

‘Unlike her name, Claer’s journalism is always clear. She’s a great champion of financial literacy. I suspect the book will be no different. More power to her elbow.’

Martin Lewis CBE, founder, Money Saving Expert

‘This book has everything you need to understand and take control of your finances. It is bursting with common sense and is invaluable and utterly indispensable in these tough times.’

Lorraine Kelly CBE, TV personality and journalist, Lorraine

‘The money book for people who hate money books.’

Eddie Mair, broadcaster

‘You MUST read this book. It’s funny, it’s wise, it’s kind – and we’ve never needed it more.’

Tim Harford OBE, The Undercover Economist, author, How to Make the World Add Up

‘Numbers and money can be scary topics. But armed with Claer’s combination of charm and financial expertise, this book can help everyone feel more confident. This should be compulsory reading for all! Claer is clearly the financial teacher for the nation.’

Bobby Seagull, maths teacher and TV personality

‘Claer gets right to the heart of what’s eating away at us all, quietly, about our own money blockages, in language that feels familiar, up close, and most of all kind. This is the book I want to give my son as soon as he’s old enough.’

Ranvir Singh, TV personality and journalist, Good Morning Britain

‘This is a book rich in financial goodness. Written in plain English, it’s for everyone – absorb and lick your finances into shape.’

Jeff Prestridge, group wealth and personal finance editor, Daily Mail and General Trust
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Introduction

Are you ‘good’ with money?

If your answer to this question is ‘no’, ‘sometimes’ or ‘not sure’ – relax!

I am going to begin by telling you what could be the biggest money secret of all.

In the 20 years I have been a financial journalist, deep down, pretty much everyone I have ever met thinks they could be doing a better job of looking after their money – me included.

How do I know this? Because I am honoured to be somebody that people trust with their money problems – on TV and the radio, on my Money Clinic podcast and in everyday life.

You’re reading the first page of my book, which suggests you feel like this too. Welcome to the club! You’re in good company; we don’t admit perfectionists, and I am so glad to meet you.

But first, I want to make a confession. For years, I’ve said that I would never write a book about money. I also said that I would never get married, as my dad kindly reminded everyone when I finally tied the knot ten years ago (he got a big laugh).

The simple reason I vowed never to write a book about money is because I have never wanted to read a book about money. Murder mysteries are more my cup of tea.

But reading money manuals covered in pound signs, reeking of sensible spreadsheets, finger-wagging ‘experts’ who never put a foot wrong and boring facts and figures … quite frankly, I’d rather go down the pub.

Which begs the next question: Why should I expect you to read this book about money?

Because it is written especially for people who would never, ever buy a book about money.

If we were sitting chatting in the pub, what I’ve written down for you here is pretty much what I’d say (just with fewer f-bombs).

One of the biggest problems with money is that we all have far too much going on in our lives to get to grips with it. It’s complicated. It’s written in another language. There’s lots of scary numbers, and other things that only boffins understand.

In short, it gives us the ick.

Dealing with money issues makes us feel anxious at the best of times, but at the time of writing, the cost-of-living crisis is cranking up the fear factor. Most of us have dozens of money questions we secretly want to know the answers to, but we don’t know who to ask – and we don’t want to look stupid by admitting we don’t know. As our finances come under more pressure, getting these questions answered is now no longer optional – it’s essential!

When people are feeling brave enough to open up, here are some ways the conversation usually begins:


‘Claer, I know I should know about this stuff, but …’

‘You’ll probably think this is a really stupid question …’

‘I feel like an idiot for not understanding this …’

‘I’m scared to ask, but I can’t stop worrying about …’

‘I tried to find out more about this online, and now I’m more confused than ever …’



Sound familiar?

Often, people have wasted months or even years attempting to solve a problem as they struggle to find the facts, and wrestle with the possible decisions.

How can we unblock these feelings, and get on with our lives? As the title of this book attests, learning how to manage money is not something we are explicitly taught in schools, colleges, universities or the workplace.

Our parents have the biggest influence shaping our attitudes to money in our formative years – more on this shortly – but their levels of financial know-how vary drastically, and families are often very secretive about money.

And money is not something that people feel comfortable talking about – even to their partners, or close friends – unless they’re boasting on TikTok that they made a million trading crypto (funny how you never see them posting videos admitting that they lost a million). Social media can be a great place to learn more about money, but it comes with the inbuilt danger of making us feel inadequate.

The emotional baggage we attach to money issues is way over the standard airline limit. This makes it difficult to talk about money, but if we turn to Google to search out the answers, it can also be stressful and time consuming.

Finding trustworthy, accurate and independent information about money is hard – and there are so many different products, rules, regulations and catches you need to be aware of. However, most people can’t afford a financial adviser to help them make decisions.

The wider financial industry also seems hell-bent on boring our pants off by overcomplicating things to the point that nobody understands. This makes it hard for us to make decisions – so we put them off (perhaps forever!).

Most of us drift around in a state of financial inertia, and banks and financial companies profit from our lack of know-how. For this reason, there are lots of things in this book that I believe most people in the industry don’t want us to know. Why? They’d take less of our money if we wised up!

As well as making you feel less overwhelmed by money issues, I hope the lessons I have to pass on could change your life for the better. And if anyone asks if you’re good with money, the answer is … you’re about to get much better.

Seven key money habits

In my ongoing quest to make the most of my own money, I have identified seven key habits that come up time and time again and help keep me on track. I hope they can help you too. Just reading them might provide some inspiration!

I share these with you as an ‘entry point’ to establishing a better relationship with money – but the real power is in their practical application. As you read through the different chapters of the book, I’ll be suggesting lots of specific ways to put these habits into action.

And don’t forget – managing our money is an ongoing journey. The one certainty in life? Change! Stock markets move up and down; rules and regulations alter; our earnings could increase or decrease – and our financial plans have to adapt accordingly.

Here are seven key financial habits that will help you to ‘unblock’ your negative feelings about money, and move forward with positivity.

HABIT NUMBER ONE: Be rational, not emotional

The first thing we all must accept is that money is a highly emotive topic! Everyone has a different emotional relationship with money, and this strongly influences our attitude to earning, spending, borrowing, saving and investing it.

Now more than ever, we need to make rational and informed decisions with our cash – but it can be hard to resist these powerful emotional undercurrents. In the first chapter, I’m going to introduce some common financial personalities. Learning to be more rational and thinking of money as a tool can power our future financial success and, importantly, reduce the ‘fear factor’.

HABIT NUMBER TWO: Make mindful money choices

Being more aware of the choices we are making helps answer the eternal question: ‘Where has all of my money gone?’

In Chapters 2 and 3, I’m going to share tips, techniques and free digital tools you can use to dig into your data, keep a mindful eye on your own personal balance sheet and ultimately feel more in control (hurrah!). In Chapter 4, we’ll apply this to tackling debts.

HABIT NUMBER THREE: Separate and automate

Once you’ve overcome the hard part and made a financial decision to do something, make it easy on yourself by automating it!

As I explain in Chapter 3, digital banking means it’s never been easier to ‘Pay Yourself First’, setting up automatic payments into separate accounts to target your money towards certain areas. From round-ups to emergency funds and even stock market investments (Chapter 8), you’ll be surprised at what you can achieve.

HABIT NUMBER FOUR: Give yourself a goal

If you go to see a professional financial planner, the first question they will ask you is ‘What are your financial goals?’ This isn’t an easy question to answer – but it’s worth spending some time on, as goals are a powerful motivational tool.

Thinking about the bigger picture helps us realise how quickly small actions add up. For example, saving £2.70 a day would give you nearly £1,000 within a year.

In Chapter 5, I’ll guide you through the process of how to approach and set different goals for yourself, and how to stay motivated when things don’t go quite to plan.

HABIT NUMBER FIVE: Be curious

Being open to learning about aspects of your finances that you don’t feel confident about is key to your future success. There are no stupid questions about money – apart from never asking any! However, the way maths is taught in schools can put some people off numbers for life.

Throughout this book, I’m going to humanise those numbers by using real-life examples and case studies to give you the confidence to ask questions – and understand the answers. In Chapter 6, we’re going to look at how to protect yourself from scams and schemes, and learn how other people’s plans for our money are rarely in our best interests.

HABIT NUMBER SIX: Build your own financial plan

Setting goals focuses our minds on where we want to be – but forward planning is all about nailing the practical aspects of how we get there!

In Chapter 7, I’ll show you how to break your goals down into smaller steps, and how we can harness the power of two of the most potent forces in the financial world – tax breaks and compound interest. Don’t worry if you’ve never heard of them – I’m going to explain in simple language how you can profit from them.

HABIT NUMBER SEVEN: Make time to talk about money

Talking about money is our biggest block – many people feel deeply uncomfortable doing so. Exploring your own emotional relationship with money first will help you to find common ground to communicate with your partner, friends and family, and move forward together.

In Chapters 9 and 10, we’ll extend this to asking your boss for a pay rise – and getting one! Plus, I’ll explain how to have productive conversations with financial companies.

Pride is a costly emotion. Money problems have a nasty habit of getting worse if we choose to ignore them. But there is no shame in asking for help. I’ve suggested lots of sources of (free) help and advice throughout this book, and I will be by your side as you learn how all of these habits can help you get to a better place.

I DON’T HAVE VERY MUCH MONEY – IS THIS BOOK FOR ME?

The short answer is yes!

Here’s the slightly longer answer. While you might not be able to put some of the things I’m suggesting into practice just yet, it will be really valuable for you to find out more about them now so you can be prepared when the time comes.

This is particularly the case with investing. The rise of crypto and trading apps have spawned a new generation of investors, but a lot of people jumped in with both feet, lost money, and now don’t know what to do (I tackle this in Chapter 6).

Buying your first home is another long-term aspiration that you may feel is totally out of your reach. I’ve got lots of ideas about how to plan for this in Chapter 5 – including how to bag a 25 per cent government bonus on your deposit savings – but I also have need-to-knows for those of us who are renting.

Worrying about money is a fact of life. It doesn’t matter how much or how little money you’ve got, or what you might have to show for it. Everybody has huge insecurities – and as the cost of living rises, these feelings are intensifying.

I get frustrated with the finance industry for making money more confusing and intimidating than it has to be, but I also think our own reluctance to talk more freely about money stops us from sharing knowledge and asking for help.

In the current crisis, we really need to look out for one another. Talking about money is important, but so is noticing what other people might be too scared to say. It is now widely recognised that money problems adversely affect our mental health (and vice versa). As well as being a huge source of stress and anxiety, it literally can become a matter of life or death.

People in problem debt are three times more likely to have thought about suicide in the past year than others, according to the Money and Mental Health Institute, the charity set up by Martin Lewis CBE (someone who has done more to further the cause of financial literacy in this country than anyone else).

There is rarely one single factor that drives people to take their own life, but more than 100,000 people in England attempt suicide while in problem debt each year.

Right now, all of the debt charities I speak to say they are getting the most calls from people whose debts stem from being unable to pay their household bills. This is a huge, systemic problem that no amount of coupon-clipping or careful budgeting can resolve.

While those of us with a bit more cash can benefit from changing our money habits, we need policy change at the very top to create a fairer financial system. Martin’s campaigning work inspires me to shout loudly about the following financial issues:


	The growing number of families struggling on ‘deficit budgets’

	Record numbers of people now reliant on food banks

	Our broken energy market

	The inadequacy of our benefits system

	The crippling cost of childcare

	The housing crisis

	The gender pay gap

	The horrifying amount of financial fraud

	The lack of decent financial education for young people and adults



These problems are too big for a short, practical book about money to resolve, but I’d encourage you to join me in campaigning for them to be urgently moved up the political agenda. I will continue to shout about them while there is breath left in my body!

Over the course of the next ten chapters, let’s concentrate on the things we can change – and that starts with our own money habits.
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Money: It’s Emotional

Learning how to deal with money is difficult on many levels. There’s the numbers, which give many people the heebie-jeebies. Then there’s the jargon that the financial world seems to have been invented merely to confuse us. And finally, there’s the emotional tripwires that can prevent us from talking about money, or asking for help if we don’t understand.

Having money makes us feel powerful; not having any makes us feel powerless. Our emotional relationship with money could be driven by fear, greed, pride, guilt or shame – powerful feelings that can manifest themselves through our spending, saving and attitude to risk in ways that we might not even realise.

This first chapter is all about coming to terms with the highly emotive nature of money and learning to take a more rational approach.

We’re going to learn how some of our ‘bad habits’ are formed, and spend some time exploring the past so we can decouple our emotions from our financial habits in the future.

I’m going to reveal the first of my ‘super seven’ habits – being rational, not emotional with money – and introduce some ‘financial personalities’ that can help us to think about things in the abstract and – very importantly – have a bit of fun in the process.

What’s your earliest money memory?

The money associations that we form in early childhood are a powerful influence for the rest of our lives – fact. A huge study by Cambridge University found that our attitudes towards money are largely set by the age of seven.1

Not seventeen – seven!

For this reason, every guest who comes on my Money Clinic podcast gets asked the question: ‘What’s your earliest money memory?’

I’d like to start the first chapter by asking you the same question.

One of my favourite responses was from Sol Campbell, the football legend. Growing up in a small house in east London as the youngest of 12 siblings, Sol said his earliest money memory was scouring the property pages of the local paper. He wanted to know how much it would cost to buy his own house so he could have the luxury of his own bedroom!2

Could this aspiration have influenced Sol to invest his earnings from his football career into building a £50m property empire?

Gina Miller, the campaigner and investment manager, remembered her mother’s extreme resourcefulness when she was growing up in Guyana.

‘She was incredibly careful with money, and her lesson to us as children was what you have today could be gone tomorrow – so you have to look after it,’ she told me.3 ‘Even as my father became more successful and we had money, we had to be careful with it.’

Could this have helped establish Gina’s strong inner confidence about money and finance, leading her to start multiple businesses and become one of the most prominent women in the City of London today? I don’t think it’s a coincidence.

Would you like to hear my earliest money memory? (I’m going to tell you anyway.)

At the age of five, I remember creeping out of bed at night, and watching my parents managing their finances together sat around the kitchen table. Money was tight when we were growing up, but I felt secure knowing that my mum and dad were working together, carefully budgeting to make sure we always had enough – plus I knew that they hid envelopes with cash for each week inside Mum’s giant cookery book! (And no, I never dared to try to swipe a fiver.)

My mum didn’t work while my brother and I were young, but the fact that she had such a big say in how Dad’s wages were divided up and spent definitely shaped my own fierce sense of financial independence in later life.

But our early money memories aren’t always warm and fuzzy.

One pathetically sad memory I have is longing to have fashionable clothes, rather than hand-me-downs and second-hand things. When my mum started working again, I have a wonderful memory of us both visiting the temple of teenage delight that was called Tammy Girl, and the outfit that she bought me. As an adult, I have always been prone to splurging on clothes, although the internet shows that my fashion choices have not always been wise!

Money – or the lack of it – is a huge source of conflict. Many friends say that hearing their parents constantly argue about money is the thing that’s stuck with them. This could sow the seeds for feeling fearful or ashamed about money, or struggling to find the words to talk about it. Maybe you would rather avoid the topic altogether (which has a cost)?

Can bad memories make for good money habits?

Negative experiences can also provide the catalyst for change. My good friend Lindsay Cook, who hosts the Mrs Mean Money Show podcast, is brilliant with money and is always the first person I call when I’m having a wobble.

Growing up in Grimsby in the 1960s, Lindsay’s father was an angry man. ‘He was dreadful with money,’ she recalls. ‘He bought new cars and fancy clothes and was a key supporter of the Cleethorpes Conservative Club, or at least its bar. There was never enough for essentials, and he had huge arguments with my mother.’

Lindsay left home as soon as she could, started her career as a financial journalist, and bought her first house when she was in her early 20s. ‘In those days, it was unusual for a single woman to do this, but more than anything, I wanted to be financially independent and not end up being trapped like my mother.’

While not as traumatic, another ‘bad memory’ that comes up time and time again is school maths lessons. On a podcast I made to celebrate National Numeracy Day, 22-year-old listener, Jade, vividly recalled the burning feeling of shame in not knowing the answer to questions in maths class.4 Years later, thoughts of all those red crosses were holding her back from dealing with numbers and money as an adult.

Jade was convinced she couldn’t ‘do numbers’. Can you relate?

Money and maths

I’ll let you into a secret. Maths was always my worst subject at school. I could do the basics OK (providing I had a pencil to chew on) but I was never as fast as the others. To this day, I still double-check even simple sums on my iPhone calculator as I don’t quite trust my brain to get it right.

As someone who writes about complex areas of finance like tax and pensions, I’ve obviously had to get over this block! While I may not be the fastest, I know I can find out the answers if I go at my own pace – and that’s the feeling I hold on to.

But as a teenager, I used to get very stroppy with my poor teacher Mrs Saggar: ‘Miss, what is the point of Pythagoras? When in our adult lives are we ever going to need to measure a triangle?’

It is nearly 30 years since I scraped through my GCSE maths exam and, lo and behold, I have never once encountered a triangle-measuring emergency (although I can still recall that A² plus B² equals C²).

This is why the Financial Times’s Financial Literacy and Inclusion Campaign (FLIC for short) wants school maths lessons to contain more ‘money maths’. Children are naturally interested in money, and there are all kinds of future life skills that we could open up their minds to. How about an exam question comparing the price of mobile phone contracts, working out whether you’ll pay more buying a £500 handset up front, or paying £30 a month for two years?

I pick mobile phones, as this is something that will be super-relevant to every 14–15-year-old. But the cost of buying hair extensions on credit forms part of lessons for Nicola Butler from Colwyn Bay in Wales, who was crowned Personal Finance Teacher of the Year in 2021.5

Her aim is to make lessons as realistic as possible. Having got everyone chatting about hair, she quickly steers the conversation around to the lure of consumer debt and the true cost of borrowing (at £400, most people will still be paying for their extensions long after they’ve grown out).

So instead of spending so many lessons teaching us about triangles, how about explaining why credit cards are the most expensive way of spending money, how ‘Buy Now, Pay Later’ influences us to spend more, how income tax will be charged on our future earnings or how paying an extra 1 per cent into our pensions from the age of 20 could give us 25 per cent more money by the time we retire?

I will of course be teaching you lessons about all of these in the coming pages – but maybe if you had known more about them as a younger person, you could have avoided some expensive mistakes – or set some valuable habits in motion.

For now, let’s return to your early money memories.

With precious little financial education, our parents, grandparents and other family members are likely to have been a huge influence and maybe a source of information – and inspiration – over the years.

Thinking about these early money memories is such an important question. It’s also a great, non-threatening question to spark a wider conversation about money with a partner or family member – for more on this, see Chapter 10.

So why do I want you to ‘go there’?

Because I find it can produce some enlightening responses – these money memories stick in our minds for a reason!
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HABIT NUMBER ONE:

Be rational, not emotional

Separating our money from our emotions is easier said than done. Later on in this book, we’re going to hear from Vicky Reynal, a psychotherapist who specialises in helping people who have a problematic relationship with their finances.

All too often, their problem isn’t with money itself – it’s what money has come to symbolise in their lives. Whether you would say your own relationship with money is ‘good’, ‘bad’ or somewhere in-between, I think we can all take something from this.

At a surface level we could be spending too much, neglecting our finances, obsessively watching the pennies or taking huge risks, but Vicky says what could be driving us to do this ‘are desires and fears around security, power, confidence, masculinity, femininity, control or love’.

We need to acknowledge and accept the role that emotions play in our financial lives to be able to think more rationally and see money as a tool that can unlock different opportunities.

On its own, having more money is not going to change our emotional relationship with money or solve our financial problems. Statistics show that 70 per cent of US lottery winners end up going broke.6 No matter how much money we have, we need to make rational choices to make the most of it.

As I’ll show you, our early money experiences have a lasting influence – they’re how our habits are formed. Think of a habit as a shortcut to making a decision. We do it on auto-pilot, but we don’t necessarily remember why we’re doing it. We build up a collection of habits that hardwire our brains into doing things with money in a certain way – and this informs our ‘financial personality’ as adults.

For example, you might remember getting a buzz from saving up your pocket money in a piggy bank as a kid. As an adult, this savings habit could be second nature – you’re great at putting money aside and find it easy to control your spending.

Alternatively, some of your most vivid memories might be your parents arguing about money. Having learned to associate money with conflict, in your adult life you might find money is a topic you are at pains to avoid.

If there’s one colour of envelope that is bound to provoke an emotional response, it’s a manila brown one from HMRC. Years ago, if I came home and found a letter from the tax office on my doormat, my emotional response was terror! It could be a huge bill, so I’d hide it under the fruit bowl without opening it.

Nowadays, my rational response is to open it before I’ve even taken my coat off. I’ve learned if you have a tax issue, it’s better to deal with it swiftly. Usually, it’s just some banal missive saying two digits in my tax code have changed.

Understanding the emotional foundations that our own relationship with money has been built on can often lead to ‘aha’ moments – the penny drops when we realise how our attitudes towards money today were originally formed.

And crucially, this is the first step in the journey towards changing them for the better.


What’s your financial personality?

Psychologists commonly use the concept of a ‘financial personality’ to explore the emotional relationship we have with money, and better understand how this influences our financial decisions.

To which I say: ‘Hmm!’

On the one hand, looking at common personality traits can help us lower our guard, explore the emotional roots of our most deeply entrenched money habits and, by thinking objectively about these, find more rational ways of approaching them.

But we’re complex beings – and our money personalities are multi-faceted. Our relationship with money cannot be reduced to a single stereotype. So my first caveat is that the different personalities I describe in the next pages are extremes – and my depictions of them are deliberately tongue in cheek.

Harking back to school maths lessons, it’s quite a Venn diagram; you might feel you’re somewhere on the spectrum of more than one (I certainly do). Some days, I’m killing it with the spreadsheets, but on other days, I just want to bury my head in the sand (or rather, a nice chilled bottle of Gavi).

Yes – even money ‘experts’ have off days!

We must accept that we’re all going to make mistakes with money – it’s just part of the process. What’s important is picking ourselves up, learning from these mistakes and carrying on. There is no shame in admitting that you find money difficult or a drag to deal with – but deal with it, we must.

Finally, I do worry that giving people a ‘label’ could make them think they’re predestined to have this kind of relationship with money forever. As you’ll see from the case studies in this book, change is most definitely possible, even if it doesn’t happen in a straight line.

Yet in order to change your mindset, you must better understand it. So, see what you make of my little cast of characters overleaf, the financial personality traits you share with them, and the money habits you could benefit from.
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Motto: When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping.

This could be you if: You know the three numbers on the back
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