
I Couldn’t Get Her to Just Quit Her Fucking Job.

Kristine is my best friend and my absolute favorite person in the entire world. We’ve traveled to a half dozen countries together, we’ve been in a car with each other for at least five hundred hours (we once tried to calculate it), and we feel each other’s wins and losses like they’re our own. We met at my first job out of school—a job that I fled after a year and a half because of its insane toxicity and hellish culture.

This particular evening, she was calling to complain about yet another horror story, because while I had gotten out, she hadn’t. After seven years at the same company, she was still dealing with the same bullshit.

While I tried to stay present and listen, one thought kept going through my mind: “I just need to convince her to leave. That will make her so much happier.”

You probably know this scenario well. A friend calls, complaining about a problem, and you know that you could fix it. You could give them a detailed, step-by-step PowerPoint of what they should do now, because you want them to be okay and to feel less pain. But guess what? That’s not what your friend is coming to you for—at least not yet. They’re not coming for an action plan. They just need someone to rant to, someone who will listen, someone who can empathize and tell them, “Man, that sucks, I’m sorry. Let’s work through it.”

Right now Kristine is not calling me for a solution; she’s calling to emotionally process her shitty situation at work, because that’s the first, most necessary step.

The same thing happened when I started coaching women about money.

When I first began my work as a money educator, I immediately dove into my favorite thing: actionable advice. With good intentions, I thought that offering guidance around goal setting, budgeting, and investment strategies would be enough for success—and we’ll get to all those things later, I promise. But after our sessions, my clients quickly reverted to old habits: mindless spending, negative self-talk, and analysis paralysis. We hadn’t processed the root of their problems with money, because I just wanted to help them as quickly as possible. All the strategies I gave them to fix their financial issues ended up being temporary solutions to a much larger problem. It was then I realized: if we want to create lasting financial change, we have to do some emotional unpacking first. (Kristine and I have now learned to ask each other, “Do you want advice right now, or do you just need to process some shit?”)

It’s going to be tempting to skip this chapter. I completely understand that the last thing you want to delve into is “yOuR EMOtiONs aROuND mOnEY,” but it’s the most necessary part of the process of feeling financially confident. You can’t start to change your money narratives until you get honest about where they originated. I can’t teach you how to set financial goals if you haven’t understood how your money hang-ups will affect you. It’s like trying to compete on The Great British Bake Off without having a recipe in mind: you’re just going to burn some stuff and also have a soggy bottom, and then judge Paul Hollywood will turn his crystal-blue eyes on you with disdain. (No handshake for you!) As shame researcher, professor, and all-around queen of my life Dr. Brené Brown says (she’s going to be quoted so much in this chapter!), “If you don’t name your emotions and feel them, they will eat you alive.”

Money is psychological. I’ll repeat it: money is psychological. Our financial decisions are directly impacted by our mind-sets and how we’re feeling in a certain moment, and in turn these financial decisions directly impact our longer-term outcomes. We feel positive and negative emotions about every single aspect of money, whether it’s debt, investing, or our income. I’ve done a lot of work to understand how my emotions and financial decisions interact—and I still spent countless pandemic nights looking at T-shirts I wanted to buy but didn’t need (Madewell, there’s something in your water, I swear to fucking God), replacing five unburned candles with new ones for no rational reason, and browsing Zillow for houses I can’t afford in places I’ll never move to. And then I promptly felt like shit because that jasmine candle was obviously the reason I couldn’t afford my dream $4.3 million New Orleans shotgun-style house with the massive garden and wraparound porch. This shit never fully goes away—even I, a money expert, sometimes allow my emotional state to dictate my financial choices. I know I’m not alone. Think back on the last month and the kinds of money decisions you made—both the ones you’re proud of and the ones you’re not. How many were influenced, even subtly, by your mental or emotional state? I’m willing to bet almost all of them. Your thoughts, feelings, and mind-set dictate your daily relationship with money.

It goes beyond spending and day-to-day finances; our emotions are in play for larger financial decisions too, even in the way we view money or the people with it. No one is immune. When I was twenty-two, I felt like I needed to buy a house that I wasn’t emotionally or financially ready to own, because I felt the shame of being a renter and “throwing away money.” My clients have so many stories like this: feeling guilt for hiring a housekeeper (despite having a disability), not checking their student loan balance because they’re scared of what they’ll find, and the all-too-common one: losing out on millions of dollars because they fear the idea of investing or of negotiating for a higher salary. And for most of my clients—and most likely for you, if you’re reading this—avoiding money issues altogether might be a response to the emotions that come up. The prospect of studying, understanding, and executing financial tasks is intimidating and overwhelming, so we avoid them.

Women who have worked to learn more about investing, negotiating, paying off debt, saving money, and so on must often handle a double-edged sword, because the patriarchy punishes us for trying to improve our situations. Some examples include calling us “ungrateful” when we ask for the salary we deserve, actively gatekeeping information about the stock market, or shaming us for spending money on things that make our lives better.

Our feelings about money are intentionally weaponized. There are predatory companies taking advantage of our lack of education—store credit cards pretending to be reward cards, “Get rich tomorrow off this hot stock!” scams, multilevel marketing companies, and private student loans come to mind. These companies use our fears and insecurities to make money, in the same way that magazines, beauty companies, and the diet industry have historically done. Women consume their offerings in an attempt to feel less shame for not looking like we “should.”
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Shame is a social, fear-based, universal emotion—something that all of us experience, and regularly.

We hate talking about our shame; it’s up there on the list of Topics That Make Strangers Uncomfortable at Boring Parties. I wish we would, though, because shame’s control over us gets stronger the less we talk about it.

According to experts such as the famous shame researcher Dr. Brené Brown and author and clinical psychologist Mary Lamia, shame is rooted in our fear of disconnection. It’s a very painful, predictive kind of negative emotion: If I do not meet society’s expectations, then I will become isolated from and rejected by others.

You’ll recognize it as that familiar “I’m not enough” or “I’m too much” feeling—an excruciating sense of unworthiness, the painful twinge of feeling unwanted or being unacceptable. Shame is that out-of-control feeling we experience whenever we’re worried that something undesirable about us has been—or is about to be—exposed.

And who wants to be exposed?! We humans are a famously social species who crave connection and support; of course, we want to avoid isolation at all costs! It’s what makes shame such a powerful source of motivation in our lives.

Shame, like all emotions, exists to motivate us.

As far as we can tell, shame, like its fellow negative emotions, serves a crucial evolutionary purpose: to keep us alive and in relationship with others. Shame is so uncomfortable that it interrupts our positive emotions and redirects our attention to the source of our shame. In other words, shame is just a signal; it’s our brain’s version of ringing an alarm, like, “Hey! Pay attention! Make sure you don’t do anything that will get us shunned!”

But if shame is just a message from our brain, why do so many studies find that shame is highly correlated with violence, aggression, bullying, depression, addiction, and eating disorders?

Because we haven’t been taught to experience our feelings like they’re messages from our brain.

We’re taught almost nothing about our negative emotions, except to be afraid of them, to shut them down, and we confuse them with who we are.

The result? Shame affects us in ways entirely opposite to what it evolved for. Instead of helping us stay connected to others, shame makes us shrink, self-isolate, and shut down. Rather than motivating us to reevaluate the “social norms” that people project onto us (and decide whether we even want to align with those expectations), shame makes us obsessed with those so-called norms, manifesting in all kinds of self-censorship.

In this way, shame’s first demand is conformity. Ashamed, we believe we must look, think, have, choose, and act identically to everyone else in power. Familiar with the pain of rejection, and desperate to avoid its sting again, we align ourselves with the status quo: no risk-taking, no standing out. It’s too dangerous. And if we can’t conform? Then we see no other option than to shrink, minimize, and downplay all the ways that we deviate from that norm.

Shame traps us with comparison bait, leading to that familiar “I’m not _______________ enough” spiral. It’s why an innocently mindless, twenty-minute social media scroll leads to rethinking every single one of our career choices, like: What, they’re in Tulum now? How is it possible they look this good on-camera at all times? Honestly, how the hell do they afford this many vacations a year? What do they have figured out that I don’t?

Shame’s comparison bait seems innocent enough—I’m just gathering inspiration! I just want to find out what so-and-so is up to!—but leaves us feeling like failures every time.

Shame’s second demand is perfection, rendering success totally unattainable. Acknowledging that we’re capable of outgrowing ignorance and learning from our mistakes shouldn’t ordinarily trigger a full-on identity crisis. But when we take shame’s humility bait (“Who do I think I am to _______________?”), we drag ourselves into a pit of self-loathing that’s hard to escape.

Humility bait is why people (and especially women) avoid saying anything that would imply we might want to be rich: Who am I to admit that money is a priority for me, instead of something more . . . noble? It’s the reason we’d rather share an embarrassing sex story with coworkers than discuss differences in our salaries: What if I make them uncomfortable? It’s impolite to talk about money . . .

Shame’s humility bait seems innocent enough—I’m just being realistic! I don’t want to impose by asking too many questions!—but it leaves us feeling (inaccurately) alone in our struggles and trapped in ignorance, afraid to admit what we don’t know.

Shame convinces us to judge ourselves through a lens of perfection and conformity because it talks to us in the first person—I, me, my, mine, myself—and speaks in our voice. But when you confuse shame’s emotional alarm (I feel disconnected from money, what do I want to do about that?) with who you are (I’ll never get my shit together, I’m just bad with money), you’ve been tricked into believing the discomfort you feel is evidence that you’re failing.

Let me be clear: The pain of rejection is real. The physical and emotional toll that widespread social rejection (marginalization) has on us is real. Shame is a powerful motivator, an evolutionary form of protection, and nothing to be embarrassed about feeling. (Ask me about the shame we feel about being ashamed; it’s a meta mess.)

But! And! You don’t have to subject yourself to shame’s private torture. You are not alone. Perfection does not exist, and conformity is not an admirable goal. You deserve to be seen, supported, and connected while you outgrow your lack of knowledge and learn from your mistakes. Each of us is trying to figure out how to be a person in this body, with this brain, with these resources, in this society, at this time in history, on this planet. We’re a mess, but we’re doing our best.

To reframe shame from a crushing emotional burden to a simple message from your brain, start here: Reach out and connect with someone else. Partner up with others who want to learn what you want to learn, who are willing to admit what they don’t know, who will celebrate one another’s differences and acknowledge our intersectional needs. The community that Tori and her team have built seems like a good place to start, eh? *winks aggressively*



Shame can be one of the most destructive of our negative emotions, especially if we don’t know what it’s trying to tell us. A recent study stated that we women are also more likely to experience shame, “in part due to societal and cultural standards placed upon women that create negative self-evaluations in women when those standards are not met.” It doesn’t help us correct behavior in a useful manner, but rather causes us to spiral out.

It’s these cycles of shame that keep us from bettering our financial foundation. We don’t log in to our financial accounts because we’re too scared of what we’ll find. We feel ashamed for not understanding what a 401(k) is, so we don’t ask. We feel guilty asking for a raise, since maybe we “haven’t earned it.”

From Brené Brown’s work, we know that there is an antidote to shame: vulnerability. Facing the unknown, doing something that feels uncomfortable and new, allowing ourselves to admit that we don’t have all the answers—it’s one of the bravest things we can do. So, throughout this chapter—and throughout this entire book—I ask for your vulnerability. I ask for your trust in my guidance, even when it might be scary or overwhelming, and I ask that you put trust in yourself. This is a judgment-free, shame-free zone where you can feel safe to be a little bit financially and emotionally naked. (This book is financial strip poker, y’all. And I’m *pushes her chips into the center* all in.)

So, in the spirit of vulnerability, we’re going to focus now on the emotional side of money—good, bad, and ugly—and how we can use more of our money to bring us joy, comfort, and stability. And we’re going to frame the most common of those financial emotions—shame and judgment—in what I call the Five Patriarchal Narratives. These are common stories or mind-sets that keep you from becoming financially educated, stable, and confident; the hoops you have to jump through in order to assemble your financial foundation.

As you’re going through these narratives, think about times you found yourself succumbing to them, and if they’ve affected your relationship with money. Because here’s the thing: when we talk about the emotional side of money, we’re also talking about its political and social sides. Your emotions didn’t come from nowhere, but from a long history of patriarchy drilling these messages into you.

Without further ado . . .

narrative #1

You Should Know “How to Money”

VARIATIONS INCLUDE: “Why didn’t I know this sooner? I’m such an idiot,” “This should be easier for me to understand—am I stupid?” and “Everyone else seems to know what they’re doing, why don’t I?”

Oh, if I had a nickel for every time a woman in my community said, “Sorry for the stupid question . . .”

We are expected to be financially capable, but no one has taught us. Unless you had family to teach you (a privilege I had) or maybe a high school class called How to Use Quicken from 1992, you’re in the dark. When I interviewed my friend Tiffany “The Budgetnista” Aliche on my podcast, Financial Feminist, she said, “No one breaks their leg and then thinks to themselves, ‘Why can’t I set my own bone?’ So why do we feel that way with money?” Instead of offering ourselves grace and space to learn something new, we beat ourselves up, as if our not knowing (yet) is a failure in and of itself. Weirdly, when it comes to our financial education, we set different expectations for ourselves that are impossible to live up to. We didn’t come out of the womb expecting to know how to speak Italian or play the tuba, so why do we expect to know how to avoid debt and how to pick stocks?

Now, regardless of your gender identity, this narrative exists. Society expects everyone to magically be good with money. But for men, this expectation comes with education.

On the other hand, the system was not built for women or anyone who isn’t a straight, cisgender white man. (This is the thesis of my entire book, really.) On average, women are less likely than men to know about different financial practices. Men are taught about money in a way that women aren’t, starting in childhood. This continues into adulthood. Golf courses, whiskey bars, and online message boards are chock-full of men trading stock tips, discussing their annual bonuses, and sharing real estate theories. It’s socially acceptable—nay, encouraged—for men to discuss money and pursue wealth. Women could not have a credit card in their own name without a male cosigner until 1974. Women couldn’t get a business loan without a male cosigner until fourteen years later. And even now, in the twenty-first century, men make the majority of the wealth-building financial decisions in heteronormative relationships. There are thousands of other examples. The system does not consider us and then shames us when we fail to understand.

When we as women are told to just be magically good with money—even though no one taught us—we are then scared to ask questions for fear of seeming dumb or naive. That fear doesn’t come from nowhere. Many of the prominent financial experts we’ve turned to have reinforced and reminded and redrilled those emotions into us. The people we’ve trusted to give us good information that should set us up for success have instead made us feel stupid and small. An example: On her show, financial advisor Suze Orman once yelled at a divorced mother of three who was caring for an aging parent and had almost $250,000 in student loans from medical school to “tell [your children] the situation you have gotten yourself into. Let them see the reality of when you are irresponsible with facing the truth—what it can cause.”

So, when we tally up systemic oppression, lack of education, and shame, of course we haven’t been successful with our money. Of course we have all of these negative emotions tied to it.

Learning anything takes practice, time, and vulnerability. It’s scary to do something for the first time, knowing you’re going to be bad at it. It’s Bambi learning to walk, all sprawling limbs and face-planting on the ice. Learning something new takes so much patience and, overall, kindness to ourselves. As Brené Brown says, “Feeling unsure and uncertain is the foundation of courage.”

With financial education and knowledge about why shame is happening, that shame turns to anger at the unjust systems that cause it in the first place. Once we turn shame into anger, we can turn anger in action. And turning shame into action can be a powerful fucking thing.

narrative #2

Talking About Money Is Impolite

NO DOUBT YOU’VE HEARD THIS ONE. This narrative starts when we are children and continues into adulthood. Asking people how much they make, what their net worth is, how much they paid for something—it’s “tacky” and must be avoided at all costs.

We are more likely to talk about any other uncomfortable topic—sex, death, politics, religion—before we’ll bring up the subject of money. We will literally get naked with someone before we will ask them what they earned last year. At the societal level, we’re led to feel that having a conversation about money is not only incredibly intimate but insanely invasive.

My not-so-conspiracy conspiracy theory: the system has perpetuated this narrative as a way to continue to control us.

The patriarchy profits off our silence. If it can convince us that “talking about money is gauche,” then we stay underpaid and overworked. Not talking about money means we don’t know that our coworker with the same experience is making 20 percent more. Not talking about money means that we feel deeply ashamed about our debt, thinking we’re the only ones who are struggling. Not talking about money means not being financially transparent with our partner before marriage. There are countless examples of how this narrative hurts us: our earning potential, our net worth, our goals, our relationships.

The avoidance of money conversations can be a symptom of yet another narrative: we believe our net worth is our self-worth. Caitlin Zaloom, an anthropologist at New York University, hit the nail on the head when she said, “Your value as a human being is somehow made material in your pay and in your accounts.” If you believe your inherent value is material, it will be deeply uncomfortable to be vulnerable and discuss money.

If this book gets you to do anything, let it encourage you to talk about money. Incorporating financial transparency into your life is one of the biggest ways we can not only change our personal situations but also create systemic change. We’ll talk more about how and why to talk about money throughout the book.

narrative #3

You’ll Be Rich If You Just Work Hard!

WE’VE ALL HEARD THIS ONE, and it is the ultimate shame tactic. The expectation is: work hard, save money, don’t go into debt, and then you will be a millionaire. Not only is this narrative incredibly hurtful—especially when you’re hustling your ass off—but it fails to acknowledge systemic oppression, generational poverty, discrimination, and other forces beyond our individual control. The single mom who works two jobs but can’t seem to make ends meet doesn’t need to work harder—she needs financial/societal support and systemic change.

Of course, the American Dream, “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” narrative isn’t new. The Puritans, who set sail to the English colonies in the early seventeenth century, believed that those who worked hard deserved more than those who were lazy, and that only those who worked hard prospered, revealing God’s favor. The narrative is also rooted in racism: white landowners believed it was their mastery over the “lazier races” that was being rewarded with wealth and land. Ironically, the iconic image of the American Dream as we know it—a young couple standing proudly in front of their new home surrounded by a white picket fence—is largely the result of (white) soldiers’ newfound ability to buy houses, financed through the GI Bill enacted by Congress near the end of the Second World War. In other words, government assistance, but only for white people. Yet the myth oozed into our culture, was woven into the ultimate American tapestry: “Just work hard, good things will come!”

Even worse, the primary pushers of this narrative are the very people we’ve turned to for advice around money. (See traditional personal financial experts like D*ve R*msey or Suze Orman.) “If you’re working on paying off debt, the only time you should see the inside of a restaurant is if you’re working there” is a real thing D*ve R*msey tweeted.

On the surface, we know this narrative is bullshit. We feel its bullshittery in our very bones. Yet this narrative still makes us question ourselves and our self-worth (much like those moments before I go to sleep, when I think, Yeah, but what if I meet Timothée Chalamet, and he doesn’t think I’m hot?).

We are being gaslit. We are being lied to and then accused of being lazy and/or crazy. “Am I working hard enough?” “Should I take on more hours?” You can see how this is a slippery slope psychologically. You may (and should) scoff at this narrative, but it doesn’t mean it won’t affect you. It seeps in, whether we like it or not.

“Hard work = wealth built” isn’t an accurate equation. There are so many more complicated factors that go into building wealth—some within our control but most outside of it. We must improve the things we can control and then work to change the systemic issues at a societal level.

narrative #4

Unless You’re a Man, Wanting Money Is “Selfish”

THE CRAZY PART of shame and judgment around money is that women feel it not only when they’re learning the ropes but also after they’re successful. Even when we’ve built wealth, even when we’ve paid off our debts and are counting our investment returns, we still feel shame. But now it’s feeling shame for doing too well. We feel guilty about how we’re perceived when we’re doing well largely as a result of social conditioning when we were children: “don’t stand out,” “put others first,” and so on.

I’m a fucking internationally recognized financial expert, and I feel this shame. When I started building my own wealth, when my business grew to six figures and then seven figures, when I paid off my debt . . . I felt ashamed. Sometimes that shame was internally induced: I would feel ashamed that I wasn’t struggling when so many others were, ashamed that being financially comfortable must mean I wasn’t donating enough. That internal shame was the result of our culture’s messaging about women with money, but the trolls that swarmed my social media mentions, making assumptions about my story, just reinforced that I was supposed to feel ashamed for having money.

We tend to think of women as caring, maternal, and self-sacrificing, and over and over again, studies do find that correlation. For example, a study published in the journal Nature Human Behaviour in 2017 found that women’s brains exhibited a greater response when sharing money, while in men, the same part of the brain showed more activity when they kept the cash for themselves. It’s a conclusion I’m proud of: I’m glad that women default to being caring. But like so much of being a woman, this is something conditioned into us. This default nature of giving and selflessness is an expectation of our gender.

Now, let me preface that by saying that donating your money and your time is hugely important, especially if you have the means to. Feminism that isn’t intersectional, that doesn’t help others and work to change systemic inequality, is not feminism. But we need to call out the different expectations for men when it comes to altruism. As women, we are presumed to neglect our own wants and interests to give back, and, let me tell you, men aren’t. It’s not conditioned into them like it is into us.

Beginning in childhood, boys are typically given toys that teach innovation, creativity, and self-reliance—things like Legos and trucks, things to build and create. And what are girls given? Dolls. Easy-Bake Ovens. Bridal veils. Before we can even speak, we’re told that our value to society is not our own ingenuity but rather how we can serve and belong to others. A literal child is given another “child” to caretake. In a study about children’s toys, psychology professor Judith Elaine Blakemore found that “girls’ toys were associated with physical attractiveness, nurturing, and domestic skill, whereas boys’ toys were rated as violent, competitive, exciting, and somewhat dangerous. The toys rated as most likely to be educational were typically categorized as neutral or moderately masculine.”

As we age, this socialization continues. According to Dr. Mariko Chang, an expert on wealth inequality, “Girls, as they are growing up, are not socialized to feel that it’s okay for them to have ambition about creating wealth, not the way it is for little boys. They’re encouraged to take on roles that let them take care of other people.” The result is that women are overrepresented in jobs such as nursing and teaching, or they perform unpaid domestic labor—important jobs that our economy devalues precisely because they are performed predominately by women. Beyond “traditional gender roles” that used to keep women in the home, we actually assign those gender roles to specific kinds of work and then pay people who do those jobs less than people who do other work. In our capitalist society, this conditioned tendency toward caregiving, sadly, punishes us financially.

For me, the message, over and over again, was that declaring I wanted to be rich wasn’t socially acceptable. It was okay for men to spend their hard-earned money on vacations or a nice watch—but the question to me and other women was always: “But how are you prioritizing others?” It’s like blowing out the candles on your own birthday cake and being told you’re an asshole for not wishing for a cure for cancer. Even though it’s your day, your cake, and your wish—you’re expected to wish for world peace and then are shamed if you don’t. Society doesn’t expect that of men.

What happens, then, when a woman becomes financially independent? When she uses her wealth to better not only others’ lives but also her own? The patriarchy realizes that when a woman gains the knowledge to build wealth, soon it will have no control over her life or decisions. Her financial independence is a threat to the status quo. So, the patriarchy demands we tax ourselves. It weaponizes our altruism. Recent research suggests that women are expected to behave altruistically and, given that they disproportionately occupy societal roles involving caregiving and subservience, are punished for deviating from that norm to a much greater extent than men are. Thus, women may internalize altruism as their instinctive response, even at their own expense.

As a result, we can’t or won’t say we want money for our own benefit—it has to be in service to others, whether that’s through philanthropy or for our families, coworkers, or staff. My friend and fellow money expert Paula Pant explained it like this:

Women are taught that our labor should be free (or labor should be poorly compensated) and that there’s somehow nobility in that. If we do have to justify charging people, we often have to explain how it will not just help ourselves but help others. I can’t make a statement such as “I charge X” without also saying, “I charge X in order to give my employees a better wage.” Women’s earnings have to come with an explanation. I think this messaging, in terms of how we earn, also gets translated into how we spend. Whatever money we make, we’re supposed to spend it on other people. Even if you bought the fanciest stroller, no one is going to call that frivolous because you’re at least buying it for someone else. However, if you buy a pair of jeans, that’s somehow different.

I know that sometimes resentment of wealth comes from a well-intentioned place—in a time of rampant inequality, celebrations of wealth can feel gross—but I reject the notion that women should be the ones to face most of that backlash. If one of the causes of inequality is men getting to be rich individualists who force everyone else to do the caring, support, and redistribution of resources, women finally “gaining” that right doesn’t change anything. We need to challenge men’s gender roles in the process, or we’ll be left with a society of individualistic assholes where no one cares about anyone. Financial feminism isn’t just about a woman’s right to decide what she does with her money, without the current socialized pressure to exist in service of others. It’s also about each of us demanding that the people who have access to the most money (i.e., men) actually start thinking about their existence in service of others.

As we work toward bridging the inequality gap, what if becoming financially stable was an answer? What if a step toward making the world a better place is to ensure that marginalized people have options and time to rest and the ability to buy beautiful things—and, yes, have money to give to others?

There is nothing wrong with a woman wanting money for any reason that doesn’t harm other people. Any criticism of what a woman does with her money reads as especially ridiculous when it’s directed not just at discretionary spending but also at expenditures involving safety, healthy housing, and the ability to leave toxic situations, whether at home or at work. Which leads me to . . .

narrative #5

“Money Can’t Buy You Happiness” (aka “Wanting Money is Evil”)

THE OLD ADAGE “Money can’t buy you happiness” is bullshit. The general sentiment may be true: buying things is not where you should turn for contentment. But at its core, the statement is false. It’s meant to keep you powerless, unpaid, overworked, and financially unstable.

Anxiety regarding money-related issues has been at or near the top of the American Psychological Association’s Stress in America survey every year since it began in 2007. Overall in 2022, two-thirds of all Americans reported feeling stressed about money. But among men and women between the ages of eighteen and forty-three, financial worries affected four in five poll respondents. (That’s 82 percent of those age eighteen through twenty-five, and 81 percent of those age twenty-six through forty-three.) When you’re poor or financially stressed, the words “money can’t buy you happiness” is the most gaslight-y thing someone can say. Just as our finances are affected by our emotions, so are our emotions affected by our finances. And these emotions can stem from the kind of poverty where you don’t know where your next meal is coming from, from being in a financially abusive relationship, from carrying crippling student debt. Being broke and financially unstable fucking sucks.

Studies about our brains “on poverty” show that lack of resources negatively affect our cognition, stress levels, and decision-making. Recently, a landmark study even suggested that giving poor mothers a cash stipend during the first year of their babies’ lives literally improves their children’s cognitive development. And we know from research that higher incomes are correlated with higher well-being (there’s debate around the threshold this stops, but the point still stands). So, when someone says, “Well, money can’t buy you happiness,” you think, Umm, wanna bet, motherfucker?! Because not only does money provide you with your basic human needs such as safety and healthy food, but also it gives you the ability to rest, to nourish your body and mind, and to leave bad situations. Money can buy stability and choice, and that is happiness.

Inherently, money is not valuable. I don’t want a photo of Ben Franklin on a stack of some government-issued paper. I want choices. I want what money can buy me. For millions of American women, the dream of wealth is a dream of freedom, because it’s money that provides us with options when our government and society fail to. Freedom from a toxic relationship or client or situation. (I can’t tell you how many of my clients have told me that this is their primary goal.) Freedom to move into a bigger apartment so that each child in the family can have their own room. Freedom to spend more time with your aging parents. Freedom to start the business you’ve always dreamed of. Freedom to travel the country in a souped-up school bus. Or, like one of my first coaching clients, the freedom to waltz into a Whole Foods and buy the fanciest cheese she could find for her weekly charcuterie nights—without thinking twice.

“Money can’t buy you happiness” is what the patriarchy says when you show interest in becoming financially educated, when you start gaining power. It’s meant to keep you playing financially small: accepting the first offer without negotiating your pay, allowing your male partner to invest for you, not getting a better-paying job for fear of being labeled a “job hopper.” But, really, the patriarchy is happy when you conform, when it can control you—so it keeps you in homeostasis, playing small.

The patriarchy’s worst nightmare is you being uncontrollable. Its worst nightmare is that these narratives no longer affect you. Its worst nightmare is you standing in your power, advocating for yourself and others. (I’ve always loved being the patriarchy’s worst nightmare.)

You might be asking, “But, Tori, why do I need to know these narratives to figure out my money?”

The majority of money habits are actually formed by age seven. Yes, seven years old. By second grade, you have largely established how you will view and manage money as you move through life. Researchers found that even children as young as five could reliably report their feelings about money.

A word from

Dr. Brad Klontz

FINANCIAL PSYCHOLOGIST AND AUTHOR


After I finished my doctorate in clinical psychology, I owed $100,000 in student loan debt. I saw a friend of mine make $100,000 trading stocks in one year, and I thought that was a brilliant strategy. He knew nothing about the stock market. I knew nothing about the stock market either, so I thought I could do that too. I sold what I had of value and started day trading with it. I did great for a few months, and then the tech bubble burst (just to give you a sense of how old I am), and I just watched it all melt away. I thought, Oh my God, why would I do something so dumb? That’s when I got interested in financial psychology and decided to dive into the science.

In trying to develop a treatment program for people with money issues, I developed a money belief scale, because nothing existed. I say sort of tongue in cheek that it took me something like a couple of months to become the world’s leading expert in financial psychology, mainly because psychologists didn’t want to talk about money. These are the four categories of beliefs (or what I call “money scripts”) that came out of that:

The first script is money avoidance. Money avoiders think rich people are greedy, money corrupts, and there’s virtue in living with less money. This is a really common belief in lower socioeconomic groups. Ironically, you do want to be wealthy, but you repel wealth because if you do start to make money, then you feel like you’re drifting away from your friends and family. Or you might sense (or imagine) resentment on the part of people you’d been close to. In effect, your newly acquired financial stability becomes a wedge between you and them. This stirs up a lot of anxiety, and you feel bad, so you subconsciously (or maybe even quite consciously) make a series of poor decisions until you wind up right where you started. That’s a common pattern with those trying to climb the ladder. So, money avoidance is associated with lower income, lower net worth, and a whole host of self-destructive financial behaviors.

The second one is money worship. This is where you think that having more stuff, more money, is going to solve all your problems and make you happy. It’s not necessarily negative or positive—but people who believe those things strongly have less income, less net worth, and more credit card debt.

Number three is money status. I would basically call it the “keeping up with the Joneses” effect. Your self-worth equals your net worth. Money status seekers might say something like, “I won’t buy something unless it’s new,” or “I’ll never buy anything unless it’s considered the best,” or “If people asked me how much money I made, I’d probably tell them I make more than I actually do.” Whatever the outward display of wealth is, it’s associated with terrible financial outcomes. It is the one money script that’s associated with socioeconomic status in childhood. People who grew up poor are more vulnerable to this.

The fourth category is money vigilance. It’s good that there’s a good one, right? These beliefs are “I’d be a nervous wreck if I didn’t have money saved for an emergency,” or “If someone asked me how much money I made, I’d probably tell them I make less than I actually do.”

In the studies we conduct at Creighton University, we identify something we call “financial flashpoint experiences”: these are experiences that lead directly to your money scripts, which predict your financial behaviors and your financial outcomes. Then your financial behaviors lead to more financial flashpoint experiences, which reinforce your beliefs. It’s a cognitive triangle, basically. Flashpoint experiences can be identified by asking questions such as: What three things did your parents teach you about money? What three things did your dad teach you? What is your most painful money memory? Your most joyful? It is so important to do a deep dive and emerge with the answers.

I interviewed my parents about these too. I asked, “Mom, what was it like for you growing up around money? How did you feel about it?” It’s good to do a deeper dive than just your own upbringing. What was your parents’ upbringing? They are leaking
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