace and prosperity.

I wish that were all it took. The reality is, there are problems with the system (not enough good jobs, the rising cost of living, healthcare costs, education costs, housing costs, costs, costs, costs) that are bigger than any one of us. That’s why I started WorkMoney: to make sure people have the tools they need to take responsibility for their money AND to use the power of many to negotiate prices and change policies so hard work works for people to get ahead. And because—give me a break!—the money problems most of us have won’t be fixed by latte celibacy.

Also, BTW, having one or two things in your budget that bring you a little joy? Makes it MORE likely you’ll stick to your money plan. So if you choose to spend money on a latte because that works for your life, that’s okay. Or if you choose to save that money because something else matters more, that’s okay too. Being good at money is about making eye-wide-open choices, not following one person’s set of Absolute Rules.







First Things First

Having talked in person with thousands of people about their money, and millions more through WorkMoney’s texts, emails, and phone calls, I know how widespread the “some people are just bad at money, and I’m one of them” myth is, and I know firsthand how hard that myth makes it to succeed.

So, to be good at money, there’s a necessary first step:

YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE YOU CAN BE GOOD AT MONEY.

That’s not some new-agey BS. That is science . . . and, okay, I admit that to some folks it also kind of super-sounds like new-agey BS.

Of course belief alone doesn’t make you richer. It doesn’t magically change all your money habits, or lower your costs, or raise your pay, or fix the system that sometimes makes it harder than it should be to succeed. But this first thing, your ability and willingness to believe you can be good at money? This is the thing that will matter more than anything else you learn in this book. Here comes the science.


[image: ] What’s Up With That?

Boy howdy, I have seen a lot of people who were serious about getting better at money end up getting in their own way instead. When they make mistakes (and inevitably, literally everybody does), they go, “Well there’s the proof: I’m no good.” And they give up.

Belief becomes reality. You believe you’re bad at money, so you behave like someone who’s bad at money, and then you perform the actions of being bad at money. You know, like impulse-buying that thing that wasn’t on the list because “I’m no good at sticking to a budget anyway,” or ignoring the envelopes from your credit card company because “I’m so busy and don’t have time to look at that (and by the way I really don’t want to know what it says).”

Believing in yourself and your basic financial ability makes you more likely to start and keep better money habits. You believe you’re good at money, so you behave like someone who’s good at money, and then you perform the actions of being good at money: budgeting, saving more, spending less, investing, etc.

And one of the things that convinced me of the power of belief is . . . basketball? In Greece?

I don’t remember exactly how I came across it, but in the late 1990s a group of researchers from Greece published a paper with the catchy title1 “The Effect of a Simulated Mental Practice Technique on Free Throw Shooting Accuracy of Highly Skilled Basketball Players.” In the study, one group of players practiced shooting free throws every day. Another group of players spent the same amount of time just IMAGINING sinking free throws, something the researchers called “simulated mental practice.”

To sum up twenty pages of Greek university research in a sentence, the project showed that mental practice alone improved free-throw shooting just about as much as actual physical practice!

In the years since I learned about that study, visualization practice has become a major thing in sports. For example, the US Olympic team took FIFTEEN sports psychologists to the 2024 games, and part of what they did was provide mental training, including visualization techniques. Visualization is now a standard part of the toolkit that keeps elite athletes at the top of their games.

[image: ]
Of course, as anyone knows who has watched great basketball players miss free throws—Hi, Shaq,* it’s weird that you’re reading this book!—just because they’re “easy” doesn’t mean they always go in.

In money, as in basketball, there is a powerful connection between “acting as if” and then actually doing something. If you truly believe that you can improve your financial well-being, then you have taken a very real step forward in executing your vision of money mastery.

I’m not saying that imagining yourself being good with money will eliminate all your hard times and make you as rich as Warren Buffett, but the science is clear on this. Thinking about yourself as being good with money can help you improve your money game.

Great, Carrie Joy, so now I . . . just sit on some bleachers and start “believing” I’m good at money? HOW? HOW DO I BELIEVE?

I hear you. Let’s start by taking down the three big barriers standing between most of us and being good at money: the financial system, shame, and fear.




Their Profit, Not Our Success

You already know this: The financial system—you know, banks, credit card companies, investment firms, etc.—is not designed to help us everyday people get ahead. In fact, the way some financial services companies make their money is by keeping us in a state of financial confusion, shame, and inaction.

A friend of mine, I’ll call her Fiona, owed $2,469 on a credit card. She had been paying the monthly minimum on this card because she didn’t want to look too closely at the bill—it made her feel bad about her spending habits. Then one month, she decided to start saving to buy a house and asked me for help fixing up her budget.

I remember the moment when we were looking at her credit card statement and she realized that continuing to pay only the minimum payment each month would cost her an extra $1,000 and she’d be in debt for ten more years. She told me that she felt so frustrated that she had been just blindly paying that minimum payment for years because she was too ashamed to just . . . sit down with her credit card bills, and really look at her money and how much being in debt was costing her.

Truth is, some credit card companies build their







Less Shame = More Money

















The Fear of the Thing Is Worse Than the Thing






































Thank Goodness: There Is a Way to Interrupt the Shame and Fear







	First, I acknowledge the thing I’m ashamed of.


	Next, I remind myself that I am not alone and other people have experienced this shame, too.


	And finally, crucial to the practice, I encourage myself and tell myself my Money Story—the financial reality I am working to make happen.








This Shame and Fear Stuff Starts Early
















	“There’s two fairs in life: state and county. And honey, this ain’t neither.”

	“You get what you get and you don’t pitch a fit.”
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Step 1: Understand Your Money Background




	When you think about money, what’s the very first feeling or thought that shows up? Name the gut feeling (tight chest, fluttery stomach, “ugh”) or thought (happy vacation, stressful bills, don’t want to).










	What’s a money memory or situation from your childhood that stands out—good, bad, or weird? Maybe it’s Mom paying bills at the kitchen table, Grandma giving you birthday cash, or Dad telling you that you can’t get the cool shoes. Maybe it’s Mom or Dad talking about getting a job with higher pay. Describe the scene, the sounds, the emotions.












	What were the unspoken rules about money in your household when you were growing up? Examples: “We don’t talk about money,” “Rich people are jerks,” “Debt is for emergencies only,” “If we have it, spend it before it’s gone.” Write the rules, even if no one ever said them out loud.










	How are those feelings or old rules affecting your money choices today—especially habits you might want to shift? Connect the dots: “I impulse-shop after a bad day because buying something feels like proof I’m safe/successful/not poor anymore.”










	What money lessons—if any—were you explicitly taught, and by whom? Think school classes, a parent showing you how to balance a checkbook, a boss/mentor explaining 401(k) plans, a finance guru preaching “Eat only ramen and feel shame about your debt.” Anything that helped, anything you don’t agree with now, or any big holes in your money education?











	Let’s name it. In a couple of sentences, describe your Money Background.











Step 2: Write Your Own Money Story






	Before you write your Money Story, fast-forward five years:

	>You wake up on a random Tuesday. What does “money calm” feel like in your body? What changed in your life that made you feel so calm?

	>What choices are on the table in five years that aren’t there today—taking a job you love? booking a family trip? helping your kid with college?

	>How does Future You talk about money with friends or partners? (Hint: Zero shame, plenty of ease.)








	Write one sentence you want to believe about yourself and money. Make it positive, in the present tense, and doable. If your brain screams “Liar!,” dial it back a notch until it’s just uncomfortable enough to stretch you. Example starter sentences: “I can be good at money,” “I make good money choices,” “My future is worth investing in.”












	Say your one-sentence Money Story out loud—right now. Notice any eye-roll, cringe, or warm-fuzzy feelings. All data, no judgment.

	Post your Money Story where you’ll trip over it daily. Bathroom mirror, phone lock screen, the coffee maker. Reps matter.






Step 3: Don’t Let Shame and Fear Keep You Stuck



	First, acknowledge the thing you’re ashamed of. “Ugh, I’m feeling some shame for being someone who does/did [ name the thing ] _____________________________________________________________ .”

	Next, remind yourself that you are not alone, and other people have experienced this shame, too. “Well, I know other people have _____________________________________________________________, too. I know I’m not the only one. Mistakes are inevitable. Failure is not!”

	And finally, crucial to the practice, encourage yourself to be kind to yourself and repeat your Money Story. “I know I can [ name how you want to act ] ________________________________________________ and do my best. May I be patient and kind to myself and help myself do better next time.”

	Finish with your Money Story. “I know _________________________________________________________________________________________ .”








You Got This











[image: ] The Toolbox


	Your Money Story. Write it here!









	Find all the forms you need below at thejoyofmoney.com/goodatmoney or through this QR code:
[image: QR code: thejoyofmoney.com/goodatmoney]

	>TJOM Learning Your Money Background Worksheet at thejoyofmoney.com/moneybackground

	>TJOM Writing Your Own Money Story Worksheet at thejoyofmoney.com/moneystory




	Want more? Check these out:

	>Kristin Neff’s book Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself

	>Morgan Housel’s book The Psychology of Money: Timeless Lessons on Wealth, Greed, and Happiness, Chapter 1, “No One’s Crazy”

	>Ramit Sethi’s workbook I Will Teach You to Be Rich: The Journal, Chapter 2, “Rewire Your Money Beliefs”
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Pep Talk Your Money, Your Choices
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