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CHAPTER 1

What Does Money Mean to You? Solving the Mystery of Money

Before I begin to explain what money is, the better question to start this chapter with is: What does money mean to you?

I am sure that, depending on who is asking, your answers will vary slightly. For example, if a nine-year-old girl asked you, “What is money?” you might answer her with “There are two kinds of money: paper bills and coins. You can buy stuff with money.”

But what if you were explaining money to an adult? Would you say, “Money is a medium of exchange for goods and services”?

While both answers are correct, you and I know there is more to money than “a medium of exchange” or something you simply use to “buy stuff with.” We make and spend money every day, yet we cannot answer this one simple question.

I have asked people for years the following question: “What does money mean to you?”

I’m always surprised by the answers I receive. After asking thousands of people from countries all over the world, I never hear the same answer. It means something different to each person. I recall one person telling me money is a heavenly god, while another said it is the devil. I have heard money explained to me by some as an expression of love, and by others as a slave driver. The extreme diversity in answers to this question demonstrates that the meaning of money depends on the person.

On the surface, physical money is just a simple piece of paper or metal. However, even if all the people around you have the same faces printed on those pieces of paper and the same designs stamped on each coin, it’s incredible how much variety there is in the meaning it holds for each of us. When looking at that coin, some people will feel anger rising up, while others will feel joy. But what’s really interesting is that we don’t have the same emotional reaction whatsoever, even when looking at toy money made for children—except for, perhaps, Monopoly money. Why? Because the types of emotional reactions we have when playing the game, for the most part, are fairly consistent with how we react to real money. Since we often play the game Monopoly to win, we approach that money with the same energy and attachment we do when we spend money in real life. Who among us doesn’t want to “win”—or what we collectively think of as “winning”—in real life: earning more money, owning desirable properties, not having to pay a lot in income taxes, and avoiding going to jail? Who among us doesn’t rejoice at the surprise surplus of cash or a payout of dividends when the “chance” card says we have won it—in the game of Monopoly or in real life? In other words, whatever our feelings toward property and money are in real life, we will attach those same feelings to Monopoly money. How do you feel about owning property? Paying taxes? Paying rent? Are you conservative in your purchases or do you go all out and take risks? Play the game yourself and observe yourself and others, and see what emotions bubble up with each throw of the dice. If you want to see just how much emotional energy we attach to those pieces of paper and metal coins in real life, see the energy you attach to them when you’re playing a game. I promise, it will be revelatory.

In my experience, the people who have the most fun, feel the most confident, and realize it’s just a game always come out ahead. They may not have the most money in the bank, but they remain unattached to the outcome of “winning” or having “the most” and enjoy the process—the give-and-take. They focus on “feeling” like a winner rather than on actually winning.

SO HOW DO YOU WANT TO PLAY THE MONEY GAME?

What if I told you, money is a game?

How well do you play now?

Would you consider yourself to be winning?

Once again, “winning” is not how well you do financially. It is how good you feel about playing.

Unlike Monopoly, in which you move around the board in a consistent manner and pretty much know what to expect, playing with your money in real life isn’t so predictable. You’re not moving five spaces or twelve spaces and in a clockwise direction. Most of us, in fact, feel pretty lost when we’re playing the real-life money game. We don’t know which property is going to yield the most returns. We don’t know if the house we own is going to become infested with mold or a tree is going to fall on it. We don’t know if a family member is going to get cancer, incur huge medical bills, and lose the ability to contribute to the family income for several years while they fight the illness. We don’t know if the company we work for is going to make some bad financial decisions and will have to lay us off someday. We don’t know if the industry we’ve spent our life working for will become obsolete when another, disruptive industry comes in and takes over. The truth is the game of money we’re playing in real life is pretty fraught. Economic changes, family issues, and natural disasters sure have a way of making us feel lost.

In fact, most of us feel like we’ve lost the game before we even get to roll the proverbial dice. And we’re told that things “could change” if we just work a little harder, a little smarter. So we do.

Sound familiar?

Chances are if you’re reading this book, you’ve been told these rules of engagement already: Work hard and the money will follow. Let me tell you something that you already probably know on an instinctive level: people who have more money or seem wealthier than you aren’t any smarter than you or working any harder than you. A lot of people in this world have worked themselves to death and never had two nickels to rub together. Let me assure you: working harder isn’t the only answer. I know a lot of smart, hardworking people who don’t feel they are compensated enough and aren’t winning the money game. And I also know a lot of people who feel they have enough and have nothing to worry about. Interestingly, many of these folks don’t have more money than my seemingly wealthy friends.

A TRICKY GAME BECAUSE RULES KEEP CHANGING

The money game is an interesting one. My mentor Wahei Takeda once said, “There is no end in the money game.” It’s like baseball. Even if you are winning in the bottom of the ninth inning, that doesn’t guarantee a win. An exceptional hitter can bring everyone on base home with just one crack of the bat. The money game is the same. Even if you are wealthy in your thirties or forties, that doesn’t mean something disastrous won’t happen and leave you destitute and unable to retire in your sixties. We’ve all heard of people who seemed to earn enough money to last for several lifetimes but who had to file for bankruptcy. Examples abound of famous wealthy celebrities and athletes who lost everything they made and died with massive amounts of debt.

Sometimes people lose their money because they’ve spent way beyond their means, but other times it’s because the rules of money kept changing (or what constitutes “money” changes). Look at the real estate bubble of 2008. For years before that, people were told: “Invest in real estate. That’s where the money is.” Housing prices soared, and loans were easy to qualify for. But the “rules” changed. The housing market plummeted seemingly overnight. The houses that people owned—houses they were sure they could sell for double the price they paid, as they had in the past—were worth almost nothing.

People moved on to gold. “Gold is golden,” financial experts say when there is turmoil in every other market. But when the economy is good, gold becomes just a yellow metal that doesn’t generate any interest.

We are approaching an interesting time when all sectors of the global economy are connected more than ever but the system as we know it is falling apart. New systems are appearing every day, and even how we think of and experience money is changing. For example, these days everyone in financial circles is talking about cryptocurrency. It’s “the future” and “the most reliable system.” And yet there is a lot of chatter about hacking. What seems to be “the most reliable system” cannot be trusted either.

There are so many experts and financial gurus out there claiming to know where the next best place to invest your money is or how to make more money. And many of the gurus are saying the opposite thing! So what or who can you trust?

When it comes to money, what, if anything, is in your control?

I would venture to say how we feel about money is what we can control. And that has more to do with our feelings about being wealthy than any real estate, stock, gold, or cryptocurrency market out there.

WHAT IS MONEY, REALLY?

True, there was a time when the “form” of money used to be simpler. Just a hundred and fifty years ago, when people wanted to buy something at a market, they paid in cash. At that time, they had only bills and coins. Now we have checks, bank accounts, credit cards, Venmo, PayPal, and cryptocurrency. The money we use at a grocery store and the money that travels electronically on Wall Street seems very different today from what it was in centuries past.

There was a time not too long ago when people stuck their money under mattresses or in safes in their own homes. They had to see and touch the money regularly to know that it was there and in their possession. However, money is just a symbol when you think about it. We rarely see it or touch it in its printed form today. We only need to click on our phones and see our bank statements to know that our money exists. Most of us receive money through our bank accounts and then we spend it with a credit card. It’s not uncommon to go days, weeks, or months without ever needing to touch cash. In most parts of Asia, Japan in particular, people rarely carry wallets anymore because every transaction is easily taken care of with their smartphones.

Simultaneously, billions of dollars, euros, marks, and yen are being traded all over the world. We cannot perceive that the money we use every day and the money traveling around in the electronic world are the same. Today a hedge fund manager can make the equivalent of somebody’s annual income in just a few minutes. These things confound us.

How is this even possible?

SO WHERE IS YOUR MONEY?

The concept of money is actually quite vague when you think about it. The money you think you have in the bank is not really there. Once you deposit your money, the banks lend it to someone else. So physically your money is no longer there. All that remains are those numbers you saw when you checked your bank account on your smartphone.

Let’s try this as a thought experiment. You may think you have money, but what if it’s an illusion? As scary as this idea is, suppose you check your statement one day and there is no money there. You haven’t spent it. It’s just gone. You call the bank and say, “Where is my money?” And the bank says, “You don’t have any money in the account.” How would you be able to prove otherwise? Do you have records of deposits made? Sure. Do you have transaction histories? Sure. But what if the bank says it doesn’t have any of that? How do you prove the hours you worked, the interest you accrued, the amount of money you deposited?

Imagine how you would feel if it all disappeared.

Now let’s think of the money you owe: college loans, credit card debt, mortgages. Maybe you feel burdened by these loans. Now, just as you imagined the money you have in your checking or savings account was an illusion of sorts, imagine that your loans and debts were illusions too. What if they all just disappeared? (We don’t quite have the same angst about these types of illusions disappearing that we do when our money disappears. Go figure.)

Most of us, however, trust the system we operate in. We trust that the banks will give us our money back when we ask for it, and we trust that we owe the amounts of our loans and that we have to pay them. We feel safe that our money is in the bank, and we feel stressed that we have loans to pay off.

Now that we seem to know where our money is, we have to ask ourselves: What is it for, really? And where does it all seem to go?

WHERE DOES ALL YOUR MONEY GO?

All our lives, we study, work hard, and pay taxes. But after paying all the bills, most of us have very little at the end of each month. We have college loans, car loans, credit card debt, and mortgages, all of which feels like an enormous burden, with no relief in sight. And then, as if to add insult to injury, compared to our income there is never enough for us to spend on what we are “supposed” to have. We are bombarded with advertising at every turn for these supposedly must-have items. We need the newest model of the luxury car we just bought. The “old” SUV won’t do anymore. We need upgrades to our phones. We have friends who have traveled to exotic locations or taken their families to Disney World—not once but every year—and we feel like we’re missing out if we don’t make the trip ourselves. There is even a term now for this: “FOMO”—fear of missing out. Everyone has a case of FOMO these days. Whether it’s cosmetic cream or a dress or suit that will make us more handsome, more beautiful, or richer looking, we just have to buy it or we’re missing out. The list is endless: new home improvements, new gadgets, new shoes, new experiences. It’s all new, new, new, all the time. We are constantly told by advertisers, television shows, and even our friends that what we have isn’t good enough anymore. True, we are not going to die if we don’t have any of these things, but our kids just might. What parent hasn’t heard “I’ll just die if I don’t have what my friend [insert name] has”? Or: “Everyone but me has [insert whatever is the latest fashion or gadget trend] and I’ll look like a loser if I don’t have it! Please, Mom and Dad, can I have it?” And kids aren’t the only ones who do this. We all know someone who is always bragging about their latest purchase, and then we go back to our own homes and think to ourselves, Well, this television—which I loved up until an hour ago—is cheap and outdated. I need a new one too! 

And when we can’t afford those things that our friends have, we get confused and upset. We see people of privilege enjoying life without doing anything (or so we tell ourselves), and we get angry. “I work just as hard if not harder! I deserve good things too,” we complain. We tell ourselves we are doing everything right—but we still don’t have enough. It’s never enough. Someone always has something better. Someone is always doing more. Something is not right.

“It’s just not fair,” we say.

When my daughter was young, I moved my family to Boston for a year for my daughter’s education. At the time she didn’t speak much English and came home one day and asked me about a phrase she kept hearing throughout the day. She said, “Daddy, everyone said this one sentence and I want to know what it means.” I asked her what it was. She then told me the sentence kids were using all day was “It’s not fair!”

I couldn’t help but smile. 

Yes, when it comes to money and life, all over the world we feel and hear “It’s not fair!” on a regular basis. Children hear their parents say it at home. “It’s not fair that so-and-so makes more than me! It’s not fair how hard I work and how little I get paid for my efforts!” And then our kids go to school and see a child playing with a doll they desire and they say, “It’s not fair that she has that doll right now and I don’t!” Or: “It’s not fair that he gets to be on the swing for all of recess and I don’t!” And a teacher may have to be called in and explain to the children: “There is enough time for everyone to ride on the swings; just wait your turn.” Or: “There are plenty of other toys to play with; let’s go find you one.” The teacher is correct: there is enough time and there are enough swings, dolls, toys, etc., but children cannot see that. They see only what they don’t have, what they aren’t doing—just as their parents are seeing only what they don’t have and what they aren’t doing. This is what we call the myth of scarcity.

THE MYTH OF SCARCITY

People everywhere in the world feel they are not treated fairly. Many of us believe that it’s a zero-sum game. If someone else has something, then we can’t have it. We believe that if others have a lot of money, they are automatically depriving us of our money. We attach a lot of negative emotions to money when we think of it this way. The scarcity mind-set is a belief that there are limited resources in the world and if we don’t get what we want when we want it, someone else will. We have to get it soon, because it’s running out. And if it’s running out, we have to do everything in our power to make sure we have it before anyone else does. All sorts of negative influences drive our behavior when we think like this. We operate out of fear, jealousy, and greed. We take what we can get, whenever we can get it, and we don’t think about how it affects others or the greater good. But this way of thinking never serves us for very long. Because when we do get what we want, it’s still never enough. Because there is always going to be something bigger, better, and more desirable out there, and if we don’t have that either, we’ll be missing out. It’s an endless cycle that keeps us trapped in a never-ending process of accumulation and spending and then wanting more. One of the greatest books about the scarcity mind-set and its devastating consequences is The Soul of Money: Transforming Your Relationship with Money and Life by my friend Lynne Twist, a global activist and founder of the Pachamama Alliance. Lynne is recognized throughout the world for her insights and her achievements in helping to alleviate global hunger, ensure women’s rights, and inspire people to live lives of integrity, generosity of spirit, and abundance. She writes: “This internal condition of scarcity, this mind-set of scarcity, lives at the very heart of our jealousies, our greed, our prejudice, and our arguments with life.” Every argument, every prejudice, every petty disagreement comes down to the idea that someone is getting something I am not—which is at the heart of scarcity. Therefore, to overcome jealousy, fear, greed, and prejudice, we must eliminate the idea of scarcity—the idea that things just aren’t “fair.”

The reason my daughter was hearing “It’s not fair” all day was that, in every instance, the children were looking at what they didn’t have and not what they did. I imagine the child who wanted the doll finally did get the doll. And I have no doubt that while that child was playing with the doll, another child had not only a doll but also a carriage for the doll! Well, that’s just not fair.

And the same goes for us adults. We have a house. We have a car. We have clothes. But our neighbors have more expensive clothes with fashionable labels on them, bigger homes, and more expensive and flashier cars. They are wealthy. They have more. And if they have more, then I have no chance at getting it. They’ve taken my piece of the pie.

But have they? Let’s look at this a little more in depth.

LOSING OUR PEACE OF MIND BECAUSE OF MONEY

How many dreams and marriages have been torn apart because of money?

How much peace of mind have we lost?

More than we should.

When I ask a roomful of people about stressful childhood experiences related to money, I inevitably hear something along the lines of “I wanted to take ballet classes, but my mom told me we couldn’t afford it.” Substitute ballet with baseball, gymnastics, ice-skating, or any number of hobbies we dreamed of pursuing as children, and it’s safe to say we have all heard that story in one form or another.

As counterintuitive as this sounds, those among us whose parents told us directly that we were too poor when we were young should consider ourselves lucky. Sure, we may now feel resentment toward money, but at least we don’t continue to blame ourselves for our parents’ money troubles. Some unfortunate children suffer needlessly and feel like it’s their fault their parents are poor. Their parents constantly complain about how much it costs to provide for them; some even go so far as to say, “I would be rich if it weren’t for you kids.” And then there are parents who operate in a more passive-aggressive, damaging way. Out of embarrassment or anger over their financial circumstances, these parents tell their kids that the reason they can’t take those hockey lessons is because they never follow through on anything—or, worse, they aren’t talented enough and it would be a waste of money. And what does a child think when he or she hears that? I’m a waste of money. This painful distortion of the truth is more likely the unintentional result of the parents’ psychological issues than an attempt at manipulation, but the end result is the same: the children of these parents come to associate money with pain and suffering—and they internalize it so much that they believe they are the root cause of the suffering. Talk about emotional baggage!

ROOTING THROUGH OUR EMOTIONAL GARBAGE RELATED TO MONEY

Does money help you with whatever you want to do?

Or is it an obstacle that always gets in your way?

Because of money, have you been unable to start your dream project or leave your unsatisfying job?

Do you like money?

Does money like you too?

What stories do you tell yourself about money?

Do you find yourself saying the same things your parents did about money? (There’s never enough. I wish I had more. I work so hard and still don’t earn enough.)

Money, as we said earlier, comes in various forms, but it is simply an object in its simplest state. Yet we project so many feelings onto money. I actually feel a little sorry for money, because it is an easy target of resentment and jealousy and always gets blamed for all the wrongdoings of humankind.

But it’s not money that’s the problem. We’re the problem.

For some people, money means security. For others, money is a monster that can rip them apart at any moment. For still others it is a symbol of freedom—or it represents the control exerted over them by their boss or parents or family.

By checking whatever feeling you project onto money, you can recognize your own emotional baggage. If you can do that, you can see money clearly.

Why is this so difficult? Because getting to that place takes a lot of understanding and introspection. It means digging deep and figuring out what your own beliefs about money are, understanding how you developed these beliefs, and ultimately discovering what money means to you.

THREE FUNCTIONS OF MONEY

Confusion about what money is and what it means to us is often closely linked to a feeling. We may feel used, discarded, or taken advantage of. We feel like life is unfair. We feel unworthy and diminished. We feel that others have more than we do. A lot of these feelings result from the functions of money. Money primarily serves three functions:

The Function of Exchange

Most people can relate to this. We use money in exchange for something. It can be food, a train ticket, or an hour of massage therapy. This exchange function gives money power, because once we obtain money, we feel like we can exchange it for anything. It is almost an automatic process or an innate desire. Since we inherently need things to survive—food, clothing, shelter—we need a means to obtain those things: money. When we don’t have enough money to do so, we panic. We feel like our lives or our families’ lives are in peril, and everything related to money—earning and spending money—becomes stressful.

The Function of Saving

Another reason people want to hold on to their money is that they want to preserve its value and, by extension, their own value. For example, in the Stone Age, humans hunted giant mammoths. If they didn’t eat an entire mammoth immediately or figure out a way to store it or make use of its parts, it would decay, and the work and effort of months of tracking the beast would be wasted. In order to preserve the value of their work and effort, they had to save, use, or trade the meat. The same goes for us. We don’t want our labor to be in vain. We want it to retain its value. We want to see money in the bank after a hard workweek. We want to see savings accrue after years of dedicated service. In other words, we want to have something to show for our life’s work. We want it to mean something. When we work week after week, year after year, and have nothing to show for it, we become dejected and depressed and feel like our lives lack meaning. We equate one’s life’s worth with his net worth.

The Function of Growth

This is the core of capitalism. If you deposit money, it generates interest. So if you have money invested, it grows like a living thing. People who have more money get more money. This is why the wealthy get wealthier. Most of us are confused by this concept, because it means that hard work and effort have little to do with one’s success. We can also feel excluded. If we don’t have any money left over to invest at the end of each month after paying our bills, how on earth will we ever generate enough money to accrue wealth?

It’s easy to see why the functions of money can make us feel inadequate or like the deck is stacked against us before we even begin to
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