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			To my mom, who taught me everything I know about
courage, resilience, and power

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I’ll admit, it took me a little while to understand that women aren’t treated like men when it comes to money. I attribute this to the fact that I grew up surrounded by powerhouse women. For the better part of my adult life, and certainly by the time my brain’s critical thinking center was fully formed, the primary breadwinners in my family were all women. But it didn’t start out that way.

			I was seven years old when I first began to learn the immeasurable value of financial independence and the powers of choice, opportunity, and flexibility that come with it. At the time, I thought the most exciting part of my day would be my childhood friend’s birthday party at Santini’s, the pizza place down the road. And it was, until my next-door neighbor instead of my mom arrived to pick me up. Everyone was hush-hush, as if this were perfectly normal, but I knew it wasn’t. Kids aren’t stupid. Where were my parents?

			The gnawing feeling that something was gravely wrong sat in the pit of my stomach as if it lived there—heavy as the weight of all the basketballs I had just spent the last several hours shooting and missing (mind you, I’ve never been a star athlete). I made small talk on the car ride home, for reasons I didn’t understand. Confusion turned into tension, and the tension grew for what seemed like days. No one was telling me anything. Just when I felt that I might explode, I finally learned the news: My dad had suffered a massive heart attack at work. The doctors think he died before he even reached the hospital. They did everything they could. He didn’t make it.

			My world was flipped upside down, second only to my mother’s. In an instant, she had been thrust into the role of single mother and all that came with it. At the time, she didn’t have a “job” per se, though her stay-at-home-parent duties could have earned her a six-figure salary if she had been paid for them. She had no college degree. She had no income. What she did have was me and my little brother, sheer willpower, and a measure of determination that I’ve spent my entire life learning to replicate.

			Newly widowed with two kids in tow, my mom had many jobs to do, but most pressing was to find one that paid her. She started as a real estate appraiser. As it turned out, that first required 2,500 hours of unpaid (or barely paid) apprenticeship. Ultimately, the apprenticeship paycheck didn’t quite cut it, so my mom turned to real estate sales as a financial cushion while she continued working on her appraiser license.

			As for me, I learned by osmosis, and I learned all kinds of things. Aside from learning to cook fish sticks in the toaster oven and convince my brother they were chicken nuggets on her workdays, I went on listing appointments, tagged along to open houses, and watched (and watched, and watched) my mom draft contracts. By thirteen, I could spot a house with bad energy from a mile away. By sixteen, I knew what foreclosures were and how they happened. By the skin of our teeth, we survived the housing bubble of 2007 and the housing crash of 2008 that followed, and I watched it all from the passenger seat.

			But I also learned about the perceptions people have about women and money, and the very real sexism and gender bias that take place surrounding it. Real estate appraisal was a male-dominated field back then and still is now. I remember how many of the more experienced men talked down to my mom, though I didn’t (and couldn’t) fully understand why at the time. I was too young to interpret such chauvinistic behavior, which I would see over and over again. My mom used to half-joke that if she were just a few inches taller, perhaps they would take her more seriously. She felt more powerful on the phone than she did in person, when the guy on the other end would need to “man up” and face the music: that she was, in fact, a woman, and that he would need to deal with it. I picked up on these patriarchal signals even as a child (and I still remember them more than twenty years later), but I didn’t recognize them as blatant discrimination until I was much, much older.

			After everything I’ve told you, you might describe my mother as courageous. Resilient. Powerful. And yet, my mom describes herself during this time in her life, the period after my dad’s passing, as “feeling like an egg.” She felt so fragile. At any moment, she worried that something might happen to her, and her kids would be left with nothing. For both of us (and for a long time), the prevailing thought process of our shared experience became fear: It was a day like any other, until it wasn’t. At any given moment, I could be minutes away from having no source of reliable income. Minutes away from having no way to pay the bills, or to buy groceries. A blessing and a curse, my dad’s death forced us to see the world through the lens of three guiding principles: that I cannot rely on another person for income, that I will not rely on another person for income, and that one source of income is only one step away from no source of income.

			You might be thinking my three tenets sound more like evidence of textbook scarcity mindset, and you’d be right. It took time and many more life and money lessons to shake the feeling, and I’m not certain I’ll ever shake it completely. But, for all of its shortcomings, this simple framework (and more challenging shift in mindset) did lead me on a lifelong quest to achieve complete financial independence—and, eventually, though I didn’t know it at the time, to compile the most important bits I’ve learned and share them here with you.

			From where I sat then and from where I sit now, it would be impossible for me to ever describe my mother as an egg. Through every financial pitfall, I learned courage. Through every struggle, I learned resilience. What might have at first pass instilled scarcity in time evolved into empowerment—for both of us. In retrospect and in due time, I built my own custom-crafted library of financial know-how. I soon realized that I knew enough about money to never need to rely on another person for income (if I don’t want to). If I ever lost my source(s) of income, I knew I could always find another one. And, most important, my financial knowledge afforded me the enormous privilege of choice—and no one could ever take that away from me.

			But, alas, for everything my life experiences taught me about money, it wasn’t enough to build real wealth. I knew that if I wanted to do something substantial with my money knowledge, to really change my future, I needed to put it to good use. I needed to learn how to invest.

			You see, I knew that knowing more about the life-changing tool called investing could open endless financial doors, but it hasn’t been easy for women to gain access to the key. Until a short while ago, women couldn’t even open the most basic of bank accounts. Credit cards for unmarried women didn’t come into the picture until much later, in 1974 (as if marital status should dictate your ability to repay debt). And even with the new laws, Black women still struggle to be approved for the standard financial products, like loans and mortgages, that the legislation had promised them.

			To make matters worse, financial education can be hard to come by. In 2022, less than 25 percent of high schools offered formal personal finance education to their students. Without a clear structure in place to transfer financial knowledge, many women often wind up internalizing the bad messaging they receive about money from society at large. The media we consume, the world we live in, and the stereotypes we take as given become our textbook.

			Instead of being encouraged to take calculated risks, women are told to play it safe. (Why invest when you could save?) Instead of being shown the tools we need to grow our money, we’re advised to make our meals at home and clip coupons. (You’ll never buy a house if you don’t buy things on sale.) Instead of being taught how to spend our money according to our values, we’re asked if we really need that mascara or why we’re getting coffee again. (You spent how much on a purse?) Instead of being trusted to make the best financial decisions for ourselves, the unsolicited questions, comments, and concerns about our choices somehow manage to squeeze through. Feeling bad about spending money is like a rite of passage into womanhood.

			But it doesn’t stop there. We’re supposed to feel bad about making money, too. A woman who pursues career over family is materialistic (but a man is driven). A woman who seeks a partner with strong financial footing is a gold digger (but a man is wise). Women who strive to make more money are greedy (but men are ambitious), and women who negotiate their salary are aggressive and pushy (but men are assertive and confident). I saw it firsthand: the road to becoming a powerhouse woman earns you a lot of dirty looks before it ever earns you praise.

			Unsurprisingly, this bias has consequences. Among other things, it contributes to gaps, and there are gaps aplenty. First, there’s the gender wage gap; even now, on average, women continue to be paid less than men for doing the same work. Making 82 cents to every man’s dollar can equate to hundreds of thousands of dollars in lost wages and investment assets over the course of our working lifetimes, and that’s before you factor in the career breaks that women are more likely to take if they choose to have children or care for their elderly parents or in-laws.

			Next, we’ve got the gender financial literacy gap, which persists well beyond our working years. More than 80 percent of women between the ages of sixty and seventy-five could not pass a financial literacy quiz designed to test their knowledge on retirement, which nearly twice as many men were able to pass.

			Then, there’s the gender wealth gap: Families headed by women own roughly half of the wealth owned by families headed by men. And, for the record, people tend to assume that anyway, even if they’ve never heard the statistic. When we eventually relocated to a new town, many perplexed parents made my mom feel like an outcast. How could a single parent, a single mom no less, afford to buy a home?

			And last, but certainly not least, the gender investing gap: Women keep most of their money in the bank, while men invest it. Whether or not you were the intended recipient, you’ve likely encountered the resounding message that investing is of utmost importance. Despite what we’ve been told (and told, and told again) about saving, it is investing that helps you grow your money much faster than letting it sit in your bank account. (We’ll learn why in chapter 2).

			But for women, investing is especially important. As we’ve seen (example: my father), women tend to outlive men, which means we need more money to sustain us after we retire. In part because we live longer, we also tend to face higher health-care costs as we age. Investing not only means that you can eventually stop working, it also allows you to actually enjoy your time off, build a financial cushion, and comfortably take care of yourself should any health concerns arise. You can more easily survive an unexpected expense, exit a relationship that makes you feel unsafe, or leave a job that makes you dread waking up in the morning. There’s real power in financial independence, and investing helps you achieve it.

			And, as it turns out, when given the opportunity to do so, surprising no one, we’re great at it. In Fidelity’s 2021 Women and Investing Study, only a third of women said they consider themselves to be an investor at all, but even without the up-front confidence, women still had stronger returns, outperforming men by forty basis points or 0.4 percent on average, which could equate to tens of thousands of dollars in additional gains over time. In short, investing is awesome, but it’s even better when you invest like a girl. In fact, it’s one of the most efficient ways to get ahead.

			So how do we unlearn generations of bad bias and replace it with real financial knowledge? The same way rich white dudes have been boosting each other up for all of eternity: We teach ourselves, and then we teach each other. Women are incredible at smashing down barriers. We’ve been doing it for so long it might as well be our middle name. Make it harder, and we’ll still do it better.

			I’m not an investment banker or a billionaire CEO, but that’s exactly my point. You don’t need to be any of those things to be a great investor. You don’t need to have a trust fund or work on Wall Street to start building wealth, nor do you need a formal education in finance, a custodial investment account, or a generational wealth funnel. There are actionable steps that all of us can take to improve our financial footing, and I’ve spent the last decade of my life dedicated to figuring them out.

			To set myself up for financial success, I needed more than just my memories. I needed to learn how to invest: in both myself and in the stock market. And that, I can proudly say, I’ve taught myself. I’ve leveled up from investing just $5 each month to sometimes more like five figures each month. I went from full-time student to full-time clinical pharmacist, annihilated my student loans, and, eventually, I built a six-figure business. Now, I share money knowledge online to more than a million people each day, with the goal of making financial literacy easy to understand and accessible to all.

			What’s the most important lesson I learned along the way? Knowledge really is power. If there’s one thing sharing money info with the masses has taught me, it’s that the force that holds so many back from making strides with their finances isn’t lack of interest but lack of knowledge. If you’re picking up this book, there’s a good chance you want to have more money and you want to start investing, but you don’t know how or where to start. That sounds like a complex problem, and the good news is that this book has answers.

			Invest Like a Girl is for all women: women who have money but lack financial freedom, women without money who want to level up their finances, women with life goals and retirement goals that they reeeeally need to start funding, women who have already started investing but want to enhance their existing knowledge, women who have no desire to start investing but have lots of desire to stop working one day, and everyone in between.

			Think of this book as your beginner’s guide, your jumping-off point to achieving your money goals and kick-starting your financial independence with the help of investing. A handbook of practical tips and tricks, data-driven tools, and everything I’ve learned over the years of doing it myself, plus a handful of mistakes I wish someone would have told me about so that I didn’t have to make them. Everything I share comes from getting my own hands dirty, learning the ropes, and doing the work. And with all the worksheets, checklists, and exercises I’ve included in the chapters that follow, you can dive right in and do the same.

			Once upon a time, the loudest voice in my head told me that I must make enough money to survive, that I must not rely on anyone else for income, and that I must have multiple streams of income to do so. Now, every day, the even louder voice in my head tells me I can do all that and more. I can reach my money goals, splurge every once in a while, buy the damn pumpkin spice latte, and still retire on my terms. Because I gave myself the tools, the time, and the knowledge—because I trust myself to take care of me—I have no need to worry. I know that, no matter what happens financially, I will help me and carry me through. And I hope that, by the end of this book, you’ll know that you can, too.
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			Let’s be real—the gender investing gap is no joke. Male investors may have had a head start, but that doesn’t mean we can’t catch up. In fact, we’re more likely to surpass them in the process.

			Time and time again, women have proven that we’re not just good, but great at money. Despite having far fewer years to accumulate it, women now hold more than 30 percent of global wealth, amounting to tens of trillions of dollars in assets, and this number is only expected to rise in the coming decades. Women-owned businesses generate $1.9 trillion in revenue and employ over nine million people, companies with at least 30 percent women in leadership positions add 6 percent to their net profit margins, and during the 2008 financial crisis, women-led companies in the S&P 500 index outperformed male-led companies by 18 percent. But just in case that wasn’t enough to convince your meathead uncle of our investing prowess, direct him to the study I mentioned earlier. You know, the one that analyzed more than five million Fidelity customers over the last ten years and found that when comparing the investing returns of men and women, it was women who walked away the clear winners.

			The overall implication is even clearer: Women know exactly what they’re doing, once they know how to do it. This section will level the playing field and provide you with the tools you need to make your own informed investment decisions. You’ll find resources and exercises designed to boost your knowledge about investing and your financial literacy as a whole, plus some added tips and tricks to help you take actionable steps toward building wealth along the way.

			Women have lots of money (though there’s always more to be had), we spend lots of money (though there’s always more to be spent), we make lots of money (though there’s always more to be made), and we can learn to invest lots of money, too. And, boy, when we do, we are very, very good at it. We have all the power we need to overcome the gender investing gap for good and build lasting generational wealth, and there’s more for the taking. So let’s get started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Make Your Money Work for You

			Have you ever tried to bake a pizza without first preheating the oven? (Please tell me I’m not the only one cursed with this degree of impatience. I chose to work in the emergency department for a reason.) You might have satisfied your pizza craving, sure, but the dough was probably weird and soggy, and I know some of that cheese in the middle was still frozen. Or what about painting your nails without the base coat and top coat? Mission accomplished, your nails are painted, but your tips will be chipped by the end of the next business day, for sure. I may or may not be speaking from personal experience here, too. Okay, fine, I am.

			My mom has a saying: “If you’re not going to do a job right, you might as well not do it at all.” Doing a job right doesn’t mean doing a job perfectly, but it does mean doing it in a way that’ll save you from unnecessary headaches later.

			All good things need a primer—including investing. To build wealth that lasts a long time, not just a good time, you’ll need to set yourself up with systems that can carry you well beyond the short term. This chapter will help you do just that.

			Your Investing Prep Work

			So, I heard you want to turn your hard-earned cash into a moneymaking machine. I do, too, and I love the enthusiasm, but before you dive headfirst into the world of stocks and bonds, there are five crucial steps you must conquer to set the stage. Think of them as your investing prep work. Once you have a solid foundation in place, you’ll be ready to advance to the next level.

			FYI, there’s no need to rush any of these five steps. Naturally, some of them—such as paying off high-interest debt and building an emergency fund—may take some time, so feel free to go at your own pace. Likewise, if you’ve already completed some (or all) of these checklist items, feel free to fast-forward. At the end of the day, taking any one of these five steps will put you leaps and bounds ahead financially, so don’t get caught up in analysis paralysis. There’s no need to worry about the perfect order or “doing the wrong thing.” If you’re looking to improve your financial future, the only wrong thing would be not preparing to invest at all.

			Step #1: Get a Clear Picture of Your Net Worth—What You OWN and What You OWE

			I have only experienced two things in life so scary that they nearly ruined my ability to sleep forever. The first was watching The Ring in sixth grade (never again), and the second was meeting my six-figure student loan balance for the very first time. Throughout college, I avoided my student loans like the plague, and I was damn good at it. I endured eight years of higher education earning a doctorate, and, let me tell you, I made it all eight without even so much as glancing at that federal student aid website. Why bother? I already kept a running tally of my loan balance (plus interest) in my head…or so I thought. Mental math, I said. All I needed to do was carry the one…add another several thousand dollars in interest over there…I knew what my balance was, right?

			Wrong. To say I was off by thousands of dollars would be an understatement. Tens of thousands of dollars was more like it. As much as I love compound interest when it comes to investing, I can confirm that it really does work the same way in reverse with student loans. (We’ll discuss compound interest in more detail on this page.)

			The first thing I felt was shock, and then that old familiar feeling came around: fear. How the hell was I ever going to pay this off?

			The anger came later. How could I have ever possibly understood the enormity of a six-figure loan burden at age seventeen?!

			I took a break. I ate a snack. I went to bed. And then I made a plan. What came afterward, I can’t say I fully expected.

			I felt better knowing the balance. I felt empowered. Once I actually knew the number, I could actually make a plan. I could prioritize paying off my private student loans first, since they had higher interest rates. Meanwhile, I could arrange for income-based repayment on the rest of my federal loans so that I wouldn’t get slammed with both payments at the same time.

			And it worked. My very expensive diploma now sits in a not nearly as expensive frame. Taped to its glass is my favorite letter of all time. The one telling me my private student loan balance is officially zero.

			You can’t know how much you stand to win or lose with investing if you have no idea what’s going on with your money. No matter how scary it might be to crunch the numbers, you need to look your money in the face. Instead of being frozen in fear, running the numbers allows you to light your inner fire and take action. And once you do, you might just find yourself feeling so much better about your finances.

			The first place to start is with your net worth, which offers a generalized view of your overall financial picture at a specific moment in time. The easiest way to calculate your net worth—if you’re nerdy like me—is to create a spreadsheet. Drawing a table on a piece of paper or using the worksheet on this page will work great, too. Create two columns, one titled assets and the other titled liabilities.

			An asset is anything that you own that has monetary value. In general, this means something that you can sell for cash or something that holds some kind of underlying cash value. This can be a physical object like a house, a car, jewelry, expensive machinery, or equipment, but it can also be less tangible things, like all the money in your bank accounts and all your investments.

			A liability, on the other hand, is anything involving money that you owe. In short, liabilities are debts. These include credit card balances, car loans, medical debt, personal loans, mortgage loans, or student loan balances.

			List your assets and liabilities in their respective columns and then tally up the total for each (see the table that follows for some examples). To find your net worth, simply subtract your total liabilities from your total assets.

			
				
					
						
								
								Assets

							
								
								Liabilities

							
						

						
								
								ITEM

							
								
								VALUE

							
								
								DEBT

							
								
								AMOUNT

							
						

						
								
								Cash

							
								
								$13,000

							
								
								Mortgage

							
								
								$165,000

							
						

						
								
								Furniture

							
								
								$7,500

							
								
								Car Loan

							
								
								$7,000

							
						

						
								
								Investments

							
								
								$4,000

							
								
								Student Loans

							
								
								$27,000

							
						

						
								
								House Value

							
								
								$210,000

							
								
								Credit Cards

							
								
								$6,000

							
						

						
								
								Car Value

							
								
								$17,000

							
								
								
						

						
								
								Total:

							
								
								$251,500

							
								
								Total:

							
								
								$205,000

							
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								Net Worth: $251,500—$205,000 = $46,500
						

					
				

			

			Worksheet: Calculate Your Net Worth

			I totally understand it can be daunting to see the numbers for what they are, but the sooner you know what you’re working with, the sooner you can make a game plan. Your net worth doesn’t change if you keep yourself in the dark, so it’s best to turn the lights on and take it all in! Besides, it might turn out to be less scary than you think.

			
				
					
						
								
								Assets

							
								
								Liabilities

							
						

						
								
								ITEM

							
								
								VALUE

							
								
								DEBT

							
								
								AMOUNT

							
						

						
								
								Cash

							
								
								
								Mortgage

							
								
						

						
								
								Furniture

							
								
								
								Car Loan

							
								
						

						
								
								Investments

							
								
								
								Student Loans

							
								
						

						
								
								House Value

							
								
								
								Credit Cards

							
								
						

						
								
								Car Value

							
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								Total:

							
								
								
								Total:

							
								
						

						
								
								
								
								
						

						
								
								Net Worth (Assets minus Liabilites): 
						

					
				

			

			If you have a positive net worth, nice work! If you have a negative net worth, don’t panic. At a glance, all your net worth says is that right now, today, you have more assets than you do liabilities, or vice versa.

			In either case, this big-picture view of your finances can help you figure out your next steps to get investing-ready. For example, if the majority of your liabilities column is filled with high-interest credit card debt, you’ll likely need to pay down your cards before moving on to investing, regardless of whether your net worth is positive or negative. If the majority of your liabilities come from low-interest debt, it might make more sense to spend the bulk of your time investing, especially if the potential return on your investment will be higher than the interest that you’ll owe. (We’ll talk about how to prioritize paying down debt on this page.)

			Step #2: Set a Budget and Understand Your Cash Flow

			If you’re going to start investing, there are some hard pills to swallow, if you will, before you begin. (I’m a pharmacist by trade. I’ll let you decide what that says about my personality, but I have been known to get a little punny on occasion.) The first hard pill to swallow is that there are only two ways to have more money available for investing. You either need to spend less, or you need to make more.

			That said, we don’t need to make grand sweeping changes to our lifestyle, cut our spending in half, or deprive ourselves of everything in life that brings us joy. We just need to take a hard look at our budget.

			What budget? Okay, fair. I don’t fantasize about making one in my spare time either, but keeping track of our income and expenses lets us know how much we can afford to set aside for investing, and the amount we designate can quite literally change our lives financially. If investing is one of the most effective ways to grow our money, we’ve got to figure out how to dedicate some of our money to it.

			To create a good budget, one that you like and will actually stick to, you’ll first need to track your income and expenses. This will require the help of another good spreadsheet, or a list on a piece of paper, or the worksheet I’ve included on this page, and the best way to fill it out is to be obsessive and meticulous. Just kidding (sort of), but the more detailed here the better. If your net worth is the big picture, your income and expenses are all the teeny-tiny little pixels that make up the final snapshot of your finances. The more pixels you add, the better the resolution, and the clearer the snapshot becomes.

			Create two separate columns, income and expenses, or use the worksheet provided for you, and start writing. Channel your inner spreadsheet extraordinaire and document every single source of income and every single expense you have to your name on a monthly basis.

			For income, this means anything that reliably makes you money each and every month, even if the precise amount isn’t always the same. For most people, this means your paycheck after taxes. If you have any additional income sources, like a side hustle or a small business, write down those earnings, too. If you work a commission job, receive tips for wages, or your income is variable from month to month, take all your income for the year, and then divide that number by twelve to average it out on a monthly basis.

			Your expense list might be quite a bit longer than your income column. Don’t feel bad; that’s normal. Most people don’t have thirty-seven different income streams the way we have thirty-seven different bills. Cell phone bill, car payment, rent, credit card bills, student loan payments. If it’s a bill that you might only pay once a year, or once every six months (think car insurance or homeowner’s insurance), divide that bill by twelve (or by six if it’s an expense you pay every six months) so that you can account for it on a—you guessed it—monthly basis.

			Worksheet: Track Your Monthly Income and Expenses

			The idea here is to get a clear picture of all your money coming in and going out for a thirty-day period. Write down all your income, and every bill you can think of.

			MONTHLY INCOME

			
				
					
						
								
								Income Source

							
								
								Amount

							
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								TOTAL

							
								
						

					
				

			

			MONTHLY EXPENSES

			
				
					
						
								
								Expense

							
								
								Amount

							
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								TOTAL

							
								
						

					
				

			

			Once you know where your money is coming from and where it’s going, now it’s time to budget.

			If you’re anything like me, you might have a hard time deeply connecting (or surface-level connecting, or connecting at all) with any one budgeting method, because your personal finances are always changing. Budgets often seem so rigid, and anything I want to use consistently needs to feel flexible. A super-effective budget method that works for me—and has been praised by both rookies and veterans alike—is the 50/30/20 rule. It’s simple enough to get you going, and adaptable enough to adjust as needed. Best of all, it doesn’t ask you to deprive yourself. (As you’ll see, you’ll still be able to spend almost a third of your income on things you want but don’t need, which seems pretty darn reasonable, if you ask me.)

			To start, you’ll designate a fixed percentage of your income to three easy-to-remember categories:

			
					
					50 percent toward needs (think food and groceries, rent or mortgage, and minimum payments toward credit card bills)

				

					
					30 percent toward wants (think nice-to-haves, like a new video game you’ve been eyeing, concert tickets, or a bucket list trip to Italy)

				

					
					20 percent toward savings, additional debt repayment, and investing (think extra money to set aside for the future after all your needs and wants are accounted for)

				

			

			To make your own 50/30/20 budget, head back to the detailed expense list you created on this page. Using the bullet points above as a general guideline, categorize each listed expense as a need, want, or future. Then, add up all the expenses in each category, and divide it by your total monthly income to determine its percentage. Again, the beauty of this budget is that it’s flexible. Don’t worry if the percentages you prefer to use aren’t exactly in line with the numbers listed here, but do use them as a point of reference, and compare what you’ve outlined in your income and expense lists to what you see above.

			Here’s an example of what this might look like in practice:

			Monthly Income: $5,000

			
				
					
						
								
								Category

							
								
								Expense

							
								
								Amount

							
								
								Budget

							
						

						
								
								Needs

							
								
								Mortgage or Rent

							
								
								$1,300

							
								
								50%: $2,500

							
						

						
								
								Groceries

							
								
								$350

							
						

						
								
								Credit Card

							
								
								$400

							
						

						
								
								Utilities

							
								
								$200

							
						

						
								
								Transportation

							
								
								$250

							
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
								$2,500

							
						

						
								
								Wants

							
								
								Shopping

							
								
								$500

							
								
								30%: $1,500

							
						

						
								
								Travel

							
								
								$500

							
						

						
								
								Experiences

							
								
								$500

							
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
								$1,500

							
						

						
								
								Future

							
								
								Savings

							
								
								$250

							
								
								20%: $1,000

							
						

						
								
								Investments

							
								
								$750

							
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
								$1,000

							
						

					
				

			

			Worksheet: Budget Your Expenses

			Monthly Income: _____­_____­_____­_____

			
				
					
						
								
								Category

							
								
								Expense

							
								
								Amount

							
								
								Budget

							
						

						
								
								Needs

							
								
								
								
								50%: _____

							
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
						

						
								
								Wants

							
								
								
								
								30%: _____

							
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
						

						
								
								Future

							
								
								
								
								20%: _____

							
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								
						

						
								
								TOTAL:

							
								
						

					
				

			

			So, how’s your table looking? Does your rent alone make up more than 50 percent of your expenses? Yikes, not ideal, but not totally uncommon in a high cost-of-living area. If you’re having a treat-yourself day, or a treat-yourself month, does your wants column add up to 35 percent instead of 30 percent right now? I won’t judge you for living your best life every once in a while, as long as it isn’t keeping you from achieving your overall goals.

			At the same time, the closer we can get our numbers to the targets above, the better shot we have at finding some leftover money. If half of all your streaming subscriptions disappeared overnight and $50 landed in your pocket, would you even notice they were gone? If your food delivery app spend was reduced from $700 to $400, plus a $200 grocery list, could you still eat all your favorite foods and find some extra cash to move toward the future category?

			The reason I ask is because the 20 percent you designate for your future includes money to set aside for investing, and investing is the name of the game here. This should not imply that you must eliminate your morning coffee to start investing. (My five-dollar medium iced caramel latte with oat milk pre–twelve-hour shift is nonnegotiable on a twice-weekly basis.) But if too many of our present-day needs and wants are taking up too much space in our budget, we should try to knock some of them down a notch to make room for our financial future. Even better if, during our meticulous budgeting efforts, we can identify and eliminate the “financial fluff” expenses we all accumulate and that we don’t value that much anyway. Remember that you are your most important bill. Your money goals are there for you to reach them, and if you can do this by making small changes that have big impacts, why not go for it?

			
			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				TIP: The more you can afford to set aside for investing, the better, but you should never ever feel that you can’t start investing until you can set aside an arbitrary amount of money (in this case, 20 percent). Investing is not a gatekeeping restaurant: There is no minimum spend required. Any amount invested is better than no amount invested, whether that’s $5 a month or $500 a month, and the sooner you get started the better.

			

			Step #3: Build an Emergency Fund That Covers Three to Six Months of Basics and Necessities

			What’s that saying? Life’s what happens when we’re busy making other plans? Or another personal favorite: When one light goes out they all go out? As much as we would love to waltz through life with no interruptions, that is simply not how this thing goes. Sometimes (and often when we least expect it) we are confronted with an emergency expense—your dog finds a rogue grape and eats it, two weeks later your car battery dies in the freezing cold, and then you lock your keys inside your car with no spare in sight. Oddly specific? Well, I’ve been there, and I’ve learned from it. An emergency fund is an essential player in anyone’s financial game plan, and for good reason. It’s specifically designed to hold money for the times that would financially devastate you otherwise. It allows you to financially expect the unexpected. (Take that, universe.)

			The classic rule of thumb for an emergency fund is that it should hold enough money to cover three to six months’ worth of living expenses. Reason being, in the hopefully never-event that you lose all your sources of income and simultaneously face an unexpected expense like an emergency medical bill, veterinary care for a beloved pet, or last-minute car troubles, the emergency fund will be there to keep you afloat and pay your bills while you hunt for a new source of cash. Emergency funds are best kept in a high-yield savings account (HYSA) where they can earn higher interest than what you would typically see in a traditional savings account.

			What’s the catch? There isn’t one. Banks that offer high-yield savings accounts usually do not have physical buildings, so they save big money on costs like electricity and rent, and can pass those savings on to you in the form of higher interest rates. You could also consider using a credit union and take advantage of their unique business structure, which operates on a not-for-profit basis to offer competitive interest rates to their members.

			Why create an emergency fund before you start investing? Because the money you invest isn’t as readily accessible as the money you keep in a high-yield savings account. An emergency fund, aptly named, is designed for an emergency. It’s simply holding cash, and it allows you to access that cash quickly if you need it in a pinch. On the other hand, an investment account is holding stocks, bonds, and a whole bunch of other financial instruments. These financial instruments have cash value, sure, but to turn them into cash, they will first need to be sold. If the market is having a particularly bad day, the cash value of your investments might be struggling. Since we can’t predict how the market will behave on any given day (let alone the day of an emergency), it would be a real shame to convert your investments into cash only to take a loss out of necessity. For that reason, an emergency fund is best kept within the safe and cozy confines of a high-yield savings account, where it can’t fall victim to fluctuations on short notice.
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				TIP: While saving three to six months’ worth of living expenses is the general recommendation, it’s a good idea to customize the amount you save to fit your situation. For example, if you work in a super-niche field—say, I don’t know, wildlife conservation for a very particular species of insect (hey, I have a friend who does this; don’t knock it)—it might take a lot longer than six months to find a new job. In this case, it might be better to dedicate a little extra money to your emergency fund. If, instead, you’re a retail store manager and you’d say your skill set is easily transferable to a wide variety of roles, you might be able to find a new position in no time. In that case, your emergency fund might need to hold only one to two months’ worth of living expenses. Personal finance is personal. The point is this: After you’ve set up your emergency fund and you feel comfortable that you’ve saved enough, investing becomes much more doable, even with any financial hiccups you might sustain along the way.

			

			Worksheet: Calculate the Amount for Your Emergency Fund

			Using your monthly expense worksheet from this page, multiply your total in the Needs column by the number of months you estimate it would take you to find a new job. This number will be your general savings goal for your emergency fund.

			
				
						
						
_____­_____­_____­_____ ×


					
						
						
_____­_____­_____ =


					
						
						
_____­____­_____­_____


					
				

				
						
						Total monthly amount for Needs

					
						
						Number of months

					
						
						Emergency fund amount

					
				

			

			Step #4: Eliminate Any High-Interest Debt

			There is a story from Greek mythology about a guy named Sisyphus who was punished by the gods. Basically, the gods were pretty ticked off at Sisyphus for all his trickery, so they condemned him to an eternity of rolling a giant boulder up a hill, only to have it roll back down again as soon as he reached the top. Sisyphus was doomed to repeat this task forever, over and over again, without ever being able to complete it. If you’re a checklist kind of gal, this probably sounds like your personal nightmare.

			Philosophers often use the story of Sisyphus as a metaphor for the absurdity of human existence. I have no desire to get all existential on you right now, so I’d like to use it as an investing metaphor instead. If you’re trying to invest while carrying around high-interest debt, you might as well be Sisyphus rolling that gigantic boulder. Talk about fighting an uphill battle.

			Not all debt is created equal, and high-interest debt deserves some special attention. Before you start investing, you’ll want to seriously focus on reducing your high-interest debt burden. Why? Because for every financial step you take forward, high-interest debt will take you two steps back.

			Interest can be good or bad. For your bank accounts, having a higher interest rate is great for you, because you’re earning more money on your money: the money you keep in the bank. For your loans, however, a high-interest rate—anything around 7 percent or higher—can set you back big-time.

			An example of high-interest debt that might jump out in your head immediately is credit card debt. Credit card interest rates are typically much higher than 7 percent. In fact, at the beginning of 2022, the average credit card interest rate was around 15 percent, and by the end of 2022, it was closer to 20 percent.

			This also means that some debt obligations, like student loans and mortgages, are not considered high interest, as long as the interest rate is 7 percent or lower (see A Quick Note on Student Loans and Mortgage Payments below). For that reason, you do not need to feel the same sense of urgency in paying them down.
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				A Quick Note on Student Loans and Mortgage Payments

				Many student loans, particularly federal loans, which tend to have lower interest rates than private loans, will not qualify as high-interest debt, under the 7 percent or higher definition. The same can be said for homeowners with a mortgage interest rate less than 7 percent, or any other loan holder with an interest rate below that threshold.

				If you fall into any of these categories, you should not feel as though you must pay off your entire student loan balance, or your mortgage for that matter, before you can start investing. In fact, depending on your loan balance and projected annual returns, in some cases it would actually behoove you to start investing prior to total debt payoff. Ultimately, what you choose will come down to personal preference and your individual financial goals, but know that choosing to invest and pay off your loans at the same time is a totally viable option.

				On the other hand, if you can’t possibly imagine investing before making a significant dent in your loan balance, you do you. Not everyone can tolerate large amounts of debt for extended periods, and if you’re looking to prioritize payoff so you don’t need to worry about monthly payments, feel free to use the strategies I’ve outlined on this page.

			
			Although, ideally, all debt will be paid off in a reasonable amount of time, it’s important to prioritize paying off high-interest debt before you start investing, because the average investment return will almost certainly not beat the percent APR your credit card is holding you up against. If you’re investing in the total stock market, even with an excellent average return of 10 percent per year, that’s still no match for your credit card with an interest rate of 16 percent. For example, let’s say you have $10,000 in credit card debt with an APR of 16 percent. If you only make the minimum monthly payment of $200, it’ll take you nearly seven years to pay it off, and you’ll wind up paying more than $15,000, including interest.

			Now, let’s say you also have $10,000 to invest in the stock market. Historically, the average return on the total stock market over
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			Worksheet: Classify Your Debts

			
			
				
					
						
								
								Debt Source

							
								
								Outstanding Balance

							
								
								Interest Rate

							
						

						
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
						

						
								
								
								
						

					
				

			

			Step #5: Establish Your Retirement Accounts
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				The Roth IRA Billionaire: A Case Study

				
				
				
				
			
			
			
			
			Worksheet: Estimate Your Retirement Expenses

			
			MONTHLY RETIREMENT EXPENSES

			
				
					
						
								
								Recurring Expense

							
								
								Amount
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				The HSA’s Triple-Tax Advantage

				
				
			
			Level Up Your Income

			
			
			
			
			
			Have the Conversation

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Know Your Worth

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Always Negotiate
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			Move On

			
			
			
			
			
			Start a Side Hustle or a Business

			
			Out of Debt and into the Game

			
			
			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			Step #1: Create a Payoff Plan

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			Step #2: Lower the Interest Rates
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			Step #3: Boost Your Credit Score
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			Step #4: Manage Lifestyle Creep

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Step #5: Think Like an Investor
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