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You Have More Money
Than You Think

One Saturday afternoon, as I was skimming digests of the e-mail lists I subscribe to, a curious headline on a parenting list caught my eye: “The sudden acquisition of wealth.”

With a title like that, I had to read more. Early that morning, a longtime subscriber had posted that a major tech company—which you’ve definitely heard of—had just acquired her husband’s employer. In order to keep key employees around and happy during the transition, the deep-pocketed buyer had offered them various monetary incentives, including raises, stock options, and retention bonuses. The poster kept mum on the exact dollar figure, but she did announce that, thanks to this windfall, she and her husband were now joining the ranks of the rich.

She went on to add that the two of them had always lived modestly—in her opinion, perhaps too modestly—with weekends consumed by comparison shopping trips to grocery stores in order to find the best deals. Like most people who spend their days figuring out how to save a buck or two, she had long fantasized about how they’d live if they had enough money. Now they did.

So what was the best way to use it? “The kids’ college accounts are underfunded and we can remedy that,” she wrote. “We already take nice vacations—the problem we’re running into there is limits on time. But what else can we do with it?”

Despite sending this message on a weekend, she soon received a flurry of e-mails from other subscribers, all of whom were eager to share their own ideas. Some were wise (consult a financial planner). Some were more offbeat (“buy gold coins and a small safe”). Some urged the couple to save for the future and for rainy months, the post-2009 version of rainy days. But this thrifty couple had already paid off their mortgage and carried no other debts. Living within their means and saving were deeply ingrained habits for them, ones they needed no reminder to keep up.

And so the conversation soon became more philosophical. Instead of figuring out what to do with the money, people started thinking of what the money would allow her to do. Over the years, this woman had shared some of her career frustrations with the other subscribers on the list. Perhaps, another poster suggested, her newfound wealth could be an opportunity to rethink what she wanted to do professionally. Others suggested she could be more generous with the causes she cared about, an idea she liked though she had trouble thinking of herself as a philanthropist. Another subscriber shared the rather wistful story of how her parents, who had accumulated massive amounts of wealth, never let themselves spend any of it. When they passed away, she’d inherited a nice sum and, not wanting to repeat her parents’ example, was spending the money on first-class travel and charitable projects she thought her parents would have supported. She was glad for these opportunities. But she couldn’t help feeling sad that her parents never got to experience any of the pleasures their wealth could have bought. After all, no matter how much or how little we have, none of us will have it forever.

Despite the diversity of tips this newly rich woman received, the overwhelming response leads us to one incontrovertible truth: money is a powerful thing. It is also complicated. The more we think about it, the more it leads us to ask questions: “How can I get it? Should I save it or spend it? If I spend it, what should I spend it on?” For all we may say “money can’t buy happiness” or dismiss its importance in our lives, it must mean something to us. Otherwise why would so many people take time from their weekend to share their thoughts on the subject with a woman they knew mostly through an e-mail list?

One reason we think about money so much is that it provides an easy way to compare ourselves to others, and we humans are obsessed with how we stack up against our peers. New science is showing that we may even be wired to defer to symbols of wealth and status (real or perceived). A handful of Dutch researchers once set up a test at a shopping mall where a woman asked passersby to answer survey questions. When she wore a sweater with a conspicuous Tommy Hilfiger label, shoppers were more likely to take the survey than when she wore an identical sweater with no logo. In a separate study, the researchers had volunteers watch a video of a man being interviewed for a job. When he wore a designer logo, people rated him as more qualified and recommended a higher salary than when he didn’t. Even an experiment by the same researchers, which sent women door-to-door to collect money for charity, revealed that people would give twice as much per answered door when the women wore designer logos as when they wore something generic.

Clearly, this is silly. Indeed, our conscious minds know such status symbols are meaningless (not to mention easily faked), which is why we spout so many aphorisms denigrating our money obsession: “You can’t judge a book by its cover” or “Money is the root of all evil.” We bemoan a materialistic society (which seems to encompass everyone but ourselves). We tell whoever will listen that we must be morally superior to those rich types we read about or see on TV, that those people must have sold their souls to achieve such sums or else are harboring some secret misery. But meanwhile, many of us stick with work we don’t enjoy because “it pays the bills”—another moral compromise, if you think about it, albeit one more socially sanctioned.

So what are we to make of this? Basically, that our beliefs about money are muddled. We shouldn’t be surprised. The burgeoning field of happiness research is showing that we’re bad at guessing what will bring us satisfaction in many spheres of life. One classic example from the literature is a study comparing people with serious kidney disease—who had to spend hours every week tethered to dialysis machines—with healthy people. Looking at that situation, you’d assume the dialysis patients would be miserable. But they weren’t. On the whole, they weren’t unhappier than their healthier peers. We get used to many things, and as a corollary, can convince ourselves we should be unhappy despite all manner of objective blessings. You can have a wonderful job, a loving family, great health, and still be in a bad mood because you spilled coffee on your shirt when you slammed on the brakes because someone cut you off in traffic on the way to work. Happiness, we are learning, is the result of conscious choices.

But, when it comes to money, our choices are often the opposite. For all the obsession regarding our net worth, most of us fail to consider our decisions rationally, and in the end we succumb to one, essentially universal, basic financial assumption:

There is never enough.

This is the assumption that the woman on my e-mail list held until her husband’s big raise made that impossible to continue believing. We’ve all done this, lamenting the things we’d do if only we had “all the money in the world …, ” dismissing such grand ideas and desires as fantasy as we adopt more fatalistic attitudes of what responsible people should do with their resources.

For instance, if you believe various online budget calculators, prudent people should spend the bulk of their incomes staving off the demons of homelessness, starvation, and nakedness. People make wildly varying amounts, and human needs are relatively basic, so it seems strange that we should all spend 5 percent on clothing, 15 percent on transportation, 10–15 percent on food, and 25–35 percent on housing. Yet these are the percentages that pop up again and again. Many of these budgets leave a mere 5–10 percent for that category known as “miscellaneous”—which is where most of the fun stuff occurs—whether we earn $40,000, $400,000, or $4 million.

But this idea is not gospel. As often as we listen to the assumed expertise of the crowd, no one is forcing us to earn or spend our money in certain ways, and when we step back, we may realize that the resources we already have or can obtain can do more for our happiness than we think.

As I’ve been examining the way we earn and spend our money, and how we can all do so better, I’ve started asking people an even grander version of the question from that e-mail list:

If you had all the money in the world—not literally, but all you wanted—what would you change about your life?

The answers people give are fascinating. They start with obvious annoyances: “I would stop commuting.” “I would never empty the dishwasher again.” “I would only fly business class and scoot to the front of obnoxious security lines.” Then they ponder the more aspirational: “I would work less and travel more.” A few people blithely claim to be so blissful that they wouldn’t change anything about their personal lives, but if pressed they soon realize they could change their lives by instead using that money to improve other people’s lives. They begin contemplating how they would change the world, doing philanthropy aimed at injustices that rile them and investing in ventures that would help create a world in which they’d want to live.

Or, on the lighter side, as one woman told me, “I would buy a couple of networks and cable channels and cancel all reality shows.”

I find this exercise clarifying. For starters, it makes us realize that our biggest vexations might be solvable with far less than all the money in the world. If you hate emptying the dishwasher, you may be able to bribe a teenager into emptying it for a price you’re willing to pay. You could use paper plates and write a check to your favorite environmental charity as atonement. Even a business-class-only travel schedule would involve an earthbound (if large) sum. More important, though, by figuring out what matters to you, you can start to figure out ways you might be able to use money in a satisfying fashion. If working less and traveling more is important to you, then over time, it can become a financial goal. Vast amounts of money already come in and out of our lives, and could be redeployed if we wished.

That’s what Danny and Jillian Tobias discovered. This young couple worked hard for five years right out of school, living on one salary and saving the other by sharing a very cheap one-bedroom apartment in Washington, D.C. They drove a hand-me-down car on weekends and used public transportation during the week. They went mountain biking and kayaking rather than barhopping, and had friends over rather than going out much. None of this involved depriving themselves (“really, it wasn’t so hard,” Danny reports), but despite paying off student loans at the same time, they managed to build up $80,000 in savings over that half decade. They then used that cash to travel the world for two straight years. They climbed Mount Kilimanjaro. They saw the mountain gorillas in Uganda. They traveled along the old Silk Road overland from Istanbul to China, and sampled as many local beers as possible through the Americas. “Part of us wanted to keep saving for five more years and just retire to an expat lifestyle instead of taking the two years off,” Danny says. But, “we decided that didn’t work for us, we wanted to have kids one day.” If they put off their “mini-retirement” they weren’t sure when they’d do it.

They’ve now come back to the United States to start their adult lives—without much capital, of course. As they traveled, “we made it a policy to err on the side of spending the cash rather than saving it,” Danny says, but their low bank balance is hardly a different situation from that faced by the average person in her late 20s. Many people could do what Danny and Jillian did if they wanted. The difference is that, rather than spend 35 percent of their income on a house they didn’t want or need, the Tobias family asked how they could use money to build the lives they want. By doing so, they forced themselves out of the scarcity mind-set, the notion that the resources to do, have, and experience the things most people dream about will always be elusive.
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All the Money in the World is about the link between money and happiness, and about how money can be used in our rich society to optimize well-being for ourselves and those we care about. To start, we must stop thinking about money as something evil or soulless, or something that is interesting only in terms of how our pile compares to our neighbors’. Instead, we have to start thinking of it as a tool, a means to acquiring, doing, and taking care of things that bring us joy. I’ve come to believe that people who are happiest about money operate under three premises of wealth, a word that has less to do with quantity than with outlook:


1. I have enough. There are some people in this world who have more, but also plenty with less.

2. If I want more than I have now to achieve big goals, I can figure out a way to get it.

3. Every dollar is a choice. How I earn it and spend it are up to me.



I was pondering these premises soon after I started working on this book, when my husband, Michael, and I took our first kidless vacation in ages. Shortly after Christmas 2010, we ventured to Morocco, which is far from the poorest country in the world but certainly not the richest. Parts are well developed, with vast mineral resources paying for miles of freeway so new that our GPS system was puzzled. Other parts, however, feature roads that are little more than tracks through the hills, and in many rural areas, people live in the same subsistence goat-farming style that their ancestors did centuries ago. The children in these small villages looked shorter than they should be—sometimes like toddlers though they were walking to school—but stunted growth is inevitable in pockets of even a middle-income country where people live on less than $2 a day.

Such a subsistence life has many difficulties, and so people often flee those villages to try to make money off tourists in ways that I, as a tourist, definitely had mixed feelings about. Along the mountainous road from Marrakech to Ouarzazate, men appeared around every bend selling volcanic rocks with crystals inside. They’d have little inventory but would stand beside the road all day hawking what they had. Maybe some people enjoy standing beside a dusty highway selling rocks, but more likely the reason they stood there is that getting one tourist to overpay for rocks produces a better living than anything else they could be doing.

When adults sell useless objects, that’s one thing. What’s more disturbing is when adults send children to capitalize on visitors—selling packets of tissues, as one little girl kept attempting in the main square of Marrakech, or hassling us to let them be our guides by the Ouarzazate old city. Many of these children and teens were at least trilingual (Arabic, French, English), but despite having a skill set that would put them well on their way to getting a job at the UN, they were carrying tourists’ bags. This is an appalling waste of human capital, one that I have seen in way too many other places—such as Cambodia, where I once overheard children ask a Japanese couple for money in their language, then turn and do the same in English to me. In India, which exports some of the most driven and talented workers in the world, the Delhi slums have burned images in my brain of children picking through garbage dumps alongside dogs, competing for anything that could be used or sold.

Few of us in the developed world, even if we’re struggling through recessions or more ongoing woes, can fathom sending our young children out to sell tissues to strangers or scavenge in a garbage dump. That should make the first premise of wealth obvious. Even with purchasing power parity conversions, modest wages in the United States would go a long way in Morocco, Cambodia, or India.

It is human nature to compare ourselves with people who have more, and hence to fret that we’re somehow behind—that if we’re perfectly comfortable we should be millionaires, and if we’re millionaires we should be billionaires—but it’s just as easy to compare ourselves with those who have less. Indeed, it’s easier, because there are a lot more of them. According to 2006 figures from the UN’s World Institute for Development Economics Research, one needs household assets of about $61,000 to be in the top 10 percent of the wealthiest people worldwide. The median net worth of the world—the point at which half the population is below—was only about $2,200. In 2007, the median net worth for U.S. households was about $120,000.

If that thought makes you feel rich, why just compare your wealth to people alive today? Four hundred years ago, King Louis XIV with all his riches didn’t have access to the antibiotics, vaccines, or modern dentistry we take for granted. Maria Theresa, head of the entire Habsburg empire for 40 years in the 1700s, saw 6 of her 16 children die before adulthood, a ratio that few parents of any income level in the developed world could fathom now. Anyone who’s been born in a developed country in the past 70 years has pretty much won the lottery of human history. We are among the richest people who have ever walked this planet, and if you are part of the demographic that has the income to buy books like this and the education to read them, then you have won a second time. Because—looking at the second premise of wealth—if people around the world who have not been fortunate enough to receive the same level of schooling as we have can figure out how to add to their resources by selling rocks, presumably we can figure out ways to expand our circumstances over time as well.

So if we’ve won the lottery of human history, even if not the Powerball version, what should we do with the winnings? This brings us to premise three. They say money can’t buy happiness, but that’s an incomplete story. For starters, I’m not sure I’d repeat that aphorism to the Moroccan mother forced to send her daughter out to sell tissues so the family can eat. At its core, money is just a means of exchange, there to satisfy needs and desires. Compared with much of humanity, we have quite a bit of this tool, and operating from this mind-set of plenty we can recognize that earning and spending decisions are, to a large degree, choices. Beyond fulfilling our basic needs—which some people such as Danny and Jillian Tobias manage to do for quite low amounts, even in the United States—whenever we spend a dollar on one thing we are choosing not to spend it on something else. Each money decision says something about a person’s values (even the value that you don’t believe in committing tax evasion). For instance, even if you had all the money you wanted, I’m sure you could list several items or experiences that would bring you no pleasure whatsoever. I often feel this way looking at pictures from avant-garde fashion shows. So perhaps we should change that tired phrase. If money can’t buy happiness, perhaps we’re not spending it right.
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Money is a well-worn topic, so I want to clarify what this book is and is not. The best way to think of it is as a series of essays on intriguing money topics, aimed at making the reader say “I’d never thought of it that way before.” Unlike many writers of money books, I’m not going to tell you what a mutual fund is, or which you should invest in. I’m not going to share my secret for making millions in real estate, mostly because I haven’t made millions in real estate. I won’t tell you how credit bureaus calculate your FICO score; I can’t say I entirely understand it, though they seem to smile on paying your bills in full and on time, which sounds like a good idea to me, too. Perhaps most important, there is nothing in this book on getting out of debt. While you can operate from a mind-set of plenty if you have just a few more dollars coming in per month than you have going out for your family’s basic needs, it is hard to have this mind-set when every dollar and more is already spoken for. Over time any situation can be changed. But several excellent books on that topic already exist, and I can’t add anything new there.

As I’ve read those books, though, I’ve noticed a repeating narrative: pay off your nonmortgage debts, thus freeing up $500 or so per month to invest. The reason you should do this, the story goes, is that if you put that cash in the stock market, in funds returning 12 percent a year, in 40 years, you’ll have $5.7 million saved up. That’s a compelling calculation, if a little dubious, but even if you take these claims at face value, here’s something these books don’t mention: there’s a lot of life between your last $500 debt payment and having $5.7 million in your brokerage account. How should you earn and spend your money in the meantime? How should you make day-to-day decisions and big long-term decisions about your job, your house, your car, your family, and anything else that is important to you?

This book is for people who want to be mindful about their financial choices—who want to question what the logo on the sweater of that smiling woman in the mall means. It is for people who want to think and plan ahead, who are interested in how people earn and spend their money now and have done so in the past, and how we can all do it better. I’ll try to be practical when possible, but I also think it’s more interesting to think broadly, to move beyond pure self-help to the larger questions of why we do what we do. Many personal finance books assume that a golf-intensive retirement is a universal goal, but should it be? The real estate industry assumes everyone wants to stretch to own a home, because it’s a wise investment—though the past few years have shown the flaws of that notion, and it’s unclear that houses make people happy. Frugality tomes assume that housing and transportation costs are fixed, and so they focus on variable costs such as groceries or car insurance, even though these are relatively small percentages of the average family’s budget. As for that whole “budget” idea? I believe it needs a rethink, too. I’m a freelance writer who has never made the same amount month to month. And so the notion that there is some set figure coming in that then has to be divvied up according to certain percentages doesn’t seem inevitable to me either. A growing proportion of the population is in the same boat, and partly for this reason, it’s sometimes easier, and less painful, to think about earning more rather than spending less. I’ll look at certain assumptions about what it costs to raise kids, at the few categories of spending that do correlate with happiness, and the opportunity cost involved with saving money by sacrificing time. I’ll discuss how to give money away and how to use it to create opportunities for other people.

In my previous book, 168 Hours, I wrote that I was not a time management guru. I’m often not even a particularly sparkling example of time management, as one audience in Pittsburgh must have discovered, savoring the irony, as their time management speaker rushed in disheveled and five minutes late. I came at the topic of time as a journalist who likes to write about economics with a human angle. How do people optimize the allocation of resources? Time is a resource. So is money, with some intriguing parallels and differences. I want to approach the topic of money in the same way I analyzed time, asking big questions of what we do with it, while making the subject more entertaining with the stories of foragers, mega-families, anti-lawn crusaders, microphilanthropy entrepreneurs, preachers with a money-back guarantee on tithing, and others who can teach us something about money, even if none of us are actual CPAs or financial planners.

This is not a book about me, though I will sometimes appear in the narrative. One major reason this topic intrigued me was the opportunity to learn to be a better steward of the resources I have or can muster. If I have been lucky in life to have enough, what should I do to build a life that is worthy of that fortune? Even people with far more money than I could ever hope to accumulate eventually have to make choices. So what choice framework can optimize well-being, both in my own life and for those I care about?

It’s a challenging question, one I hope you will ask as well, as you read this book. After surveying the research on maximizing happiness, I have some concrete suggestions to add to that e-mail discussion on sudden wealth. These days, I buy more little pleasures like lattes and flowers, and spend more on gifts and on getting together with friends. I spend more on something when I can identify the specific proprietor or creative type who would benefit from my purchase. On the other hand, we made the choice while I was writing this book to move to Pennsylvania from New York City, in part for the lower cost of living. My husband and I flew to Morocco on a cheaper flight than we’d originally intended. I used a chunk of the cash we saved to make a donation to a rural—and partially solar-powered!—library building project in the Zawiya Ahansal region near some of the villages we passed through. In this part of Morocco, 70 percent of men and 90 percent of women are illiterate. This library will be the first access ever for the region’s 15,000 inhabitants to books, newspapers, and the Internet. I hope in some small way that helps to create a world where little girls don’t need to sell tissues and grown-ups don’t need to sell rocks unless they find it fulfilling to do so. I quite enjoy picturing Moroccan kids at those computers. Much more than I would have enjoyed giving that cash to Delta. As this and many other experiences have taught me, when you think broadly about the options, money can buy happiness.

This book is about how to do just that.


CHAPTER 1
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What Else Could That Ring Buy?

In late December 2009, a young man e-mailed me with an unusual request. He wanted to propose to his girlfriend in front of the LOVE sculpture in midtown Manhattan and thought it would be nice to hire some singers from the choir I was then managing to serenade the unsuspecting lady. As we exchanged e-mails about the song, our formation, and when we could meet for coffee so I could recognize him on the street, we got to talking about weddings and, as often happens, the massive expenditures associated with them. A few weeks into our correspondence, he picked up the lovely diamond ring he’d selected for his bride-to-be. It felt strange to hand over money he’d been saving for two years to pay for a piece of jewelry, he told me, but it was for a good cause.

Certainly, marrying the love of his life was a worthwhile endeavor. As my fellow choir members and I sang on that cold street corner, though, and cheered when his beloved accepted, I couldn’t help but ponder the other half of this young man’s statement. When you think about it, it is strange to hand over such a large chunk of one’s savings for a rock. A dazzling rock, to be sure, and one that you hope the eventual owner will wear for the rest of her life. But given that most of us have a hard time saving that long for anything, it’s odd that we don’t think more about why we spend so much on small amounts of pressurized carbon—something the wedding industry claims more than 80 percent of U.S. couples do. According to statistics from TheKnot.com’s annual Real Weddings survey, the average couple spent $5,392 on an engagement ring in 2010.

So why do we buy diamonds? As we ponder the topics of money, life, and happiness, I think it’s worth exploring the logic behind this near-universal purchase, and what it says about our usual money decisions. The most curious part of the whole equation is that the five grand that couples spend on rings, and indeed, the whole $20,000-plus that the average couple spends on the wedding, is spent before the marriage begins, when the relationship is still gleaming as bright as that shiny rock on the bride’s finger. Unfortunately, people being the way they are, that gleam will dull a bit for most folks in the years after a couple says “I do.” Over the decades, kids, jobs, and chores will conspire to drain a couple’s emotional bank account. It is then that they start daydreaming about all the things they would do to put some passion and enjoyment back into their marriage, if only they had the cash (and time).

What we forget in all this is that money is perfectly fungible. It is as easily spent on one thing as another. Few young couples ponder this as they plan the weddings that usher in their lives together, but in the later, more frazzled days that will inevitably come, the same money spent on rings and elaborate cakes could be invested quite strategically in making them live happily after. How strategically? That is, what else could that ring buy?

You can buy a lot of things for $5,392, but I like this question because it highlights the concept of opportunity cost and what it means to use our resources wisely. This is a line of thought that has become increasingly prevalent as the economy limps out of the doldrums of the past few years. Of course, pundits have oversold the new sobriety, as they always do. One of my favorite pastimes is finding quotes from old financial magazines that completely misjudge human nature. Like this gem from Money, published about a year after the Black Friday crash of 1987: “The period of great permissive spending, the narcissism, the idea that you could speculate in stocks without risk—that’s all over now.” Sure, if by “all over now” you mean “over until the Nasdaq inflates like a balloon from 1997 to 1999.” Still, I believe there is something worth exploring in this post–Great Recession desire to align our money with our values. Even when our wallets fatten back up again, wouldn’t it be nice to know we’re making each dollar count? Few couples basking in the glow of early romance consider the practical side of what all that wedding cash could buy them, and there are plenty of emotional reasons we don’t question an expense so deeply ingrained in our culture that we might as well stop celebrating the Fourth of July while we’re at it. But doing so creates an interesting thought experiment—one we can extend to all our money decisions—and brings up evidence that perhaps the way we handle our money is more of a choice than we think.

THE BAUBLE ECONOMY
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For all the time brides spend planning their weddings, few spend many minutes pondering how diamond rings became so ubiquitous in the first place. The answer turns out to be a fascinating story of changing social standards and blatant opportunism. Betrothal rings have been around for a while, but the popular diamond obsession appears to have had its genesis in the 1930s. In a 1990 article for the Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization, legal professor Margaret Brinig argued that rings became popular when states repealed their laws allowing women to sue for “breach of promise to marry.” While premarital sex was still a no-no in the years after World War I, there was some gray area, and close to half of women lost their virginity while engaged. “All this was well and good,” Brinig wrote, but for the woman, “if the marriage never came about, she was irretrievably barred from offering an unblemished self to a new suitor and suffered a loss in ‘market value.’ ” A crafty man wishing to have sex with nice girls could “propose” and then jilt a string of fiancées. Perhaps to guard against this threat, multiple states had laws on the books allowing women to sue for breach of promise, thus dissuading men from such behavior, or at least making them face expensive consequences for any casual trysts.

Then, in 1935, a legislator from Indiana sponsored a bill abolishing broken engagement as a reason to sue for damages. Other jurisdictions followed, which soon raised a question: if a woman couldn’t sue, what could she do to protect herself? One solution would be to demand a large transfer of capital as part of an engagement. That would make any prospective grooms think twice about seducing a woman under false pretenses. The most efficient way to do this would be for the man to give his beloved money. Money can be used for anything, and so this method would at least let the woman do something useful with it, like go to school or start a business. But genteel folks have always found cash a bit tacky in proper situations, so that didn’t catch on.

Fortuitously, at the same time brides were looking for something expensive yet respectable to secure their honor, the diamond industry faced a glut of the precious stones and needed some way to move them. Seeing an opportunity, the DeBeers company staged one of the first national marketing campaigns to boost diamond sales. Its advertising agency got Hollywood stars to wear conspicuous rings, and movies soon featured engagement scenes involving diamonds. Within just three decades the diamond engagement ring was welded into the culture, almost universally accepted, and soon subject to rampant inflation as “two months’ salary” became the suggested tax on grooms, and in certain quarters anything less than a carat—close to the average now—became a cause for furtive whispers about the man’s finances. Because humans are wired to defer to markers of status, men like my young friend face enormous pressure to spend big in pursuit of rings that make their brides look well cared for.

Of course, the ring is only the first major matrimonial purchase in a long cascade of spending. Any merchant knows that once a customer buys one expensive item, the floodgates open. Why not buy nice floor mats if you’ve already bought the car? With our appetites for luxury whetted by pricey diamond rings, it’s easy to justify myriad other purchases that you’d probably never spring for at other points in your life. Back when I was planning my wedding in spring and summer of 2004, I amassed quite a collection of Martha Stewart Weddings magazines and wedding planning books. I spent hours pondering questions like whether we needed matchbooks with our names and our wedding date on them. Did I want our guests to blow bubbles or wave sparklers or throw confetti? The intervening years have not changed the wedding industry’s opinion that these small and inevitably expensive details should consume a bride’s focus. Popping over to The Knot
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“In this engaging and thoughi-provoking book, Laura Vanderkam explains how
we can get the most happiness bang for our buck, right here and now in the way we live
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