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To Randy Byrn, who not only 
taught me how to write but 

made me believe I could
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On April 20, 2006, when my son was roughly six
months old, I realized that we didn’t have enough
money to pay our bills. It was shocking and incredibly
painful. Although I had come to some valuable realiza-
tions already, the fact that we didn’t have enough
money to make ends meet, and we had tens of thou-
sands of dollars in credit card debt, student loan debt,
car loans, and a bunch of financed furniture and equip-
ment in our home, meant that something had to change.
Now. 

I buried myself in personal finance books, coupling
them with the philosophy and economics books I had
already been reading. Over the next few months, I
started to take some radical steps to fix our financial
state.

More importantly, I began to realize that this entire
experience was one that other people were struggling
with. How can a person balance all the aspects of mod-
ern life on a limited income? How can we find personal
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and professional happiness in an increasingly complex
world where real wages for most of us haven’t changed
in decades? 

So, in October 2006, I started TheSimpleDollar.com
on my own with no fanfare to share these experiences.
Within two months, I had 100,000 visitors. Today, The
Simple Dollar has nearly a million visitors a month and
tens of thousands more who receive articles by email. 

Along the way, I’ve had conversations with thou-
sands of people who were struggling with questions like
these in their own lives. I’ve heard countless stories of
people digging through the challenging connections
between their money, their happiness, their daily
choices, and their mission in life. 

I began to live my life as a laboratory for these ideas
in many ways, and I shared these experiences with my
readers. I tried countless methods of reducing my spend-
ing. I quit my job and devoted myself to writing full
time, a truly scary endeavor. I bought a home, and then
wondered if it was the right move after all. I had a sec-
ond child. 

And along the way, I learned some surprising lessons
about our modern lives. Many of the rules that we use
to live our lives are broken. They were written down
many years ago to describe a way of living that no
longer exists. Our grandparents couldn’t imagine the
ability to share information via the Internet, the power
of communication from nearly anywhere via cell phone,
the ability to sell one’s ideas and products anywhere—
and buy them from anywhere—thanks to globalization.
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Those are the realities of life today, and they’re rewrit-
ing more than just the rules of how we make friends and
do business. 

The most valuable investment today is not in the
form of a dollar, but in the form of a relationship. All
the income we need can come from a large set of healthy
relationships.

Debt is a prison of our own choosing, and we’re
enticed to enter that prison by the availability of a vari-
ety and quality of goods unimaginable fifty years ago. 

Life is far more unpredictable than most of us think,
and it gets more unpredictable all the time—and almost
all planning ignores that key fact. 

Saving for your child’s undergraduate education is
almost useless because the value of a bachelor’s
degree—and the methods we are using to get there—are
changing radically. 

Being a reliable employee is a path to the unemploy-
ment line—we’ve entered a new era where an employee-
employer relationship is an exchange of a new kind of
value.

Overspecialization is a dangerous trap. The route to
the top relies on a Swiss army knife of transferable
skills, regardless of your career path. 

The American dream of a nice home of your own is
just one card in a rigged game of three-card monte—
and you have to pay a desperate price to play. Instead,
there’s a much smarter way to find a place to live. 

If these ideas intrigue you, keep reading. I’ll touch
upon these ideas and many others—and share in detail
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how they work in my own life and in the lives of many
other people—as we talk about change. 

I’m going to start, though, with an area that hits
home to far too many people and keeps them from even
thinking about moving on and fulfilling their dreams.
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I sat at the kitchen table flipping through the mail,
seeing bill after bill after bill. I tore open a couple of
them immediately, wanting to see the terrible news in
its full glory. I began to calculate what I could afford
to pay and what I could not, I began to quickly real-
ize that the pile of bills I just received not only
wouldn’t be covered by the current balance of my
checking account, but that my next paycheck would
not cover them either—and that was if I spent
absolutely nothing on food, gasoline, or anything
else. I sat there completely stunned for a moment;
then I got up and went into my son’s room, closed
the door behind me, and sat down in the rocking
chair across from his crib. He was so tiny lying there,
less than six months old, and sleeping so peacefully
there without a worry in the world. As I watched
him lie there, gently breathing, emotions poured
through me. Guilt. Shame. Embarrassment. Pain. I
was failing this wonderful little boy, this child who
had already brought incalculable joy into my life. He
relied on me for everything, and because of my poor

1

Chapter 1

Prison Made of Plastic 



decision-making and my selfishness, I was letting
him down. I closed my eyes and didn’t realize at first
that I was crying, almost uncontrollably. My wife
came in and put her arm around me. Eventually my
sobbing woke up my son, who also began to cry.
Sarah held us both. 

April 2006

Let’s make no bones about it: High-interest debt is a
prison of your own making. Financial writer Michael
Mihalik puts it quite simply: “Debt is slavery.”1

Debt increases your risk while at the same time
decreasing your opportunities. If you accumulate debt,
an unexpected negative event in your life has much
more impact than if you were debt free. Similarly, debt
often causes you to pass up positive opportunities in
your life, such as a job offer or an incredible bargain on
a car.

I believe deeply in a debt-free lifestyle. The only
additional debt you should ever incur is a home mort-
gage and, if you do have a mortgage, it should be paid
off as quickly as possible. The greatest personal freedom
you can have occurs when your monthly bills are as low
as possible, and there’s no better way to accomplish that
goal than to get rid of your debts—all of them.

It sounds like an impossible goal. I know that when
I was stuck in an overspending lifestyle, it seemed
impossible for me, as well. When I finally realized that
I needed to make a change, I still didn’t believe it was
really possible.

2 The Simple Dollar
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Then, in the course of about three years, we paid off
$21,000 in credit card debt, $2,600 in additional con-
sumer debt, $6,600 in car loans, and $17,000 in student
loans. Along the way, our financial status became so
secure that I was able to walk away from my full-time
job and follow my dream of being a full-time writer, giv-
ing me an incredibly flexible schedule and much more
time to spend with my children.

To put it simply, three years of focused debt repay-
ment completely changed our lives. I have a new career.
I have a new home. I have a much more stable marriage.
I’m no longer scared at night about our financial posi-
tion. I no longer dread getting the mail.

Debt was a prison, and we escaped.

How exactly did we do this? Here’s a step-by-step
guide describing exactly how we managed to extract
ourselves from this precarious debt situation and put
our lives in a whole new place.

Get Everyone on Board 
We’ve all heard the horror stories. One spouse secretly
racks up $20,000 in credit card debt, while the other
one saves and scrimps. One partner talks about the
large amount of money in the bank, while in truth
there’s not much saved at all. Married couples fight—
and even separate—because one partner spends with
reckless abandon while the other partner is constantly
cleaning up the mess and working to keep the couple
above water.

3Prison Made of Plastic



In each of these cases, the same problem rears its
ugly head: The people in the household are on different
pages with regard to the plan for long-term financial
security. To put it simply, if you and your partner are
not in agreement with your long-term plans, actions on
behalf of those long-term plans are useless.

The best opening step in this journey is to simply sit
down with your partner and do two things. First, iden-
tify the big goals that you have in common. Where do
you want to be in five years? Do you want to have chil-
dren? Do you want to have a nicer home? Do you want
to have a different career? Figure out what you both
want out of life. From there, look at your financial
state—your debts and your income level. What needs to
change for those dreams to come true? Don’t get bogged
down in the specifics at this point—instead, the point is
to recognize whether or not you’re both open to mak-
ing changes in your life to achieve the dreams you share.

Remember, actions speak louder than words. Quite
often, people will give lip service to the initiative of their
partner, but won’t make any real change to their own
behavior. If this happens, there is a much deeper trust
issue in your relationship, one that will require a lot of
communication—and perhaps some counseling—to
solve. You will not find financial, personal, or career
success until you address it.

If you find yourself in this type of situation, move
your focus from fixing your finances to fixing your rela-
tionship. Take some time to carefully evaluate the entire
state of your relationship. Communicate calmly with
your partner—don’t let emotions run the day. Seek

4 The Simple Dollar



counseling and build a relationship based on trust
where you both feel safe expressing your viewpoints
and are able to work through disagreements in a ration-
al and healthy fashion.

Without that, you will not be able to work together
for a brighter future.

Reduce Your Interest Rates 
If you’re ready to make changes, and your partner is on
board as well, you’re already ahead of the game. The
next step is to minimize the amount you pay each year
in interest on your debts. After all, the less money you
lose to your debtors without actually reducing your
debt, the better.

The first step is to simply make a list of every debt
you owe. On that list, record several pieces of informa-
tion for each debt: the name of the person or company
you owe money to, how much money you still owe,
what the interest rate on that debt is, your most recent
monthly payment amount, your account number, and
the telephone number of the person or business you
owe.

Next, move through that list of debtors and call each
one. Explain your situation—you’re attempting to set
up a debt repayment plan because you’re worried about
your financial future—and request a reduction in the
interest rate of your debt. If the first person you talk to
won’t do this, request to speak to their supervisor and
repeat your case.
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Some people argue against this approach because
there is some risk that the business may reduce your
credit limit or close your account. To that argument, I
say, “Who cares?” After all, your goal here is to repay
the debt, not to merely free up some room so that you
can charge it up again.

Once you’ve directly reduced your interest rates, it’s
time to look at indirect methods. Set up a meeting with
a representative of your local credit union and see
whether or not they have a loan package that will
enable you to consolidate some of those debts. Consider
transferring balances from high-interest credit cards to
lower-interest ones (this can usually be done with a
phone call to the company holding your lower-interest
card).

One suggestion: Do not borrow money from family
or friends to pay off high-interest debts. Borrowing
money from people you love puts a completely new
dynamic on the relationship, adding a lender-borrower
relationship to the mix. Now, ask yourself, do you love
the businesses you owe money to? Do you enjoy the
bills they send you, requesting money? Is that a dynam-
ic you want to add to your relationship with your friend
or loved one, where they’re trying to decide how to ask
you to start repaying that debt, while you’re feeling
resentment when they ask you for repayment? Don’t
mix loved ones and debts—they just don’t mix.

At this point, you’ve made some significant progress
toward minimizing the amount you’re going to pay in
interest. Your monthly minimum payments should be
lower than before as well. Now comes the hard part—
buckling down and paying off the debts.
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A Plan for Debt Repayment 
The next step is to assemble a debt repayment plan,
which is far easier than it sounds. Remember the list of
debts you made before, when you were attempting to
reduce your rates? Make it again with all the debts you
have now and their current interest rates. This is the
backbone of your debt repayment plan.

There are two common ways to build this plan. One
method is to pay off the debts in order of their balance,
from smallest to largest. This is often referred to as the
“debt snowball” and is popularized by personal finance
pundits such as Dave Ramsey. The advantage of this
plan is that it lets you feel the thrill of victory over debt
as soon as possible, since the easiest debt to pay off is
the one with the lowest balance.

On the other hand, the method that minimizes the
total amount of dollars you’ll pay out is to pay off the
debts in order of their interest rates, from largest to
smallest. The largest interest rate debts are the ones that
are eating up more of your money, so paying them off
first means that you’ll end up, over the long run, paying
less in interest. However, this plan can sometimes leave
you with long periods without the thrill of eliminating a
debt—it’s psychologically more challenging.

Whichever route you choose, set up your debt repay-
ment plan by listing the debts in that order. Then, each
month, make the minimum payment on each debt
except for the top one. For that top debt, throw every-
thing you can at it. You should strive to make at least a
triple payment on that bill at the top of your list at a
minimum. Set a goal for each month—how much can
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you consistently pay on that bill? Treat that amount as
the minimum payment on that top bill.

When you manage to pay off a bill, cross that bill off
the top of your list and celebrate a little! Then get down
to business on the next bill. Add the payment you were
consistently making on the previous bill to the mini-
mum payment on this new top bill—that’s your new
minimum payment! Strive to make it each month.

The question many people ask is how can I possibly
make more than the minimum payments when I was
not really making them before? You’ll have to make
some choices along the way. Those choices, however,
are often less painful than people initially think they
will be. Stay tuned—Chapter 8, “Frugality as
Framework,” will explain all about it.

Get a Rope
Our living room, now an eBay shipping center, was
littered with packages, small boxes, brown paper,
and labels. Our previously-overstuffed DVD rack lay
largely empty, and our video game consoles were as
bare. Sarah peeked around the corner and admired
the chaos. “Are you sure this is really worth it?” She
nodded toward my trading card binder, which for-
merly housed an enormous collection of sports cards
and gaming cards, but now was nearly empty. I
looked up at her. “According to my math, once we
sell and ship out all of this stuff, your car will be paid
off and our MBNA credit card will be paid off next
month.” She looked at me for a moment just to
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make sure I wasn’t joking. She opened her mouth to
say something, but then just burst into a big smile. 

June 2006

Over the years, I’ve had the chance to talk to many
readers who felt they were drowning in their debt. They
were simply overwhelmed with the amounts they owed,
and it felt hopeless. Even after coming up with a debt
repayment plan and ensuring that their interest rates
were low, they still felt as though they were climbing
Mount Everest without a rope. 

To those people, I say, “Get a rope.” What do I mean
by that? What I mean is, give yourself a big boost on
your debt repayment plan right out of the gate. 

Go through your home, room by room, with a dis-
criminating eye. Look for things that you don’t use—or
rarely use. Start with your closets, your junk-collecting
areas, and your collections. Go through these items and
ask yourself, honestly, if these items are adding genuine
value to your life—or if they’re just representing memo-
ries that you hold in your heart and your head, regard-
less of what items are filling your closet.

I’ll use myself as an example. Once upon a time, I
avidly played several trading card games, and I played
with enough skill to amass a large collection of these.
Yet, as time went on, I found that I really wasn’t enjoy-
ing this enormous collection I had amassed. I’d look at
them on occasion, but mostly I just enjoyed spending
time with friends. My cards would go untouched for
months, but I kept them because of the memories. 

9Prison Made of Plastic



I realized, though, that the memories come from
within me, not from collected items that I barely looked
at. I might get a smile from the memories brought about
by looking at them on occasion, but I could get that
same good feeling from meeting and chatting with an
old friend or keeping tabs with those friends on message
boards or on Facebook. It was the camaraderie and the
stories that I enjoyed, not a closet full of stuff. 

So, I spent a week going through that collection. I
sorted it, determined the items that had significant indi-
vidual value, and sold almost all of them. 

I applied the same philosophy to our DVD collection
and our book collection and our video game collection.
We sold stuff on eBay, at consignment shops, at used
stores, and directly to people. Just like that, some of our
debts went up in smoke, and we suddenly felt in control
of our situation for the first time in a long time. 

Try this approach with the items you possess. The
unwanted, unnecessary purchases of your past can often
serve as a wonderful rope to help pull you up to a new
place in your life.

Snowflaking
What would you do if you found a $50 bill lying in the
street? Would you go off and spend it on something friv-
olous? Or would you quietly stick it in your pocket,
knowing that it has the power to push you a little bit
further toward your dreams of debt freedom?

Many people would choose the former strategy,
arguing that it’s just fifty dollars. That type of attitude
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is exactly the type of attitude that leads to a lack of con-
trol over one’s life. If you spend every dollar you find,
you’re completely at the mercy of the unexpected in life,
as great opportunities will pass you by and bad situa-
tions will bring you to your knees.

The alternate strategy is to allow yourself money
with which to have fun each month, but when extra
money comes in, treat it as a way to get ahead with your
long-term plans. This strategy is often referred to as
snowflaking, perhaps in reference to the “debt snow-
ball” concept.

These “snowflakes”—the little money you find here
and there in your life—are applied to your debt repay-
ment plans, helping you to make a little bit more of a
payment each month. That $50 bill found in the park-
ing lot becomes an extra $50 on your next debt pay-
ment, perhaps giving you just enough to pay off that
debt a month earlier than expected.

There are many ways to snowflake. Recycle alu-
minum cans once every few months and apply that
money toward your debts. Ride public transportation
once a week and apply the $3 you saved in gas toward
your debt repayment plan. Keep all the change and
small bills you accumulate in a jar; then cash that in
twice a year and use that amount to whack away at
your debt. You can even go big with this and start a
part-time job solely for debt repayment—a big
snowflake, indeed.

The goal is simple—just use the little opportunities
life gives you to get rid of that debt faster, which opens
the door to even bigger opportunities.
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Five Steps for Today 
If you remember one thing about debt repayment, it’s
this: The reason to pay down and eliminate your debts
is that it opens up a great deal of personal freedom in
your life—freedom to change careers, freedom to try
new things, and freedom to take advantage of opportu-
nities. These freedoms are essential to the ideas covered
in the rest of this book.

Debt is the opposite of freedom—it reduces your
opportunities and leaves you with a sense that your life
is out of your control. You can’t lose your job. You can’t
make a career change. You can’t move to a different
city. You can’t say no when your boss demands more
overtime.

Break Free

Here are five steps you can take today to get started on
repaying your debt:

1. Schedule a talk with your partner or spouse.
None of this matters if you’re not on the same
page and working toward the same goals. During
this talk, allow things to be an open book—no
hiding secret plans, no hiding financial mistakes.
Instead, strive to find out your real financial state
and discover the goals that you have in common.

2. Make a list of all your debts. Simply cataloging
all of one’s debts goes a long way toward making
the situation real and tangible. This will likely
involve digging through statements, checking
websites, and perhaps making a phone call or
two.
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3. Think about the stuff you own that’s unneces-
sary. Ask yourself if you really use some of the
items you have or if you keep them around sole-
ly for sentimental reasons. If it’s for sentiment,
ask yourself if the memories exist in that item or
if they exist in your heart.

4. Make a list of the things you hope to accomplish
in life. What five big things do you hope for in
your life over the next five years? Once you’ve
got those down on paper, ask yourself what needs
to happen for those things to be achieved. You’ll
likely find that these things you dream of are
much, much easier to accomplish if you eliminate
your debts.

5. Recognize that it’s not hopeless. Many people feel
overwhelmed by their debt load—I know I cer-
tainly did for a number of years. It’s not hope-
less—nothing ever is. Just stop, take a deep
breath, and start looking through your entire life
situation with a careful eye. You might just be
surprised at what you’ll find.
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I watch out the window as my wife and my son drive
away with her parents, and I hate every second of it.
It’s hard not to see the disappointment on all of their
faces as, yet again, I have to turn away an invitation
to focus on my work. Several hours later, my wife
wakes me up. A half-eaten burrito has congealed on
my plate, and I have fallen asleep at the keyboard. As
I stagger into our bedroom, my wife tells me that our
son had strung together a sentence for the first time
at dinner. I peek into his room and see him asleep. I
have missed yet another moment—the type of
moment I had sworn I would never miss in my
child’s life. Was work all I was really living for? 

September 2006

All of us have a story to tell, a story distinct from every
other story in the world. I could talk at length about my
own story—and I share snapshots of it throughout this
book—and perhaps you see things in those snapshots
that you recognize in your own life.
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For some of us, that distinct story has taken us to a
negative place—painful experiences in your past, physi-
cal ailments, and other conditions.

Every negative in your life is a positive. Perhaps you
went through an experience in your life so horrible that
you’re afraid to mention it. Yet here you are today, still
walking forward, reading this book, and figuring out
where to go next. Your story has power—the ability to
bring about positive change in others, no matter what
their background.

Here’s my own truth. I was born with an inactive
thyroid and legal blindness in my right eye. When I was
four years old, I started having excruciating earaches,
which culminated in five different head surgeries,
removal of a tumor, and complete deafness in my left
ear. As you might imagine, I didn’t fit in real well in jun-
ior high with scars on the left side of my head and eyes
that would jump around sometimes.

It would be very easy for me to be ashamed of these
things and to hide them. I’m not ashamed, and I cer-
tainly don’t hide. They’re just part of who I am. Sure,
sometimes I can’t hear people who sit on my left side, I
can have difficulty seeing at times when I overwork my
good eye, and I can gain ten pounds from simply sitting
near cookies.

These “problems” don’t mean that I can’t do some-
thing. They mean I can. I’ve figured out how to over-
come these things and keep moving forward in my life,
doing the things I want to do. I can’t change the things
that have happened to me, but I sure can use the things
they have taught me and move forward from here.
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If you’ve gone through something difficult and are
still here reading this book, that’s not something to be
ashamed of. That’s something to be proud of. You have
the strength of character to survive obstacles that the
people around you can scarcely imagine, and your story
has the potential to inspire others. Don’t be ashamed—
be proud of who you are, the good and the bad.

If you find this to be a difficult struggle, ask for help
with it. Talk to your friends, or seek out a therapist who
can walk you through things.

Just remember, you’re sitting here right now. You’ve
made it to this point. That means you’re strong.

What Do We Really Need? 
Quite often, people assume that if you’re rich, you must
be happy. In truth, the idea that riches bring happiness
is an optical illusion, an artifact of our natural compet-
itive nature. 

Daniel Gilbert, professor of psychology at Harvard
University and author of Stumbling on Happiness, put
it succinctly in a talk in 2004: “[A]fter basic needs are
met, there isn’t much ‘marginal utility’ to increased
wealth. In other words, the difference between a guy
who makes $15,000 and a guy who makes $40,000 is
much bigger than the difference between the guy who
makes $100,000 and the guy who makes $1,000,000.
[...] [O]nce basic needs are met, further wealth doesn’t
seem to predict further happiness. So the relationship
between money and happiness is complicated, and defi-
nitely not linear. If it were linear, then billionaires would
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be a thousand times happier than millionaires, who
would be a hundred times happier than professors. That
clearly isn’t the case. On the other hand, social relation-
ships are a powerful predictor of happiness—much
more so than money is.”1

Gretchen Rubin, author of The Happiness Project,
points to several other key factors for happiness. “Long,
deep relationships contribute mightily to happiness.
When people move around a lot, it becomes more chal-
lenging to have these kinds of relationships. Feeling out
of control is a big happiness drag, and if people feel out
of control because of the economy, or because of job or
family pressures, that makes it harder to be happy.
People also are happier when they have a certain
amount of fun in their lives—absence of pain isn’t
enough, though it’s a good start! It’s easier to feel happy
when you’re feeling energetic, so doing things that con-
tribute to energy—having fun, getting exercise, going
outside, getting enough sleep—will make it easier to feel
happy.”2

In short, happiness doesn’t revolve around financial
success. Instead, it revolves around simple elements that
we can all foster in our lives: building positive relation-
ships with other people, cultivating low-pressure situa-
tions and minimizing high-pressure ones, and
improving our personal energy level all contribute heav-
ily to a personal sense of happiness. These things
together also produce financial and career health as
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well. Throughout the rest of this book, we’ll cultivate
these ideas, see how they contribute both to personal
happiness and personal financial growth, and also iden-
tify how they reinforce each other to build a happier life
without constantly chasing the riches that bring a myth-
ical happiness.

“Daddy! Up the escalator!” Joseph shouts at me. He
is anxious to get to the second floor of the Science
Center so we can build dams and fly paper airplanes
together. My son and I are spending the day together
visiting the Science Center of Iowa, where we blow
bubbles using Hula Hoops, make paper rockets, and
fire them across the room. We laugh. We play. The
stress of work and money were far from my mind.
The difficult choices of cutting my spending drasti-
cally, changing my career, and dealing with a lower
income were all secondary to the freedom that had
made this moment possible. Happiness has come at
last.

May 2009

Five Steps Toward Happiness
Finding happiness in the modern world can be difficult.
Our lives contain a mix of happiness and toxicity, and
untangling that Gordian knot can be a real challenge.
Here are five simple ways you can take control of your
life and put yourself on a sustainably happier path.
Doing this will set the foundation for taking on more
difficult challenges and living your dreams:
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1. Make a list of the things that make you happy.
Don’t include the things that are supposed to
make you happy—the things you think should
make you happy but don’t truly fulfill you.
Instead, just watch your life for the things that
really bring about happiness and make you feel
good. Keep a notebook with you and jot down
everything that brings you significant happiness
over the course of a week. Walk through your
home and the places you regularly visit and look
for things that bring happiness. 

2. At the same time, make a list of the things that
make you unhappy. Again, pay attention to your
true feelings. Things that you believe should
make you happy are sometimes the things that
are leading toward unhappiness. Keep this list for
a week. 

3. Go through your list of things that make you
unhappy and build a to-do list from it. For each
item, think of an action you can take to eliminate
the source of that unhappiness. Perhaps you’re
made unhappy by a strained relationship—why
not make a phone call to make it better? If some-
one at work is making you unhappy, resolve to
find ways to avoid that person or perhaps pledge
to face this person head-on. If possessions make
you unhappy, pledge to sell them. If aspects of
yourself make you unhappy, look into what it
would take to change them—an exercise plan, a
dietary change, or a set of coursework, perhaps.

20 The Simple Dollar



4. Let a month pass; then trim down the happiness
list to the two to five things that fill you with the
most happiness. They might be things, people, or
activities—whatever they are, these are the things
that filled you with happiness in the moment and
fill you with happiness on later reflection. These
things point straight toward the core of what
makes you happy. 

5. Spend a week cultivating that happiness. Invest
your energy in activities that revolve around the
happiness. Avoid spending money or energy on
activities and things that aren’t on that short list
of things that make you happy. This might mean
that you turn off the television for a week
(because it leaves you indifferent) and instead
play with your children every evening (because
you feel happy when you do this). Engage in
activities that are known to bring happiness
along the way, such as moderate exercise and
positive relationships with others. Then, after
that week, reflect on whether the week was sig-
nificantly more fulfilling than the way you nor-
mally spend your time. 

In the end, the message is simple: Be yourself. Quite
often, unhappiness comes from the areas where we’re
restricting our true selves for some reason, and happi-
ness arrives when we let our true self shine through.
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My wife and I went into the bathroom together and
studied the pregnancy test. An unmistakable line
appeared, indicating a positive result. There was a
child inside of her, one that was going to arrive in
several months, whether we were ready or not. We
celebrated that night. I had a glass of wine, while she
chose not to “because of the baby,” of course. And
then it hit me. Just like that, everything was chang-
ing. I thought, I can’t afford this! My life as I knew
it was no more. 

February 2005 

Life hands you unexpected things all the time. Your car
breaks down. You or your spouse get pregnant unex-
pectedly. A new person enters the picture and sweeps
you off your feet. You get into an accident. An old col-
lege friend looks you up and asks you to throw in with
his new startup. A loved one suddenly passes away. You
get sick. Your spouse tells you that the marriage is over
and walks out the door. You’re handed a pink slip. A lot
happens.
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Sometimes those events are positive. You get a great
new job. A child comes along at the exact point when
you’re emotionally ready for it. You fall in love and
move clear across the country to follow that passion. 

Your life is populated by unexpected events—things
that can overwhelm you when they happen. One of the
most amazing natural gifts as human beings is that you’re
able to take these unexpected events, process them for a
while, figure out some kind of plan to deal with them,
and before long, that completely unexpected event
becomes a normal part of your life. You deal with it. 

Here’s the problem: You may be able to adjust emo-
tionally, but you’re often completely unprepared finan-
cially for those unexpected events. 

A new lover invites you to move to Toronto. Is it the
right thing to do? You can tap your friends for advice—
and often that’s incredibly useful—but the unexpected
act puts you on unstable financial ground. 

If that college friend pops out of nowhere and asks
you to join that startup, can you? Will you be able to
offer anything valuable to make the startup succeed? Do
you have the resources to truly chase that opportunity
in front of you? Can you handle what life throws at
you?

Our Lives Are More Random 
Than We Think

Most of us see our lives as fairly predictable. We fill our
days with similar activities and, for many of us, a life
routine different than the one we have now is something
that’s an almost-forgotten memory. 
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In Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s book, The Black Swan,
which discusses unpredictable events and how we han-
dle them, he identifies this part of human nature as the
narrative fallacy. “The narrative fallacy addresses our
limited ability to look at sequences without weaving an
explanation into them, or, equivalently, forcing a logical
link, an arrow of relationship, upon them. Explanations
bind facts together. They make them all the more easily
remembered; they help them make more sense. Where
this propensity can go wrong is when it increases our
impression of understanding.”1

To put it simply, our lives are chock full of random
events of all kinds, but our minds, to make some sense
of our lives, attempt to construct a story that makes it
all make sense. The problem with this is that quite
often, random events don’t make any sense at all—they
just happen. 

That’s why, when we look back at the past, we see
something very orderly. We’ve created a very nice story
that explains all the unexpected things that have hap-
pened to us. We come up with explanations for events
that simply happen as a matter of chance.

Because of this, we often believe that our lives are
less random than they actually are, and we fail to pre-
pare for the unexpected events that are coming in the
future. Our long-term plans, after all, rarely account for
falling head over heels in love after a chance encounter,
an offer to join a hot startup, or a serious car accident.
But these things happen all the time.
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Unprepared for the Good
Surprisingly often, the unexpected events in our lives are
positive ones. We run into an old friend. A former
coworker contacts us with an intriguing professional
opportunity. We bump into someone interesting and
find ourselves with a date. We’re swept off our feet by
an exciting new interest. We see a box of valuable vin-
tage video games at a yard sale. A challenging new proj-
ect comes up at work—it involves a big risk but a huge
reward. Unexpected positive events happen con-
stantly—and they cause tremors throughout our lives.

However, without some preparation, we’re unable to
take advantage of these opportunities. We can’t make a
radical career shift because we have too many bills and
not enough cash in the bank. We can’t take advantage
of that incredible bargain because we’re running on
empty due to living paycheck to paycheck. We’re afraid
to jump on the challenging new project because it risks
failure, which would deplete the bonus we “need.”

As a result, we lose out on those opportunities. We
grow less confident and more tied to the routine of 
our life today—one that we’re unhappy with in some
ways. We look for ways to soothe that unhappiness.
Marketing is always there to give us suggestions on how
to make it better with some of our hard-earned dollars
that, in the end, makes the problem even worse.

The solution is simple: Keep a big, healthy emer-
gency fund in the bank. With each paycheck, contribute
a portion of it directly to a savings account for the unex-
pected opportunities that come along in life. Such an
emergency fund prepares us to take risks and jump on
board life-changing opportunities.

26 The Simple Dollar



Daniel Koontz of Bloomingdale, NJ, a financial serv-
ices worker and author of The Casual Kitchen, migrated
from paycheck to paycheck living to an emergency fund
that covered two years of living expenses. “After I had
reached this goal, which took a couple of years of disci-
plined saving, I began to think of my responsibilities
and opportunities at work as totally divorced from my
compensation. I no longer ‘needed’ my next paycheck,
or for that matter, the next two years of paychecks. I
started to feel more confident at work, I no longer had
any fear of losing my job, and as a result, I began tak-
ing on higher-profile projects at work, and later, making
decisive and aggressive job changes to further my career.
I never would have guessed that saving two years’
worth of dough would provide such significant non-
financial benefits.”2

Unprepared for the Bad 
On the flipside of good opportunities are unfortunate
situations—ones where something unexpected happens
to your life and drains your finances. A job loss. An
unexpected death of a loved one. A serious car problem.
An unexpected irregular bill.

Much as with unexpected good things, the modern
world has made the unexpected bad things more fre-
quent. The well-documented breakdown in long-term
relationships with employers, the advent of globaliza-
tion, and the rapid developments in communications
have made job turnover far more rapid than before.
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Our reliance on more services has opened us up to more
crises due to the failures of such services, like a cell
phone cutting out at a key moment or a flight canceled
due to bad weather.

In short, as the world gets more complex, we’re
exposed to more bad events as well as good events. We
are simply more exposed to large-scale phenomena than
our parents were.

Just as with opportunities, the best protection
against unexpected negative situations is an emergency
fund. Cash regularly saved from a paycheck and put
into a safe and reasonably easy to access place (like a
savings account) ensures that such disasters do not
destroy our long-term plans and dreams.

Kerry Taylor, an organic farmer from Vernon, British
Columbia and author of SquawkFox.com and 397
Ways to Save Money, experienced the value of an emer-
gency fund when she required emergency knee surgery:
“My emergency fund saved my butt when I needed knee
surgery. Over the course of five years, I saved $125 a
month and slowly grew my emergency fund to $7,500.
This money became my lifeline when I faced a possible
diagnosis of cancer and had to take time off work for
various tests and a surgery. When my tests were clear, I
was relieved to be healthy and not have debt, thanks to
my emergency savings.”3

Kristen Cross, a stay-at-home mother in rural
Maryland, shares a similar story: “My husband found
out at the end of March [2009] that his company was
outsourcing the entire IT department where he works
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and that he’d be laid off in about 90 days. Naturally, we
were a little bit freaked out at first, but we had a decent
amount of savings, and while he was still employed, we
worked really, really hard at padding that fund some
more. We saved everything we could, cut back even
more (and that’s saying something because we’re pretty
frugal…we spend about $80/week to feed our family of
six). We also calculated how much money we’d need to
live off of each month if my husband didn’t manage to
find a new job before his old one ran out. We could
squeeze by on about $2400 a month, and we’ve man-
aged to save up about $12,000 in our emergency fund.
Mercifully, my husband just found a new job, so we
won’t have to actually use our emergency fund, at least
for now. But I can’t even really put into words how
wonderful it was to know that we could survive for a
fairly decent amount of time without having to incur
debt. It really gave us a ‘we’ll be all right’ feeling in the
midst of an unsettling situation.”4

Sources of Personal Risk
It’s clear that the modern world increases the chance of
random events having a strong impact on our life, even
if we don’t see them in hindsight. However, we exacer-
bate the problem constantly by the day-to-day choices
we make, putting ourselves even more at risk of missing
out on great opportunities and falling flat when crises
come our way. Here are five major avenues of personal
risk that we invite into our life:
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• Credit card and other consumer debt. A credit
card can be a very powerful tool for facilitating
routine purchases, but it has a dangerous side.
Credit cards detach you from the money itself and
make it incredibly easy to spend more than you
think, leaving you with escalating debt. That debt
manifests itself as another monthly required pay-
ment, which adds risk to your life because it
increases the danger from job loss. The solution?
Pay off that debt as rapidly as possible (see
Chapter 7, “Minding the Gap,” for help).

• Car loans and leases. Yes, many people need a car
for their career, but they choose to buy a car that
exceeds their needs without the cash to pay for
that want. That car loan (or lease) becomes a per-
sonal risk—yet another required monthly pay-
ment that keeps you from jumping on
opportunities and hamstrings you when a crisis
occurs. The solution? Drive a string of low-end
used cars until you can afford to pay cash for the
car you want.

• Mortgages. A mortgage is the least problematic
form of debt you can have, as it gives you shelter
and does build equity over time (albeit at a slower
rate than real estate charlatans might tell you).
However, it does include the same risk as other
forms of debt. The solution? If you’re going to live
in an area for less than five years, rent your hous-
ing. If you don’t have a 20% down payment, rent
your housing. If you’re still in the game, break out
the calculator and compare the amount of money
you’d be paying in mortgage interest versus the
amount you’d be paying in rent. For more details,
see Chapter 8, “Frugality as Framework.”
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• Monolithic careers. A monolithic career is one
where your skills are limited to the career you’re
currently in. If you lose your job, your skill set
doesn’t leave you with many career options. The
traditional mindset has been that if you have skills
that others don’t have, you’ll always have a job—
but in the era of globalization, there’s a lot more
competition out there for your job, and there’s
more opportunity for people with your skill set to
be living halfway around the world and willing to
work your job for much less. The solution?
Diversify your skills. Build your social network.
Start a side business in an area you’re passionate
about. For more ideas, see Chapter 9, “Cultivat-
ing People and Opportunities,” and Chapter 10,
“The New Career Rules.”

• Poor health choices. A few simple dietary and
exercise choices can help everyone, regardless of
their personal shape. Moving toward a healthy
body shape and a basic level of physical fitness
improves your career opportunities and reduces
your health risks. Have a quick chat with your
doctor during your next checkup and see what he
or she recommends. Some good rules of thumb:
Eat mostly plants and move around actively for an
hour each day.

Minimizing your risk in these areas reduces the chances
that life can derail you and maximizes the chances that
you can jump on board a great opportunity.
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Maximizing Luck 
In the movie The Incredibles, Edna Mole sums up the
role of luck in our lives beautifully and succinctly:
“Luck favors the prepared, dah-link.”

Luck has very little to do with a four-leaf clover in
your pocket. Instead, luck is simply finding ways to take
maximum advantage of the numerous random positive
events in your life, as well as opening yourself up to
more possible random events, from noticing a great sale
to having a powerful idea. Being prepared for these pos-
itive events in advance helps you cultivate these oppor-
tunities into a beautiful garden:

• Keep a notebook or voice recorder with you at all
times. Whenever you have a useful idea or spot a
useful piece of information, record it as soon as
you can; then review those notes once a day or so.
Quite often, little positive events—like a good idea
or a valuable piece of data—slip through our
memories without being utilized, causing a useful
random event to go completely to waste.

• Keep a healthy but reasonable amount of cash
with you at all times. Cash is often the quick
answer to many opportunities that present them-
selves to us. We stumble upon a going-out-of-busi-
ness sale that has nice shirts for $1 each. We bump
into a friend who is scavenging for taxi fare. We
find an amazing deal on a particularly valuable
collectible at a yard sale. Cash in your pocket
turns these potential missed opportunities into
money in the bank.
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• Be aware of market values in areas of personal
passion. If you’re passionate about a certain area,
keep up-to-date with the market value of items in
that field. For example, I still keep up with the
prices of video games (especially vintage ones),
trading cards, and comic books. Thus, if I’m ever
at a yard sale or a small-town “junk” shop, I
might be able to turn a huge profit because I know
what such things are worth. This doesn’t take
much additional effort if you’re already passion-
ate about that area.

• Shop at places where extreme bargains can be
found. Instead of shopping for new clothes at the
expensive shops, start your journey at a second-
hand shop or a Goodwill store. You might find
exactly what you’re looking for for just a few dol-
lars instead of the high prices found elsewhere.

The final key is perhaps the most important: Build lots
of positive relationships and minimize negative ones.
Chapter 5, “Running to Stand Still,” and Chapter 9 are
largely devoted to the roles that relationships fill in our
personal, professional, and financial lives.

The Need for Reliability
Another key component of battling randomness is
enforcing order in our lives where we can by simply
reducing the opportunities for random events to derail
our plans. 

The clearest expression of this is to automate as many
payments as you can, including your savings for an emer-
gency fund. If such savings and payments go off without
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requiring your personal interaction, it’s harder for unex-
pected events to alter your plans. This ensures that your
emergency fund is there when you need it and isn’t
altered by an impromptu moment or by forgetfulness.

Another clear expression of reliability comes from
strong, cultivated relationships with other people.
When times are tough, we have a much easier time get-
ting through when we can rely on powerful relation-
ships with others around us.

Reliability also comes in the form of careful purchas-
ing. By taking appropriate time and care in advance of
a significant purchase, you can avoid unreliable prod-
ucts and instead enjoy a lower rate of unexpected
mishaps due to the malfunction of the things you own.
If you buy a reliable car, you have a lesser likelihood of
being late for work due to car trouble. If you buy a reli-
able water heater, your basement has a lower likelihood
of flooding. 

In each of these cases, choosing the more reliable
option reduces the opportunity for random negative
events in our lives or reduces the negative impact such
events can have. This results in a more secure, more reli-
able you.

Preparing Yourself
Here are five key steps for getting started on maximiz-
ing the impact of positive luck on your life—and mini-
mizing the impact of negative luck:
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1. Start an automatic emergency savings account.
Contact your bank and schedule a weekly auto-
matic transfer from your checking account to
your savings account. Start with a small amount
so that you don’t derail your life; then gradually
increase the amount until you reach a comfort-
able level. Remember, there is no real upper limit
on this account—just leave the automatic transfer
in place no matter what happens. Murphy’s Law
seems to dictate that the unexpected events hap-
pen in bunches, so the more money you have, the
more prepared you are to protect yourself and
take advantage of opportunities.

2. Seek out—and utilize—online banking. Banks
that allow you to manage your finances from any
Internet-connected computer and also allow you
to schedule payments in advance go a long way
toward reducing the impact that unexpected
events can have in your life. If your bank does not
offer this feature, seek a bank that does—advice
for switching banks can be found in Chapter 12,
“Managing the Gap.”

3. Take simple steps to prepare yourself for the
unexpected. Start carrying a notebook with you
and jot down ideas and things that come to mind;
then review them later in the day. Keep a reason-
able amount of cash with you as well. If you’re
job hunting, carry a resume with you at all times.

4. Make a strong long-term goal of eliminating your
debt. Debt does nothing more than increase the
effect of negative random events and decrease the
effect of positive random events, so get rid of it.
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Start a strong debt repayment plan (see Chapter 6,
“With or Without You”) focused on short-term
goals that lead to bigger ones.

5. Devote energy to cultivating relationships and
finding community in your life. Relationships are
a powerful barrier against the unforeseen, as they
can provide support and resources for those
times when you most need the help. See Chapters
5 and 9 for more information.
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I slit open the envelope, a tiny ray of hope stirring,
and then saw the standard phrases on the form. A
rejection. Even though I had gotten them often
enough, each one landed like a punch low in my
stomach. Inside I sat down in front of the computer.
I had spent three years writing that novel, and now
my finger hovered over the Delete button, ready to
do away with all that work of many long nights at
the library researching, typing, editing, building
characters and plot lines, and tying them together in
interesting ways, I had finished the novel. I had
achieved my great goal. Or so I thought. I wasn’t
prepared for what came next. For several months, I
attempted to get someone—anyone—in the publish-
ing industry interested in the book I had written.
Instead, I had a pile of rejection letters. My finger
hovered over that Delete button—and in that
instant, I made my decision.
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November 1999 

It’s easy to be resistant to the idea of setting goals. It
requires introspection, commitment, and facing your
fears. Yet, without clear, written goals with discrete fol-
low-ups, it is substantially harder to achieve significant
gains in life. Without them, it’s likely nothing will
change in your life.

A recent study by Dr. Gail Matthews of Dominican
University of California compared the goal completion
of individuals who did not set personal goals, individu-
als who wrote down their personal goals but did not
follow up on them, and individuals who wrote down
personal goals and coupled them with progress reports
on a regular basis. Simply writing down the goals
resulted in a 42% increase in achieved goals, and writ-
ten progress reports resulted in a 78% increase in
achieved goals.1 To put it simply, people who wrote
down their goals and followed up on them achieved
substantially more, leaving those without written goals
behind.

Matthew Jabs, an IT manager in Lansing, Michigan,
discovered the profound power of written goals in his
life. “Historically I had always been a man of no specif-
ically set goals. I was never sure exactly why or how I
developed and maintained this aversion to [them]. I just
couldn’t find the time, didn’t place enough value in
achievement, or maybe just didn’t want to be bothered.”
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He goes on: “Setting goals was not something I reg-
ularly purposed to avoid, but rather I had always been
a “fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants” type of guy who just
didn’t find it commonly necessary to assimilate goals
into my life.”

So what happened? Simply put, Jabs was inspired by
Lao-Tzu’s well-known quote, “The journey of a thou-
sand miles begins with a single step.”

Jabs explains: “[T]he quote combines the wonder
and excitement of travel and discovery with accom-
plishing established tasks in life. Since first reading that
quote [...] I have been able to set up a working, living,
family budget. I have been able to increase my ability to
read and finish books. I have been able to lose nearly 40
pounds. I have been able to grow more and more self-
reliant. I have been able to change my eating habits to
include predominately healthy, local, organic foods. I
am closer with my wife and I am closer with my God.”2

The Changing Value of Long-Term Goals
In my hand, I held an offer letter. It detailed a job
that would pay me $43,000 a year straight out of
college, something almost beyond the dreams of
someone who grew up poor and went to college
without any real direction. My goal for the last sev-
eral years had been to finish college with a degree,
find a simple job where I wouldn’t have to focus on
the work with my mental energy, and make myself
become a successful writer. 
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The unexpected, though, sometimes happens. I
found myself exploring other areas, digging into
deep analysis of genetic data. It was an area I found
to be exciting—I loved the chase of digging through
a new problem, applying an unusual model, and
burying myself in deep intellectual challenge. This
offer letter held that promise. But it also promised
responsibility and a lot of work, something that
seemed to seal off the dreams of writing that I had
held onto for years. Was this a trade I was willing to
make? Undoubtedly, it was an opportunity that I
needed to try. After some hesitation and a bit of
reflection on writing dreams that seemed to be going
nowhere, I closed my eyes and signed on the dotted
line. And with that signature, my long-term vision
for my life lurched in a new direction.

April 2002

It’s easy to be resistant to the idea of setting goals. It
requires introspection, commitment, and facing your
fears. Yet, without clear, written goals with discrete fol-
low-ups, it is substantially harder to achieve significant
gains in life. Without them, it’s likely nothing will
change in your life. 

There’s a big problem with such goal setting, though.
As we discussed in Chapter 2, our lives are more chaotic
than we realize. Events constantly happen in our lives,
changing the terms of the game and often altering the
goals we reach for. 

To put it simply, the grand life-long plans that might
have guided earlier generations no longer works. The
world is changing so rapidly that in five years, your life

40 The Simple Dollar



will likely be substantially different than it is now due
to events you cannot foresee. 

So why set long-term goals at all? To put it simply,
long-term goals put short-term goals in an appropriate
context. A long-term goal is often just a sequence of
short-term goals leading toward a greater good. Long-
term goals add a powerful transformative sense to
short-term goals—going on four runs in a week won’t
change your life, but committing to going from being a
couch potato to running a marathon in two years cer-
tainly can change your life. Short-term goals become the
stepping stones to getting there. 

A good long-term goal is audacious and life chang-
ing. It seems beyond your realistic grasp, but the
thought of reaching it makes your heart soar. It matches
perfectly with the things you hold most dear in your life.
Are you ready to reach for it? 

Timothy Ferriss puts long-term goals in excellent
context in his book, The 4-Hour Workweek. He writes,
“Having an unusually large goal is an adrenaline infu-
sion that provides the endurance to overcome the
inevitable trials and tribulations that go along with any
goal. Realistic goals, goals restricted to the average
ambition level, are uninspiring and will only fuel you
through the first or second problem, at which point
you’ll throw in the towel. If the potential payoff is only
mediocre or average, so is your effort.”3

An important note: Accumulation of money is not
an audacious goal. A Scrooge McDuck-esque swimming
pool filled with gold coins is the most ordinary of goals.
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That’s not to say money accumulation is not part of an
audacious goal, but it’s the application of that money
toward something in line with your personal values that
makes it audacious. Becoming a millionaire may be a
big goal, but the great things you’re able to do when
you make it there are the truly exciting things, the ones
that will keep you up at night working toward it.

The Power of Self-Reliance
Long-term goals push you in directions that can trans-
form your life. You want something very different than
what you have now, and a long-term goal simply states
what you want to change. You’re a couch potato and
you want to not be one, so you set a goal of running a
marathon. You’re in poor financial shape but you want
to be financially self-reliant, so you set a goal of being
completely debt free and with a large emergency fund.
Your career is going nowhere, so you set a goal of
switching to a new career. The idea of starving children
sickens you to your core, so you resolve to reach finan-
cial independence so you can spend your life’s energy
doing something about it.

Short-term goals make those long-term goals possi-
ble. You want to run a marathon, but you’re woefully
out of shape, so you set a goal of five one-hour walks
this week. You want to be debt free, so you make it your
goal to cut your unnecessary spending to $20 this week
and funnel the rest into your largest debt. You want to
start a new career, so you set a goal this week of talking
to someone in that career path to see what it takes to get
there. You want to tackle global hunger with all your

42 The Simple Dollar



might, so you throw that energy into getting yourself to
a point where you can devote yourself to the problem.

Short-term goals often have another benefit: They
make you more self-reliant and move you closer to suc-
cess in other areas. Your marathon training causes you
to start losing weight and get some color in your skin,
making you look more presentable at work and in
social situations and thus improving your confidence.
Your debt reduction causes you to have fewer monthly
bills, enabling you to broaden your horizons and look
for opportunities elsewhere, as with Daniel Koontz and
his two-year emergency fund. Your search for a new
career pushes you to communicate with different peo-
ple—improving your communication skills—and take
classes that push your mind in new directions. 

Communication skills, time management skills,
information management skills, improved personal
health, better appearance, leadership, and creativity are
all things that you often pick up while working on
short-term goals. These skills and attributes are the
most valuable of all—they’re transferable, meaning they
help you in your daily life and in any career path you
choose.

Transferable skills can also be considered part of a
personal emergency fund, a topic described in the previ-
ous chapter. If you have a strong set of transferable
skills—the ability to communicate, the ability to lead,
good health, leadership skills, and so on—these make it
possible to maximize any opportunity that comes your
way—and navigate any challenge that life gives you.

When I launched my website, TheSimpleDollar.com,
in November 2006, my goal was to reach people who
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were interested in transforming their own lives and
finances (a long-term goal). I knew that the best way to
do this was to talk about my own experiences in
detail—and frequently, so I set up a series of short-term
goals that required me to write on a daily basis about
my challenge to find happiness and financial stability.
Writing a substantial amount every day certainly helped
me achieve my goal—attracting people who are inter-
ested in talking about these things—but it had a second-
ary benefit of improving my communication skills and
my time management skills. Regardless of where I go in
life, I can take these learned skills with me. 

The Key: Short-Term Goals 
It was three in the morning, but the story in my mind
was fighting to escape, keeping me awake and at the
keyboard. My hands drummed over the keys, throw-
ing words on the screen, giving birth to a tale about
a corrupt security guard on a riverboat. The charac-
ter was alive inside my mind, a desperate man trying
to cover his tracks. When he met his climactic end, I
rested my hands for a moment and let my weary eyes
read through the five thousand words I had just
typed. It was good—perhaps the best thing I had
ever written. I had been pushing myself for months
to spend time in the evenings writing a short story a
week, and I could finally see it paying off. For the
first time in a long time, I actually saw myself as a
writer, not as someone who just dabbled in the writ-
ten word. And it felt quite good.
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January 2005

It’s easy to be resistant to the idea of setting goals. It
requires introspection, commitment, and facing your
fears. Yet, without clear, written goals with discrete fol-
low-ups, it is substantially harder to achieve significant
gains in life. Without them, it’s likely nothing will
change in your life. 

The real power for changing your life comes from
short-term goals set within a really big, audacious goal.
A good short-term goal pushes you toward something
amazing in your future while also contributing a useful
transferable skill or attribute to your life, which will
stick with you if the circumstances of your life change.

What makes a powerful short-term goal? First, it’s
clear. There’s no ambiguity about whether you’ve
achieved it or not. Usually, this means using a numeri-
cal metric, such as “I’ll take four thirty-minute walks
this week” or “I’ll only spend $20 on unnecessary
things this week.”

Second, it fits in the context of a big, audacious goal.
If you achieve your short-term goal, it actually helps
with a larger goal in your life. Your exercise moves you
a bit closer to that marathon. Your reduction in spend-
ing moves you closer to financial freedom.

Third, it contributes to something transferable. If
you achieve the goal, either your product or something
gained along the way is helpful to you in a broader
scale. Your exercise slightly improves your physical
shape and appearance. Your reduction in spending
teaches you self-discipline and gives you financial free-
dom no matter what you might do.
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Five Steps Toward Your Dreams
How can you apply this to your own life? Here’s a sim-
ple five-step framework to make one of your dreams
come true while improving your other opportunities
along the way:

1. Imagine what your life would be like if there were
no obstacles. Where would you live? What would
you do with your time? Who would you spend
your time with? What would your home be like?
Focus on what you want—what things would
truly fulfill you the most?

2. Select one specific element of that vision. Perhaps
it’s your physical shape. Perhaps it’s your work.
Maybe it’s your relationships with the people
around you. Perhaps it’s a talent you have. It
might be an experience you’ve enjoyed. Maybe
it’s your home and the place you live. Look for
the one thing that fills you with the deepest joy
when you consider it. Describe it specifically, and
write it down. That is your audacious long-term
goal.

3. Reflect on some of the steps you would have to
take to accomplish that goal. What would you
have to do to get there? It’s likely that many of
these steps seem very difficult. If a step seems
insurmountable to you, break it down some
more. Keep breaking steps into pieces until the
first step seems as though it’s reachable within a
month or so if you really push yourself. That is
your short-term goal.
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4. Keep that short-term goal front and center for the
next month. Write it down every single day.
Detail something you did every single day to
make that short-term goal a reality. Put
reminders of this goal all over the place—your
bedside table, your computer monitor, your
rearview mirror. Whenever you take an action of
any type, ask yourself if that action is helping you
reach your goal. Is buying this unnecessary thing
really helping me reach my goal? Is sitting on the
couch vegetating really helping me reach my
goal?

5. When you reach your goal, revel in the feeling of
pure success. Then go back to your long-term
goal and look at your new state in comparison to
it. What’s the next step? Can it be broken down
into another short-term goal that will really push
you over the next month? Keep repeating this
process, and you’ll walk, step-by-step, toward
whatever your big dream is.
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Was I actually seriously considering working part-
time fast food hours to save enough money for
Christmas gifts, simply because it was September
and I had less money than I had at the start of the
year? For someone making just shy of $50,000 a
year, was this really going to help make ends meet,
or was it to continue to fund a lifestyle that exceeded
what I brought in? I thought about it. Then I lifted
my pen and started to fill out the application. 

September 2004 

I wound up not taking that nonsensical fast food job. I
simply didn’t go to the interview. But the point is still
obvious. I was running in place. I didn’t have enough
money.

How could this possibly happen? I held a college
degree and had a full-time salaried position that earned
me over $45,000 a year. On top of that, my wife also
held a full-time position. At the time, we were living in
an apartment and didn’t have any children.
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I thought I was just doing something a little bit
wrong and that my future self would take care of it.
After all, my friends seemed to have many of the same
trappings of lifestyle that I had.

What I didn’t realize is that many of my friends were
in worse financial situations that I was. A few of them
were well on their way to eventual personal bankruptcy,
and others are still mired in an enormous pile of debt.

All of them were trapped in jobs that were incredibly
mentally and emotionally demanding. They were tied to
work that never left them—a laptop or Blackberry
always at their sides, a cell phone ringing regularly with
new things to handle via text and phone calls, a sched-
ule that never seemed to have room for anything more
than occasionally collapsing in an exhausted heap.

They, like myself, were running in place. For all the
effort we were putting forth in our lives, we were not
making any progress toward the things we had always
dreamed about. Our kingdoms for a flat panel televi-
sion, indeed.

The Changing Nature of Income
Life was much simpler for my parents. When I was
young, my mother stayed at home and handled the mul-
titude of household chores while my father worked out-
side the home, alternating between factory work and
small-scale commercial fishing. One income was
enough, and even then, my father always seemed to
have plenty of time to spend with me, teaching me how
to garden, how to ride a bike, how to throw a baseball,
and all of those other classic elements of fatherhood. 
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Today, this simply wouldn’t work. According to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average full-time worker
in the United States works more than eight hours a day.1

Not per weekday—every day, including weekends and
holidays. That’s over fifty six hours per week, on aver-
age. In married households, both partners are often
working. This leaves less and less time for household
chores, leisure time, parenting, and adequate rest. 

To put it simply, work is more demanding and more
intrusive into our personal lives than ever before.

At the same time that work hours are increasing, our
real wage is decreasing. Real wage simply refers to 
the income of the average American adjusted for 
inflation—after all, a dollar today doesn’t buy what it
did thirty years ago. The Labor Research Association
reports that the real wage of the average American
dropped 8.2% from 1964 to 2004.2

Over that same period, people have begun to pay for
services that were once nonexistent that are now consid-
ered standard. Cell phones, cable bills, and Internet
access are all new additions to the bills of an average
household. In addition, the real costs (again, adjusted
for inflation) of housing and higher education have
risen substantially over the past forty years.

In short, we work more and get less for our efforts.
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Your True Hourly Wage
Quite often, people comfort themselves from these harsh
realities by admiring their annual salary. “I’m bringing
home $40,000 a year, so I’m doing fine,” goes the logic.
For a long time, I was guilty of the same thinking.

However, the truth is that your salary is a very poor
indicator of how much money you’re actually earning
and able to spend. In many cases, that $40,000 a year
job is actually bringing home less than minimum wage
when you break it down to the amount actually earned
per hour.

In the book Your Money or Your Life, Joe Dominguez
and Vicki Robin encourage people to calculate their true
hourly wage. The calculation itself is simple—divide how
much you earn in a year by the number of hours you
work in a year.3

But when you dig a little deeper, the amount you
earn in a year is quite a bit less than you think. How
much fuel and auto maintenance do you purchase for
your commute—or perhaps you have a car solely for the
purpose of getting to work? Do you buy clothes specif-
ically for work? Do you go out for meals and drinks and
other events with coworkers mostly for work purposes
and foot the bill yourself? Do you eat out for lunch
when you could otherwise eat leftovers at home? Do
you buy “escape entertaiment”—go out to movies, buy
DVDs, take trips, ride your motorcycle, and so forth—
to take the edge off of your stress? Do you pay taxes 
at a level higher than others simply because of your
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higher income? All of these costs over a year should be
deducted from your annual salary.

What about the hours spent on business trips? What
about the time spent going to work-related social
events? What about the time dropped every day on your
commute? What about the time you burn working from
home—or even thinking about your stressful job? Don’t
forget the time shopping for work-related items, such as
work clothes. What about the phone calls and other
interrupting communications that your job inserts into
your life? What about the time you spend each evening
vegetating as you “unwind” from your stressful day?
All of this time should be added on to the time you actu-
ally spend at work.

When you calculate your hourly wage with the
adjusted salary divided by the adjusted time commit-
ments, your true income level can be really shocking. 

My $45,000-a-year job actually earned me just
slightly over minimum wage when the true costs were
used.

The Things We Sacrifice
I sat in a hotel room, listening to my son Joseph
shout loudly over the phone. He was enjoying his
dinner. For the first time, Sarah had given him a
spoon and allowed him to feed himself, and he was
having tremendous fun. There was baby food all
over his face, according to Sarah, and I could hear
his shouts over the phone. Earlier that day, he had
taken his first few tentative steps in our living room.
Sarah said she tried to get the camera out to take
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some video of this moment, but he had already fallen
to the floor and resorted back to crawling. When I
hung up the phone, I tool a long shower and tried
not to think about the key moments in his life I was
missing.

January 2007

Quite often, as our salaries go up, so do our responsi-
bilities. We’re working from home in the evenings and
sometimes running into work to take care of things. We
go on business trips, falling asleep in an uncomfortable
bed to the noise of the news on the hotel television.

These responsibilities take away from the very things
that we’re working for. We work long evenings and go
on business trips so that we can afford a nice home, one
that we don’t have the time to enjoy. We get second jobs
to provide for our children—but our children are home
with a babysitter.

Whenever we choose to work, we sacrifice other
things: time with our loved ones, time for our hobbies
and passions, time to help others, and time for our-
selves. The solution for reclaiming that time is simple:
Reduce our material needs and cut down strongly on
our material wants. Our reward for that choice is not
misery—it’s a much richer life, full of the time we need
to be involved in the things most important to us.

Do you live to work, or do you work to live?

Your Future Self Isn’t Reliable
The ease with which you can borrow money to buy the
things you want may make it seem as though you really
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can have your cake and eat it, too. With a flourish of the
credit card, it often seems as though you can have the
things you want today, while your “future self” will
deal with the bills.

But, as you saw earlier, our lives are more random
than we think. By the time your “future self” gets
around to paying off those credit card bills, your job
could be downsized, rendering you unable to pay our
bills at all and desperate to find more work. On the
other hand, a friend might offer you an amazing job—
your dream job—at his new small business, but you
can’t take that risk because of your big pile of bills.

Your future self isn’t reliable. The challenges and
opportunities you’ll have in six months are likely ones
you can’t see right now. However, every time you buy
something frivolous and wasteful, the one thing you do
ensure is that your future self will have fewer options.
Your future self will be in complete panic mode during
any downsizing. Your future self will have to watch
your dream job float on by.

The life you dream of is just around the corner. It’s
up to you whether or not you’ll be able to take advan-
tage of it.

The Power of Today
How can you be sure that you’ll be able to take advan-
tage of the opportunities you’ll have tomorrow? The
answer is simple: Live a better life today. 

Instead of upgrading your television, hold off for a
while and pay off your debts first. A great opportunity
might come along in the meantime. 
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Instead of eating out every night, start preparing a
few meals at home. You might discover that it’s actually
easy, or fun, to cook at home—and suddenly your credit
card bills become lighter. 

Instead of stopping at Starbucks, make your own pot
of coffee. Take the $5 you save each day and put it in
the bank. At the end of the year, you’ve got $1,800 in
cash—enough for a nice car down payment. 

Instead of going shopping with your friends, invite
them over and go through your closet, trading items
with your friends. You have a fresh new wardrobe and
several fun evenings without racking up bills. 

The choices you make today have profound effects
on your life tomorrow. The more you spend today, the
more restricted your choices tomorrow. The less you
spend today, the more choices you have tomorrow—a
new career, a new relationship, a new life. Every time
you choose to spend frivolously today, you shut off
some of the great opportunities life has in store for you.

Five Steps for Breaking Out
Here are five simple things you can start doing immedi-
ately to stop running to stand still and start running to
move forward:

1. Issue yourself a thirty-day challenge to cut all
non-essential spending in your life. For one
month, if it’s not a requirement in your life, don’t
spend money on it. Buying food to prepare at
home is fine—eating out is not. Hanging out with
friends is fine—spending money while shopping
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with friends is not. See if you can make it thirty
days with this type of perspective. As you’re
going along, ask yourself if you really do miss the
things you’re going without. You’ll find that,
indeed, you do miss some of them—but many of
them will surprisingly fade into the woodwork.
At the end of the thirty days, just bring back the
things you genuinely missed.

2. Make a list of the responsibilities in your life that
you feel you’re overlooking. Perhaps it’s your
marriage. Maybe it’s your children. Other possi-
bilities might be your religious or spiritual life,
your friendships, your charities, your home, or
your health. You’ll soon see that you have more
things on your plate than you have time for, and
you might feel guilty or disheartened. Don’t be.
Go through each of these items and address them
head on. Find ways to combine these things—
perhaps start an exercise program with your kids
or take the whole family to a charity activity once
a month.

3. Calculate your true hourly wage. As mentioned
previously, your true hourly wage is the income
you bring in each year minus the extra costs asso-
ciated with your job (the cost of gas, car mainte-
nance, wardrobe, food, and so on) divided by the
number of hours worked plus the extra hours
devoted to work-related activities (the commute,
traveling, work-related dinners and social events,
and so on). That resulting number might just
shock you—you might just find that your
exhausting job isn’t really earning you as much as
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you thought it was and that a much easier job
might earn you nearly as much while also giving
you other opportunities and benefits that will
improve your life (getting a degree or a certifica-
tion, flexible scheduling, more interesting work).

4. Find ways to minimize the extra time and financial
costs of your job. Start a carpool or try public
transportation. Move toward a more adaptable
work wardrobe (if you need to, leap ahead and see
Chapter 8, “Frugality as Framework,” for more
details on this idea). Ask about flexible work
hours or telecommuting opportunities. Order sal-
ads when you go out for work-related dinners—if
you’re still hungry, eat at home afterward. A few
simple routine changes can reduce the costs of
your job quite a bit, both in terms of time and
finance.

5. Unwind with mindless tasks, not vegetation. One
of the most powerful changes I made in my own
life was simply filling my after-work “unwind”
time with mindless tasks instead of pure vegeta-
tion. Rather than flopping in front of the televi-
sion for a half an hour after work to unwind, I’d
just turn on the radio quite loudly and engage in
some of the mindless activities that need to be
accomplished. I’d sort the mail, clean the refrig-
erator, empty the dishwasher, mow the lawn
instead of hiring someone to do it for me, and so
on. When I was finished, I’d feel even more
refreshed than if I had just vegetated for that half
an hour, plus I now had an extra half an hour to
spend on an activity genuinely important to me—
my children, my friends, or my hobbies.
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When I walked out of the room that day, I knew I
would never return. For four years, I had been heav-
ily involved with a technical community that pro-
moted the use of open source software. When I first
joined, the community was a huge personal boon for
me. I built several strong friendships, received tons
of valuable advice and suggestions, was given a lot of
used computer equipment, and found myself with
new potential career opportunities. I participated in
nearly every event the group held and eventually
wound up being elected president of the group. But
the group had dissolved into a bitter war over how
to organize ourselves: Should we remain an informal
gathering of people with the president largely mak-
ing most of the decisions, or should we become a
more formal group with missions and aims? The bit-
terness of the argument drove people away, includ-
ing many of the people I cared the most about. When
my term ended, I no longer felt the same sense of
community. I walked away from the group, but I
kept my dignity and a handful of great friends. 
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August 2001

The economist Adam Smith identified enlightened self-
interest, which he described as the “invisible hand,” as
the most powerful force in the world. In his words, “by
directing that industry in such a manner as its produce
may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own
gain; and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an
invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of
his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society
that it was no part of it.”1

Smith’s message was simple: Our greatest successes
occur when we work in our own self-interest while
simultaneously bringing about positive change in the
broader world. Think of Thomas Edison working in his
laboratory on the light bulb—his motivation may have
been income, but the light bulb brought about tremen-
dous positive change in the world. 

Our natural human need for community fits into this
equation. We participate in communities with our own
self-interest in mind—we need connection with other
people, and we often desire the wisdom and other
resources possessed by others. Yet, by participating in
communities in a positive fashion, we get the connec-
tions and wisdom and resources we covet while simul-
taneously improving the lives of others in the
community—and often in the broader world.
Participation in a community is perhaps the most valu-
able thing we can do as people—the value we put in is
amplified and returned to us.
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One particular example of the power of community
that I’ve been involved with in the past is the online com-
munity of game documenters—the people who write
detailed FAQs and walkthroughs for complex video
games. Within this community, people invest hundreds
of hours writing extremely detailed documentation,
explaining every trick and puzzle to be found within a
video game without compensation. Over the years, I’ve
contributed documentation to this community several
times, simply because I get value from these documents
myself and I feel it’s worthwhile to give back. 

In 2007, Andy Oram of O’Reilly Media surveyed
participants in online game documentation and asked
them why they invest so much time in this without com-
pensation.2 Overwhelmingly, the reason people con-
tribute this time is a sense of community—a group of
people with similar values and interests who share their
knowledge and resources freely for the benefit of all.
Countless friendships have been built and connections
have been made through this process, benefiting the
lives of these documenters.

The Broadening of Community
In their paper “Sense of community: A definition and the-
ory,” David W. McMillan and David M. Chavis provide
a very thorough definition of a community: “The first ele-
ment is membership. Membership is the feeling of
belonging or of sharing a sense of personal relatedness.
The second element is influence, a sense of mattering, of
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making a difference to a group and of the group matter-
ing to its members. The third element is reinforcement:
integration and fulfillment of needs. This is the feeling
that members’ needs will be met by the resources received
through their membership in the group. The last element
is shared emotional connection, the commitment and
belief that members have shared and will share history,
common places, time together, and similar experiences.”3

This clearly describes the type of community many
of us seek to participate in, in which like-minded people
engage each other and share thoughts and resources
openly and without prejudice, creating a shared emo-
tional connection. 

In the past, such communities were often found in
our local physical area. Without pervasive communica-
tion tools like the Internet and cellular phones, we were
often connected with the people around us simply by
the fact that we lived near each other.

Although this community continues to exist, com-
munications tools have made countless other communi-
ties possible, ones based on common interests and other
factors but without the physical closeness of a local
community.

Both types of communities have some advantages
and some disadvantages. The local community is
stronger in a physical, tangible sense, whereas a distrib-
uted community is stronger in terms of shared informa-
tion and ideas. The distributed community tends to
offer better support in times of stability, whereas the
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local community often provides more support in unsta-
ble times (like natural disasters and personal crises).

While it’s easy to see the benefits of each type of
community, it’s similarly easy to see the problems as
well. Having such a multitude of communities available
to us means that we often neglect other communities.
Quite often, this means that we have a weaker connec-
tion to our local, physical community. We no longer
know our neighbors as well, but we do know someone
across the country that shares an interest with us. This
creates a sense of disconnect, as people no longer enjoy
the deep connections with the people physically around
them as previous generations had.

Both types of communities are valuable, and we suf-
fer when we miss out on the advantages in our lives pro-
vided by either type.

The “Tragedy of the Commons” 
As many of us know, there is a dark side to community.
It occurs when the tension between self-interest and the
greater needs of the community break in the wrong
direction. Unenlightened self-interest takes hold, and an
individual, in an effort to maximize the value he person-
ally receives in the short term, devours the resources of
the community and effectively damages or destroys it.

In his 1968 paper, “The Tragedy of the Commons,”
Garrett Hardin describes this phenomenon well: 

“Picture a pasture open to all. It is to be expected
that each herdsman will try to keep as many cattle as
possible on the commons. Such an arrangement may
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work reasonably satisfactorily for centuries because
tribal wars, poaching, and disease keep the numbers
of both man and beast well below the carrying
capacity of the land. Finally, however, comes the day
of reckoning, that is, the day when the long-desired
goal of social stability becomes a reality. At this
point, the inherent logic of the commons remorse-
lessly generates tragedy. 

“As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maxi-
mize his gain. Explicitly or implicitly, more or less
consciously, he asks, “What is the utility to me of
adding one more animal to my herd?” This utility
has one negative and one positive component. 

“1) The positive component is a function of the
increment of one animal. Since the herdsman
receives all the proceeds from the sale of the addi-
tional animal, the positive utility is nearly +1. 

“2) The negative component is a function of the
additional overgrazing created by one more animal.
Since, however, the effects of overgrazing are shared
by all the herdsmen, the negative utility for any par-
ticular decision-making herdsman is only a fraction
of -1.

“Adding together the component partial utilities, the
rational herdsman concludes that the only sensible
course for him to pursue is to add another animal to
his herd. And another; and another. . . . But this is the
conclusion reached by each and every rational herds-
man sharing a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each
man is locked into a system that compels him to
increase his herd without limit—in a world that is
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limited. Ruin is the destination toward which all men
rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a society
that believes in the freedom of the commons.
Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.”4

The tragedy of the commons pops up quite often. People
join committees with the purpose of steering their work
in a direction to just benefit a few. Trolls invade online
communities to get a shred of personal enjoyment from
the destruction of a prosperous group. Individuals will
make plans for a group of people that will only be
enjoyed by a few members of the group. Un-enlightened
self-interest is a danger to any community.

How do we overcome this? It’s vital to keep in mind
that every positive community has only a certain 
lifespan—no community is permanent. It’s also vital to
remember what communities are actually composed of.

The Value of a Relationship
I spent the afternoon cleaning out my desk and talk-
ing with my coworkers. It was my final day at my
“nine to five” job. I was leaving to spend more time
with my children, to write, and to figure out what
came next for me. As I took a final look over the
documentation I left behind, I realized that I 
wouldn’t miss the work at all. I had been doing
repetitive and unengaging maintenance tasks for
years without the creative work that had really lit my
fire during the early years of the job. I would miss
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the people. I walked across the hall and spent a good
hour chatting with Darwin about nothing much at
all, realizing I wouldn’t be able to do that again. I
walked through the office and said my goodbyes to
lots of different people. As I walked out with a box
of belongings under my arm, I glanced back over my
shoulder. There stood Darwin, a person I had
worked with since day one at that job and had
become a true friend, looking at me out of the win-
dow of his office. He grinned and I grinned back.
My job might be over and that community might be
changing without me in it, but I would still keep the
relationships I had built.

March 2008

In the end, a community is made up of a bunch of inter-
connected relationships. You know a certain group of
people, and some of those people know each other. The
little clusters of people who know each other and have
things in common is a community—you share things,
have common values, and help each other.

It is those individual relationships, built up over
time, that are the fundamental source of value in our
modern world. They provide material assistance, emo-
tional help, and countless ideas. They boost you when
times are good and support you when times are tough.
They help you get your foot in the door and they give
you a helping hand when you need it. A collection of
solid relationships with people that inhabit a wide vari-
ety of communities is the strongest foundation for long-
term success today, because social capital pays
dividends in ways that dollars can never reach. 
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Finding a community is easy—all you have to do is
identify people with something in common. Do they live
near each other? Do they share a common interest? Do
they share common beliefs?

Building a community is much more difficult. It
requires building strong relationships with a number of
people with common interests or other attributes, and
then fostering relationships between them. Together,
these relationships form a strong safety net for everyone
involved—a mutual community of support that can
provide far more value than you put into it.

We’ll dig into the power of relationships deeper in
Chapter 9, “Cultivating People and Opportunities,” but
it’s vital to recognize that a community—a sense of
belonging—relies on a bedrock of individual relation-
ships, and it’s up to you to bring forth the investment of
time and energy to build these relationships.

Social Intelligence
For many of us, being part of a community can be dif-
ficult. It requires some very strong initiative to get our
foot in the door—an overpowering common interest.
More transient connections are often hard to make; as
Simon and Garfunkel once put it, “I’ve built walls, a
fortress deep and mighty, that none may penetrate / I
have no need of friendship; friendship causes pain / Its
laughter and its loving I disdain.” It’s often easier to not
speak up and to be alone.

For others, such outward connection is much easier.
They are blessed with gifts that make communication
and relationship building intuitive and natural.
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Daniel Goleman, in his book Social Intelligence,
argues that much like some people have a higher IQ,
others have a high social intelligence, meaning that
they’re able to be successful in many situations. He
defines social intelligence as being a combination of a
multitude of factors, many of which are learnable.5 Let’s
look at these eight factors in detail:

1. Primal empathy. Goleman defines primal empa-
thy as “feeling with others; sensing non-verbal
emotional signals.” Pay attention to how others
act, not just the words they share. This skill is
incredibly difficult in written communications—
it’s the reason that written sarcasm often utterly
fails and is perceived as an insult.

2. Attunement. In Goleman’s words, attunement is
“listening with full receptivity; attuing to a per-
son.” Listen to a person’s words without inter-
jecting your own, and attempt to understand
what they’re saying. Put yourself in their shoes
for a moment and make a conscious effort to see
the situation as they do.

3. Empathic accuracy. Defined as ”understanding
another person’s thoughts, feelings, and inten-
tions,” this often means that you need to obtain
a deeper understanding of who the person is
before sharing more challenging or intimate
thoughts. The more you understand a person, the
easier it is to put yourself in his position and
understand where he is coming from.
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4. Social cognition. Described as “knowing how the
social world works,” this refers to understanding
that relationships are varied and complex.

5. Synchrony. Goleman defines this as “interacting
smoothly at the nonverbal level.” Do the body
motions of people in conversation signify interest
in each other and pleasure with the situation?

6. Self-presentation. Are we “presenting ourselves
effectively”? Hygiene and cleanliness are a big part
of this, as is an appropriate level of clothing.

7. Influence. “Shaping the outcome of social inter-
actions” means offering your own opinions and
guiding the conversation in useful directions.

8. Concern. Goleman describes concern as “caring
about others’ needs and acting accordingly.” If
someone needs assistance or help, you step up to
the plate and offer what you can.

In the end, the keys to social intelligence revolve around
appearing presentable, listening to what others have to
say, expressing concern for and interest in their
thoughts, offering useful help when appropriate, and
shaping the conversation with our own contributions,
all of which can be learned with practice if they do not
already come naturally to you.

Our church’s constitution was in shambles. It needed
dozens of changes in order to satisfy the require-
ments set down by the bishop—and perhaps to
retain our 501(c)(3) status. The task looked monu-
mental. It would require dozens of emails and lots of
phone calls and long hours of rewriting. No one
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wanted to step up and do it, but it needed to be
done. I raised my hand. “I’ll give it my best shot,” I
said. People applauded. Several people slapped me
on the back. I was helping, I felt energized and ready.

July 2008

Getting Started
Being involved in a community is perhaps the most
valuable thing you can do with your time—it will return
ideas and resources and connections far beyond the
value that you put in. Here are five steps for getting
started:

1. Get to know the people around you. Make an
effort to start a conversation with each of your
physical neighbors—the people who actually live
near you. Find out who they are, what they do,
and what their interests are. If you know of
something useful locally, share it—if you have a
need for something local, ask for it. If you feel a
rapport starting, suggest doing something
together, perhaps sharing a meal with all of your
neighbors.

2. Take the passions you identified in Chapter 2,
“What’s Missing,” and locate communities cen-
tered around them, both online and offline. Use
Google as a starting point and seek out places
where people congregate in relation to your inter-
ests. If you have friends that share passions with
you, ask them about communities.
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3. Dip a toe into each of these communities. Listen
to what’s being said. Offer up information and
resources you have to help. Keep in mind the
nature of social intelligence as you get involved.
You’ll find that some communities “click” for
you and others do not—that’s normal.

4. Get involved in communities that “click” with
you. Give heavily of yourself at first by putting in
effort to add to the value of the community.
Contribute ideas and materials to the group and
see what others do with it. As you grow, don’t be
afraid to ask for help from these communities—
if you’re a giving member, you’ll be amazed to
find how much help is out there.

5. Use communities to help each other. The real
value comes when you see opportunities for one
community to benefit another community and
you can make that connection. Let’s say you’re
passionate about woodworking and you’re
involved in a woodworking community. One of
your coworkers asks for a recommendation of a
local woodworker. By combining your foothold
in both communities, you increase the value of
each one—and increase your own value in each
community.
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I recall the rush of excitement as I held my first real-
world paycheck in my hand. After taxes and savings,
it amounted to $1,300 and a whirlwind of products
and possibilities paraded through my mind—a new
television for the living room, a small “celebration”
spree at the bookstore, and picking up a couple
DVDs I’d been eyeing. I needed a new hard drive for
my computer, and it’d be awesome to take Sarah out
for a great dinner. Oh sure, I had some bills to pay,
but once those were out of the way, it was time to
have some fun. I knew there was something else I
should be doing with that money. Our wedding and
honeymoon were less than a year away, and there
was a nebulous dream about owning a house of our
own. But that was tomorrow. Time to play today.

July 2002 

It would be easy for me to look back and say I regret the
hundreds of thousands of dollars that I blew through
during the third decade of my life. 
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I don’t, though, at least not in a general sense. My
memories of those years are filled with a lot of peak
experiences that I wouldn’t trade away at any price. 

What I do regret is how much I wasted on the ordi-
nary experiences and things that didn’t really add much
at all to my life. I bought so many things without think-
ing about them at all along the way. I threw down $20
bills over and over again on quick experiences that, in
the end, didn’t really add a thing to my life. It was mind-
less, thoughtless spending—the type of things that
brings a really quick rush when you do them, but fills
you with regret later when you realize your wallet is
empty. 

I don’t begrudge a dime that I spent on the great
things. I begrudge the money I wasted on the lesser
things.

Spending Less Than You Earn
When your paycheck comes in, you have to spend a 
certain portion of it on your required bills—energy,
communications, housing, basic food, transportation,
clothing, insurance, and other areas. In essence, these
cover your physiological needs: nutrition, safety, and 
so on.

Most people have a substantial surplus left over after
that—and, unsurprisingly, they spend it. The U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that in 2009, the
average American family spends $2,816 on entertain-
ment, $2,668 on dining out, $808 on a nebulous cate-
gory of “miscellaneous expenses,” $588 on personal
care products, $457 on alcoholic beverages, and $323
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on tobacco and supplies. This doesn’t include the large
portion of automobile expenses spent on luxury auto-
mobiles, thousands spent on luxury apparel, and the
portion of housing expenses spent on excessive homes.
With an average family post-tax income of only
$49,638, it’s easy to see that a sizable percentage of our
income is spent on non-essentials.1

I’ll be the last person to tell you that you should just
cut all of that non-essential spending and live a stoic
existence, subsisting on grass and living in a shack with
only a deck of cards for entertainment.

Instead, my argument is simple, a refrain I heard
over and over again on the London Underground while
on our honeymoon. Mind the gap.

Mind the Gap
The gap is simply the difference between your income
and your required bills—the money left over when
you’ve taken care of the bare essentials.

As the preceding statistics show, individuals spend
the vast majority of their “gap” on non-essential items:
entertainment, dining out, alcohol, luxury apparel, lux-
ury automobiles, extra housing, and other such
expenses.

The “gap” is also the source of our savings for the
future (like the emergency fund discussed in Chapter 2,
“What’s Missing”), for debt repayment, and for other
financial goals.
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“Minding the gap” doesn’t mean dropping all of
your fun expenses and putting it all in the bank. Instead,
it simply means stepping back and looking at your core
values for a moment before you bust out the plastic.

Remember that picture of your ideal future that you
sketched out in Chapter 3, “A Visit from the Black
Swan?” The aspects of that picture—the people you’re
with, the things you have, the career you have, the activ-
ities you’re involved with—details what your core val-
ues are. That picture is quite reachable.

Your “gap” is your key to get there—or merely a
continuation of the tired path you’re already on.

Whenever you have an opportunity to spend some of
that “gap” money, you have a choice: You can spend it
on the things that truly matter to you—the pieces of
that wonderful picture of your future—or on things that
don’t matter (or matter substantially less).

It’s much like that photograph that Marty McFly
holds of his future family in Back to the Future. When
Lorraine or George make a poor choice—even if it
looks good in the moment—that wonderful future fam-
ily begins to disappear just a little. When they finally
choose to grab hold of the truly good thing right in
front of them, that future picture fills itself in, clear as
can be.

Wants and Needs 
Modern life muddies the waters quite a bit when it
comes to smart choices with our “gap.” Marketers and
social influences prey on that gap. The resultant 
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confusion ends with us feeling as if we “need” some-
thing that’s just a short-term want, planted by a clever
marketing message.

Amanda Schuler, a human resources worker from
Omaha, NE, struggled with distinguishing wants versus
needs in a car purchase: “I totaled an almost brand-new
Toyota Camry. Even though I received a sizable check
from my insurance settlement, I still had to go out and
get a new car. As I began my car shopping, I started get-
ting swept away by all of the bells and whistles, and the
salespeople sure talked a great pitch. Instead of purchas-
ing, I walked away. While I was at home that evening, I
called my dad, and he reminded me of ‘wants versus
needs.’ I wanted a brand-new sports car, but could I
afford the payments? Absolutely not.”2

What’s the solution to this problem? Time.
Whenever you’re about to make an impulsive buy, put
it back on the shelf and resolve that you’ll buy it in
thirty days if you still want it. Most of the time, you
won’t even remember the item in thirty days, let alone
still want it. If your mind keeps returning to the item
during that waiting period, ask yourself why. Does it
help you accomplish your big life goals? Does it add sig-
nificant meaning to your life? If you’re still convinced of
the value of the purchase, bargain-hunt for it. Spend
some time looking for the best deal on it. Dig up coupon
codes and do some comparison shopping.

Upon hearing this solution, many people reject it,
immediately assuming that it means an end to all spon-
taneity. Again, there’s a simple solution: Put a $20 bill
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in your pocket (or on PayPal) once a week and use that
for your most spontaneous urges. When you find some-
thing you want to spontaneously buy or experience, go
right ahead. But when that $20 is gone, don’t immedi-
ately replenish it. Wait until Friday, then put another
$20 in your pocket.

The Frugalist and the Capitalist 
It doesn’t take much thinking to realize that the most
effective way to get ahead is to make that gap as large
as possible. There are two distinct schools of thought on
how to go about that.

The frugalist argues that the most effective way to
increase the size of your gap is to reduce your expenses.
How can you trim your regular bills, particularly in a
way that minimizes your time investment and doesn’t
reduce your quality of life in other areas? The frugalist’s
advantage is that these tactics are virtually guaranteed
to work. They will increase your gap by some amount.

The capitalist, on the other hand, argues that the
best way to increase the gap is to increase and diversify
your income. How can you maximize your financial
returns without raising your expenditures as much? The
capitalist looks for the home run—six months of work
opens the door to a raise or a new job that vastly
increases income (and thus vastly increases the size of
one’s gap), but it doesn’t guarantee a job.

There’s a frugalist and a capitalist inside all of us,
and the balance largely rests on our personality type. In
the end, the balance usually shifts on the basis of the
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other passions of the person—an individual highly
interested in home improvement or in cooking is much
more likely to be a frugalist, whereas a person who
loves networking or is thoroughly passionate about his
career is more likely to lean toward the capitalist side of
the equation.

The key, as always, is to use the tactics from both
sides that work for you and don’t detract from your big
goals.

Budgeting
Almost every personal finance book you read will have
several pages on how to set up a budget. They’ll give
you forms to fill out, templates to follow, and press 
you into the idea that this budget will solve all of your
problems.

It won’t.

That’s not to say that a budget isn’t a useful tool. It
truly can be for many people, particularly those with
analytic minds.

However, a budget is often saddled with much more
than it can ever live up to. A budget can help you iden-
tify areas where you overspend, and it can help you find
areas where you can cut spending.

The big problem is that a typical personal budget
assumes a very orderly life, and as we discussed in
Chapter 2, our lives are more disorderly than ever. An
old-fashioned household budget, fastidiously followed
every month, is a twentieth-century tool in a twenty-first
century world. It doesn’t account for the onslaught of
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opportunities and problems thrust into our lives every
day.

A much better answer comes from recognizing that
most of our money management problems come from
our own decision making and that the multitude of
online tools make it very easy to manage our money in
ways never even conceived of two decades ago.

Five Steps Toward Minding the Gap
Here’s a five-pronged solution for minding your own
gap:

1. Automate your savings and payments. Choose a
bank (see Chapter 12, “Managing the Gap,” for
more details on selecting a good bank) that
allows you to do online bill pay and schedule
automatic transfers into a savings account from
your checking account. Schedule as many of your
bills as you can and also schedule an automatic
weekly transfer into your savings account.
Choose a realistic starting amount, one that gives
you plenty of breathing room—why not $25?
This amount is effectively the start of your emer-
gency fund, as discussed in Chapter 2, and it will
grow into the source of your financial freedom.

2. Reduce your footprint. Dig deep into tactics for
reducing your spending and jump headfirst into
the ones that offer a healthy bang for the buck
and don’t go against your core personal values
and goals. Chapters 7, “Minding the Gap,” and
8, “Frugality as Framework,” offer a great deal
of guidance in this area.
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3. Increase and diversify your income. Look for
effective, simple ways to bring in more income,
whether from your primary career or from other
avenues of income. Chapter 10, “The New Career
Rules,” offers a lot of help for both dimensions.

4. Refactor. If you find sustainable ways to increase
your income or decrease your expenses, include
that change in your automatic savings. If you
manage to cut your energy bill by $25 per month
and can see that consistently in your energy bill,
bump up your automatic savings by $5 a week. If
you get a raise and it results in an extra $50 every
two weeks, add $20 to your automatic savings
each week. A success in increasing your gap sim-
ply means that you’re closer than before to your
dreams.

5. Conserve the difference. What often happens
when people execute the first two steps is that
they discover there’s still a leftover in their check-
ing account at the end of the pay period. They
immediately think of this money as “mad
money”—money that’s “off the books” that they
can do with as they please without any real con-
sequence to their plans. Instead, sweep the excess
into savings or into another specific goal and for-
get about it. Don’t let the balance of your check-
ing account tempt you into purchases that don’t
support your big goals in life and leave you feel-
ing empty.
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We had to wait for twenty-five minutes for the
waiter to bring our meal, and after that, bring our
bill, where we would pay $30. Why were we here?
We could be having a nice dinner with conversation
at home. The pasta dish we had both ordered could
be made in fifteen minutes in our kitchen, and
Joseph could be sleeping comfortably in his crib. I
realized that what I cared about was a nice meal and
dinner conversation with my wife, not the experi-
ence of paying someone else to prepare the food for
us. The part I valued and loved could be found at
our own dining room table at a much cheaper price. 

May 2006

Benjamin Franklin once said, “Watch the pennies and
the dollars will take care of themselves.”1 That quote is
often used as a call to arms to pinch pennies, but simply
whipping out the scissors to clip coupons misses much
of the point of what Franklin was saying. His argument
is, quite simply, to be mindful of how you spend your
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money. If you’re alert enough to be mindful of your
small expenditures, keeping track of your large ones
comes easily and naturally. 

The Difference Between Frugal and Cheap 
In Lifestyle of the Tight and Frugal: Theory and
Measurement, John Lastovica defines frugality as the
practice of acquiring goods and services in a restrained
manner and resourcefully using already owned eco-
nomic goods and services to achieve a longer-term goal.2

In other words, whenever frugal people spend money,
they are conscious of the fact that their resources (time,
money, mental energy, physical energy, and so forth) are
limited, and they’d prefer to invest those resources in
something in line with their core values.

So, what differentiates that from a cheap person?
Cheap people focus on nothing but retaining money for
themselves, regardless of what their personal values
might be. Frugal people, on the other hand, are happy
to spend money on something in line with their personal
values, but outside of those values, they seek to mini-
mize their use of time, money, and energy.

A great example of this is in the purchase of a car. A
cheap person will go for the car with the lowest sticker
price, period. A frugal person will figure out what they
want out of a car and how much they value it, and then
do a bit of research to find the best “bang for the buck”
for that set of values.
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Frugality as a Framework for Freedom
Many people associate frugality with sacrifice: You
have to give things up. They hear stories about having
to give up lattes or giving up eating out or giving up
nights on the town, and it sounds incredibly tedious.

A more appropriate view is that frugality is an
exchange: You’re trading the things you don’t value for
things that you do value.

It all comes back to your core values. You have a
handful of things that you personally value. Spending
money on those things is completely normal and
healthy—it reaffirms the things you care most about.

Outside of this exist many things that we might care
about a small amount, and other things we don’t care
about at all. These are the areas where it’s fine to deeply
cut spending.

It’s easier to see this with an example. You’re part of
a small circle of friends that you value very much—
those friendships are one of the core values in your life.
Those friends go out to dinner together all the time. You
don’t particularly value the dinner, but you do value the
friendships.

Many people would just shrug it off and keep going
out with friends, spending money on something that
they don’t really value to maintain something they do
value.

A frugal person will find a new solution: Why not
learn how to cook at home and invite them over for din-
ner? This might inspire others to host additional dinners
or convince some of them to come over with ingredients

85Frugality as Framework



and help you prepare other dinners. You still get the
value of dining with friends (with perhaps the addi-
tional value of cooking with friends) without the con-
stant cost of dining out.

If you can then redirect that saved money into
another aspect of your life that you value—say, perhaps,
saving for a down payment—your life as a whole
improves. You don’t sacrifice anything that you truly
value while also improving an additional area that you
value.

John Warfield, a quality control chemist from Des
Moines, IA, puts it well: “I take the long view. Is there
anything I really need today, be it extra excitement, giz-
mos, food, drugs, sex, rock and roll, or so on? I’m not
afraid to spend an extra buck to try a new restaurant or
a few hundred to jump out of a plane. But I don’t need
to do those things every day or every week. The finan-
cial security of tomorrow is more important to me than
a large high-definition television.”3

Instead of spending money on relatively frivolous
things now, he steps back and looks at his core values—
and he values security. A short-term rush might be fun
once in a while, but financial security brings real lasting
value to his life, enabling him to make powerful choices
later on.

The rest of this chapter is filled with suggestions for
trimming your spending. As you read them, keep your
core values in mind and don’t follow the suggestions
that damage those core values. Instead, focus on the
ones that don’t interfere with your key values at all and
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recognize that the money you save by trying these things
will actually improve those key values.

What’s Essential? 
Whenever I give a talk about my experiences and per-
sonal finance philosophy, I usually show a slide that
depicts nothing more than a bucket of soapy-looking
liquid. This usually elicits a raised eyebrow or two from
the crowd, and several more eyebrows shoot up when I
tell them that this bucket contains homemade laundry
soap.

You see, I make my own laundry soap out of borax,
washing soda, a bar of soap, and water—all available at
your local grocery store. A single bucket takes me about
ten minutes to make and has enough soap for fifty loads
of laundry. Here’s the kicker—I save about eighteen
cents per load as compared to the brand of laundry
detergent I previously used.

That adds up over time. In a household of four, we
do an average of a load and a half of laundry a day.
Over a full year, my laundry detergent choice saves us
$100.

The laundry detergent is not what’s important here.
The important idea is simple—just go through your life,
determine the things that are important and the things
that aren’t, and find every way you can to cut back on
the things that aren’t important.

To me, laundry soap isn’t important. As long as my
clothes are clean, I don’t care what kind of soap I throw
in there. So, I cut back as sharply as I could. I tried a
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homemade recipe that pledged to be the cheapest
option—and I found that it did the job up to my stan-
dards. That’s what I use now.

When you start applying this litmus test to every-
thing in your life, you begin to find lots of areas to cut
back. You start trying generic products. You start trying
to make things yourself. You trim out expensive non-
essentials.

Here are three examples from my own life:

1. I used to drink three or four sodas a day. It was
expensive, plus it wasn’t exactly good for my
health. Since I mostly just drank them whenever I
was thirsty, I started substituting bottled water for
the sodas, with no real drawbacks. This saved a bit,
but the real savings came into effect when I just got
a handful of sturdy water bottles and started clean-
ing and refilling them myself. The upkeep cost of
four sodas a day basically went away.

2. Clothes aren’t an important issue in my life—as
long as they fit well and aren’t terribly worn, I’m
happy with them. I used to just replace clothes by
shopping at a big and tall men’s store, but I sub-
stituted that choice by starting my shopping trip
at a few local thrift stores. I would often find
barely-worn shirts that fit me well for just a tiny
fraction of the price. Sure, I might not have a
choice of patterns or prints, but such issues really
aren’t essential in my life.

3. I’ve been an avid reader since I was a child, and 
I carried this wonderful hobby with me into
adulthood. Because I read (and still read) two or
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three books a week, I would often head to the
bookstore twice a week and pick out a new title
or two each time I visited—and that really added
up. What I began to realize, though, is that what
I truly enjoyed wasn’t buying books, but reading
them. So, I began to use my local library, and
today I purchase only the occasional book, sup-
plementing them with a well-worn library card.
After all, my passion is reading, not buying.

Graham Miller, an independent advisor from Glasgow,
Scotland, points to another area of concern. “Clutter
and accumulating things is self perpetuating and leads
to unhappiness. I was asked to declutter a room in my
house and see how I felt,” Graham says. “Before I got
this advice, I had a house full of clutter (DVDs, video
games, books) and very little money in the bank. I had
a lot of things, but I was ultimately unfulfilled and
unsatisfied. I would buy something to add to the clutter
for the initial rush. This wore off, often within hours,
and I would be back at square one. Needless to say, I
spent a huge amount of money.”4 The accumulation of
things in itself can lead to unhappiness—a point I’ll
touch on again later in the book.

Take the time to look at everything you spend money
on in your life. Ask yourself if that spending is essential
to your life—or even truly important. If it is important,
leave it alone. If it’s not, cut it sharply—find every way
you can to trim every cent from your spending.
Eventually, you find that you actually have enough
money to cover everything important to you and have
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money to pay down your debts or to save for the future.
The only things you’ve given up are the things that
aren’t essential to you.

The Peak-End Rule and Life Experiences
We were supposed to be packing for the move, but I
had stumbled across an old photo album, buried in
the nether regions of the guest room closet. It was
filled with photographs of our 2004 trip to Seattle
and British Columbia with my wife’s sisters, parents,
and grandfather. My memories mostly revolved
around a beautiful day spent at the Butchert
Botanical Gardens and a lazy evening spent camping
near Mount Rainier. Rather than admiring the things
we did, the expensive hotel, or the pricey meals, I got
the most joy out of looking at the pictures of people.
The smiles that come when people who love each
other and spend time together are worth far more
than any money frittered away—something to think
about before a next trip. 

June 2007

In his book Objective Happiness, Daniel Kahneman
describes the peak-end rule, which states that we judge
our past experiences based on our strongest emotional
response (the peak, which can be positive or negative)
and on how it finishes (again, either positive or 
negative).5
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It’s easy to see this at work. Imagine your last family
vacation. What do you remember? Your first thoughts
will be either a positive or negative overall feeling, along
with a specific memory or two (the peak experiences of
the trip). Most of the rest of the vacation will be fuzzy
and disordered.

If you keep the peak-end rule in mind when you plan
major events or trips, it’s easy to plan to maximize the
positive memories and minimize the cost. Figure out the
two or three big things you want to see or do on the trip
(the peak experiences); then minimize the cost of the
other elements (the fuzzy parts you won’t remember).
Stay in an inexpensive hotel—or even camp out in a
tent. Prepare your own simple meals instead of eating
out all the time. Focus primarily on events and attrac-
tions that are free, excepting the small number of things
you really want to enjoy.

You’ll still get the peak memorable experiences, but
you drastically reduce your expenses, enabling you to
focus on other goals with your dollars.

Overvaluing Routine Experiences
During my early professional years, I made a daily habit
out of stopping at a local coffee shop. I’d pick up a
bagel, a newspaper, and a cup of overly sweet coffee and
retreat to a back table, where I’d browse through the
pages, sip my sweet beverage, and nibble away at my
breakfast.

I started doing it because I really enjoyed going to
coffee shops when I was in college and going to this one
felt a bit nostalgic. I’d remember long evenings playing
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checkers with my friends, arguing about some frivolous
point or another, and generally avoiding the studying
that needed to be done.

After a while, the morning cup and bagel became so
routine that I didn’t believe I could possibly live without
it. I needed it.

When our finances hit rock bottom, I took a hard
look at the money I was spending, and I couldn’t help
but notice that $7 was disappearing, day in and day out,
at that coffee shop. $35 a week, $140 a month….
$1,680 a year is a lot of money.

So I challenged myself to cut back to just a day or
two a week, expecting that it would be very difficult.
What I found, though, is that the change was surpris-
ingly easy—the hard part, if there was one, was break-
ing the caffeine addiction. Before long, I was stopping at
the coffee shop once a month at the most.

What changed? For one, I realized I was overvaluing
my routine. Humans are creatures of routine—yes, even
for those of us who seem to thrive on spontaneity. Most
of our days are filled with many of the same activities as
other days—a similar amount of sleep, a similar meal
pattern, and other such actions. This routine is fairly
comforting—it makes us feel in charge of our lives.
Thus, we often overvalue that routine in our heads, since
it makes us feel normal about what goes on in a day.

In truth, a daily routine is surprisingly malleable.
Most of the time, it only takes a single month of daily
repetition to establish a new routine as a normal behav-
ior. By simply pledging to use a different morning 
routine every day for a month, the desire to go to the

92 The Simple Dollar



coffee shop each morning slipped away quite easily.

Another major factor that made this routine easy to
shed is that I realized that the part of the coffee shop I
valued was nostalgic. I enjoyed that fleeting sense that I
was still in touch with the earlier experiences that I val-
ued so much. In truth, though, that experience lived on
inside of me and with the relationships with people in
my life. By putting time into re-establishing those rela-
tionships and simply enjoying my memories, I found the
real value of those coffee shop visits without throwing
down $7 a day.

A third factor is that, by visiting the coffee shop each
day, the visits no longer seemed special and enjoyable.
Instead, they seemed ordinary. Visits to that coffee shop
were no longer a treat—they were just part of my morn-
ing routine, carried on without much conscious thought
or pleasure.

Today, I visit a coffee shop perhaps once every two
or three months. Those visits are quite enjoyable, as I’m
able to enjoy the specialness of the moment. It feels like
a real treat instead of just another tired routine. Yet, in
the mornings when I used to stop at the coffee shop, I
no longer feel the need. I have the great memories of my
younger years and strong relationships with the people
I care about from those days. Instead, I have a new
morning routine, one that keeps my wallet in my pocket
and my future clearly in mind.

What routines do you hold to without question? Do
you have daily money leaks in your life that seem
almost unchangeable? Step back for a moment and ask
yourself why you’re spending this money each day. Are
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you getting personal value each day out of this routine?
Or are you merely running on nostalgia and dreams? Is
there perhaps a better routine you could utilize—like
working on relationships with others instead of spend-
ing money?

If you genuinely find value in a routine, by all means,
keep that routine. Some routines do make our lives bet-
ter. However, I’ve found that the things that we often
consider to be beyond question are often the things that
are hurting us the most and are the very things that we
truly benefit from changing.

Frugality and Food
One constant regular drain on our wallet comes in the
form of food. We are constantly bombarded with food
options: dining out, fast food, convenient boxed meals,
and so on. With this wide variety of choices—and with
many of them being really convenient—it’s not surpris-
ing that we often overspend on our food options.

One important thing to remember when it comes to
food choices and saving money is that unhealthy foods
have a big long-term cost that you don’t see on the
sticker price. The food on the dollar menu at your local
fast food restaurant might seem like a bargain right
now, but if you factor in the long-term health costs of
regularly eating such food, it’s not. Unhealthy food
adversely affects your health, reduces your energy level
(which affects your career and your personal activity
choices), adversely affects your appearance (also affect-
ing your career and your interpersonal relationships),
and, often, doesn’t save you money at all.
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In terms of balancing food flavor, quality, personal
health, and cost, I find the simple advice of food writer
Michael Pollan to be a very useful rule of thumb. In his
pro-eating manifesto, In Defense of Food, Pollan
encourages people to “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly
plants.”6 In that, he encourages people to stick to raw
ingredients—the ones found in the produce section and
the meat counter of your store—have slightly smaller
portions, and to increase their vegetable intake. Each of
these choices not only reduces the long-term health cost
of food, but often decreases the immediate sticker price
of food as well.

Here are ten steps toward reducing the overall cost
of food in your life without reducing the taste of it:

1. Learn to cook for yourself. Many people—my 
sister-in-law, Vicky, included—argue that cooking
meals from scratch is too challenging and takes
too much time when compared to other conven-
ient food options. In truth, most food options you
prepare yourself are actually surprisingly fast—
often faster than the time one spends waiting at a
restaurant. In terms of skill, yes, it does take some
time to learn how to cook properly. The best way
to learn, though, is not to start off tackling coq au
vin or something else that’s difficult and time con-
suming. Start with scrambled eggs or chili—dishes
that are very simple to prepare in their basic form.
Pick up a cookbook that teaches technique along
with the recipes—Mark Bittman’s How to Cook
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Everything and Irma Rombauer’s Joy of Cooking
are two great options for this. With even a little
practice, you’ll find that making a meal for your-
self at home isn’t all that time-consuming—and,
quite often, the flavors are such that you’ll never
want to return to convenience foods.

2. Prepare a meal plan and a grocery list each week.
At our home, Saturday morning usually finds one
of us making a list of the meals we intend to eat
over the next week, digging through the cup-
boards to make sure we have all the ingredients,
and then making a list of those items we don’t
have. This simple process takes about twenty
minutes and usually results in a surprisingly short
grocery list. At the grocery store, we earn those
twenty minutes back by shopping for much less
time—instead of wandering from aisle to aisle
trying to decide what to get, we just follow that
short list. The money we save by avoiding tons of
impulse buys is substantial and, in the end, it
doesn’t take us any extra time.

3. Use a simple price list strategy to figure out
which store to shop at. One common technique
for minimizing grocery costs is the price list. First
popularized by Amy Dacyczyn in her Tightwad
Gazette newsletter, a price list is merely a listing
of the cost of most of your commonly-purchased
items at several different stores. So, for example,
you might have a gallon of milk in your price
book—next to it, you’d find the price of that gal-
lon at several different stores. This way, you
could use that price book to plan which store (or
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stores) to shop at for groceries that week, mini-
mizing your cost.

Today, with stores constantly shifting food prices
and the selection seemingly changing on a daily
basis, a price book doesn’t work as well. Instead,
I’ve substituted what I call a “price list”—a much
simpler method of doing the same thing.

For a few weeks out of each year, I’ll shop at sev-
eral different local grocery stores. At each store,
I’ll get the price of the 25 items I buy most fre-
quently—bread, milk, eggs, lettuce, and so on. I
just do this as part of my weekly shopping trip.
After visiting several stores, I go home and add
up the cost of the 25 items from each store, giv-
ing myself a total cost of buying all those items
from each of the local stores. Whichever store has
the cheapest total wins my business for the next
year or so.

This simple method helps me to always dig out
what the least-expensive store in the area is.
Because I update the list annually, I can also keep
track of changes in pricing policies of different
stores and also identify whether or not a new
store is worth shopping at. Doing this once a year
saves me about $15 a week in groceries, accord-
ing to my figures.

4. Use the weekly fliers. Many grocery store chains
distribute fliers in local newspapers and on their
websites describing the special deals the store is
offering this week. Use these fliers to your advan-
tage. Each week, as you begin to plan your meals,
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download the flier from your store of choice 
and use the discounted fresh items—meats and
vegetables—as the core of the meals you plan for
the week. This way, your grocery list will natu-
rally be full of the items already on sale that
week.

5. Prepare meals in advance and freeze them. For
many busy families—my own included—prepar-
ing a meal from scratch every single night is dif-
ficult. Evenings are often scheduled to the gills,
leaving only a short window of opportunity to
get a meal on the table. Our solution is simple.
On the nights when we have plenty of time to
prepare a meal, we partially prepare a second or
third or fourth copy of that meal, bringing it to
the point that it’s ready to be tossed in the oven.
Then, we freeze that prepared meal (or group of
meals). If an evening is going to be busy, we get
the meal out the night before to allow it to thaw;
then we put it in the oven as soon as we get
home. Presto—a homemade meal made of inex-
pensive ingredients ready to go as quickly as we
need it.

6. Prepare convenience foods in advance and freeze
them. The flip side of this idea for me happens in
the morning when I’ve got an appointment to
make. I’m rushing around, trying to get out the
door, but I also know how important it is to get
a good breakfast inside of me. In the past, I
would compromise and stop for some fast food,
but that would really add up over time. So I
began to apply the same principles as the advance
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meal preparation and made myself an enormous
batch of breakfast burritos in advance. Filled
with beans, eggs, and salsa, they’re quite tasty—
and easy to prepare, too. All I do is grab a frozen
one, wrap a paper towel around it, defrost it for
two minutes, cook it for another two minutes,
and go! One can do the same thing with lunch
burritos, sandwiches, and other similar conven-
ience foods. It’s convenient, as healthy as you
want to make it, and really inexpensive.

7. Chain meals together. During the summer, our
grill gets a lot of use. I’m constantly grilling veg-
etables, chicken breasts, steaks, and other such
items. Yet, if you took a look at our grill, you’d
probably be shocked at the amount of food on it.
Whenever I cook anything that could be used as
a major ingredient in another dish, I make sure to
cook plenty of it. This serves two big advantages.
First, it allows us to buy that major ingredient in
bulk, thus saving us money. Second, having that
key ingredient already cooked and ready to go
saves us time in preparing a homemade meal
later. So, for example, I might take advantage of
a “buy two, get one free” deal on chicken breasts
at our preferred grocery store and then cook
them all at once, saving the cooked breasts for
other dishes (like chicken soup or chicken stew or
a salad).

8. Don’t fear leftovers. Every second or third night,
we have a “leftover” night at our home. Our din-
ner just consists of whatever remains from the
dishes served the previous few nights, plus a new
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side dish or two if it seems necessary. Why do
this? Food left uneaten is money thrown away.
Besides, it’s incredibly easy to add new flavor to
leftovers. Just spice it up a bit with fresh ground
pepper, salt, or Italian herbs and spices. Another
avenue is to simply reconstitute it into a new
meal—take a leftover hamburger, break it into
small pieces, add some Italian seasoning and
some tomato sauce, and you have an incredibly
easy meaty pasta sauce.

9. Select recipes full of inexpensive staple ingredi-
ents. Beans and rice are two of my favorite foods.
They serve as the backbone for almost any type
of cuisine, can be flavored in infinite ways, and
are incredibly inexpensive. Focus on making
recipes that utilize beans, rice, vegetables in sea-
son in your area, and any vegetables you can eas-
ily grow. Using such inexpensive ingredients as
the backbone of your meal makes the entire meal
incredibly inexpensive while still being delicious.

10. Break the soda addiction. One final food sugges-
tion: if you find yourself drinking soda daily (or
more frequently), break the addiction. Train
yourself to replace your sodas with water you
bottle yourself. If you want more flavor, add a
splash of lemon juice or whatever fruit juice you
prefer to the water. Not only will this directly
eliminate the surprisingly significant daily cost of
soda (it can easily add up to $1,000 a year), but
it’s one of the easiest things people can do to get
their weight under control and their health in a
better place.
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Trimming Your Utility Bills
Another area where we all spend money—and where it’s
often easy to trim a lot of spending without affecting
our quality of life one whit—is with our utility bills.
Energy, communication, and cable bills add up to a sig-
nificant amount of money each month.

Install a programmable thermostat. A programma-
ble thermostat is a simple device that allows you to
schedule rises and falls in the temperature of your
home. For example, if you have a programmable ther-
mostat, you can have the air conditioning turn off auto-
matically from ten at night to five in the morning each
day (when you’re asleep), as well as from nine in the
morning to five in the evening each weekday (when
you’re at work). The end result is that your air condi-
tioner runs less, significantly reducing your summer
energy bill, and the same effect occurs during the winter
with your furnace.

Air seal your home. Heat constantly leaks into your
home (during the summer) and out of your home (dur-
ing the winter), costing you on your energy bill. Air
sealing your home simply means that you locate the
worst air leaks in your home—meaning the places
where the most heat is lost or gained—and block those
leaks using caulking and weatherstripping. This can be
done in a weekend afternoon or two and can reduce
your heating and cooling bills by as much as 20%.

Improve your insulation. A well-insulated home can
drastically reduce energy costs in both the winter and
summer seasons. Many homes are under-insulated, 
as recommended insulation guidelines have gone up 
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significantly over the past twenty years. Add into that
situation the fact that many homes are under-insulated
when constructed and you have a perfect recipe for
energy loss in your home. Consider a do-it-yourself
home energy audit to find out your current insulation
levels and determine whether an upgrade might save
you significantly on your energy bills.

Look into pay-as-you-go phones or Internet teleph-
ony. For many phone users, standard plans are simply
overkill for their usage. For a domestic phone line, look
into an Internet-based telephone solution like Skype,
which offers unlimited long distance calling, a number
of your own, and voicemail for $2.99 a month (plus the
initial cost of an inexpensive phone). If your cell phone
use is limited, look into pay-as-you-go phones, many of
which offer all the basic services you need without a
required monthly bill.

Eliminate your cable bill entirely. The Internet
provides an abundance of free access to television pro-
gramming, and for a very small fee, services such as
Netflix offer on-demand, commercial-free access to tel-
evision programming and films. If you’re looking for an
idle entertainment fix, you can get all you’ll ever need
through the broadband Internet connection you proba-
bly already have.

Housing and Transportation 
More than half of the annual income of the typ-
ical American family is spent on housing and 
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transportation—51.7%, in fact.7 With housing and
transportation filling such a large role in our financial
life, it’s easy to see how a few clever choices in this
area can make an enormous difference in our bottom
line.

Rent. Unless you (a) plan to live in the area you’re at
for more than five years, (b) have more than 20% of
your down payment saved, (c) relish the idea of invest-
ing a hundred hours of year in home maintenance, and
(d) prefer to handle your own plumbing and electrical
problems instead of calling a landlord, renting is almost
always a better financial and personal deal for, well,
everyone.

What about home equity? During the first few years
of a home mortgage, more than 80% of your mortgage
payment goes directly toward paying the interest on
that mortgage. Add into that the financial and time
costs of maintaining a home versus maintaining an
apartment and, in most cases, renting really is the better
option.

This, of course, assumes that you’ll do something
responsible with the money you save by renting. For
renting to truly be a financial boon, you have to be sav-
ing or investing a substantial amount each month, either
toward a home down payment or some other equally
important financial goal (like seed money for a small
business).

If you’ve already made up your mind to buy for
other reasons, rely on the lessons of the past decade. If
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the housing bubble of the late 2000s taught us anything
at all, it’s that no one wins when you borrow more
money than you can afford. Avoid the pitfall that
caused so many people to be evicted from their homes—
rent until you have 20% of the total cost of the home in
the bank and your credit is strong enough to get a low
fixed rate mortgage with payments below 28% of your
household income.

Live small—even downsize. The best home to live in
is one where you actually have a real use for every room
in the house—unused space is incredibly expensive to
buy and maintain. Instead of buying a house that
exceeds your needs, focus on finding one that meets
your needs. If you have rooms in your house that go
unused for weeks, you might want to consider downsiz-
ing into a home that offers all the livable space you
actually use and smaller payments to boot.

Rent out spare space in your home. Another option,
if downsizing doesn’t work in your area, is to rent out
the unused space in your home. Convert your basement
into an apartment and rent it to a quiet college student,
a recent college graduate with a fresh new job, or a mar-
ried couple that’s new to town. This directly increases
your income and likely increases the resale value of your
home.

Buy cars solely for reliability and fuel efficiency.
When you boil it down to the core, a car’s purpose is to
get you from point A to point B as inexpensively and
efficiently as possible. Comfort? Cars cannot match the
comfort of home, so you often end up paying a huge
premium to sit in slightly less miserable conditions for
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an hour or two a day. Instead, focus on bang for the
buck—what will get you where you need to go with the
least amount of money spent? Generally, used cars offer
far more bang for the buck than new cars.

Use public transportation. Another option—if it’s
available to you—is to simply get rid of your car and its
associated expenses and use public transportation.
Public transportation passes in most large cities are
incredible bargains—they get you where you need to go
throughout the city without the hassle and cost of own-
ing a car and paying for parking. If you live in the sub-
urbs, look into commuting by train into the city if you
need to, or at the very least, look into forming a car
pool.

Maintain what you have. Careful maintenance of
your home and automobile can greatly extend the life of
each and also reduce the amount of costly repairs that
are required. Follow the maintenance schedule in your
car’s manual to the letter—if you’re buying a used car
and can’t certify what needs to be done, get a trusted
mechanic to evaluate what maintenance should be
done. With your home, develop a home maintenance
checklist and follow it carefully each month—such
checklists are easy to find on the Internet.

Get Clever with Your Entertainment
Entertainment is the trickiest part of a family’s budget.
Some entertainment spending is great—it can be the
source of quite a lot of personal and social enjoyment.
However, entertainment spending is often misdirected
into buying things instead of having experiences.
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Discover the library. If you’re into reading, watching
films, or listening to music, the library is an incredible
free warehouse to fill your entertainment needs. Many
public libraries have extensive DVD and CD archives,
as well as an enormous collection of books, often
including bestsellers. Many libraries now have an online
reservation system, making it easy for you to reserve
exactly what you want from the convenience of home.
In some rural areas, the library will even deliver materi-
als to you via the postal service. The question you
should ask yourself is this: Do I enjoy reading or do I
enjoy spending money on books? Do I enjoy watching
films or do I enjoy spending money on DVDs? The
answer will often point you straight to the library.

Have a “media swap.” Invite some friends over and
allow them to simply borrow a large portion of your
DVD or CD or book collection. A few weeks later, have
them reciprocate, allowing you to borrow a large por-
tion of their collection. This gives both of you an enor-
mous source of free entertainment—and often, because
it’s entertainment picked by your friends, it will already
match your tastes quite well.

Get to know the community calendar. Most cities
have a thriving free cultural life, with concerts, festivals,
and other events going on regularly throughout the
year. Locate your community’s event calendar and see if
any events are of interest to you; similarly, check the
event calendar of nearby towns and cities as well.

Join a club. This ties directly into developing a sense
of community, but clubs and organizations also fulfill a
role for socializing and entertainment at a very low cost.
Look at options in your community that match your
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interests—book clubs run by the local library, gaming
clubs, volunteer and service groups, a church, and so on.

The Five Fundamental Rules of Frugality 
I regularly give talks to various groups on personal
finance and my own experiences with debt recovery and
talk with people about their own debt recovery jour-
neys. At these events, I always find that people equate
frugality with some form of misery—they either see it as
being cheap or see it as putting themselves through mis-
ery. I argue that it’s neither—that instead it’s joyful and
life-affirming. I boil down the entire discussion on fru-
gality to five simple rules. If you keep these five rules in
mind when you evaluate your spending, you’ll always
find happiness and freedom, both now and in the
future:

1. Don’t give up the things you love. Yes, it’s always
worthwhile to give any lifestyle change a trial
run—don’t just assume you can’t live without
something until you give it a shot. However, if
you find that a money-saving choice really is
making you miserable, don’t be miserable. Bring
that element back into your life. If you are con-
stantly making choices that genuinely bring you
down, you’re going to hate what you’re doing
and, eventually, you’re going to rebound in a very
financially painful way.

2. Find inexpensive ways to enjoy the things impor-
tant to you. We’re all passionate about certain
things, and for some of us, those passions often
translate very easily into spending money and
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buying things. Strive to dig into what your pas-
sion really is and ask yourself if that passion
really is met by pulling out your wallet. For
example, if you’re as passionate about reading as
I am, you know how tempting a bookstore can
be. But ask yourself this: Are you passionate
about reading and enjoying books, or are you a
book hoarder who likes to overstuff his or her
shelves? If it’s the reading you’re passionate
about, find less-expensive ways to fuel the hobby.
One great way to start is at your local library.

3. Cut back hard on the things that matter less. If
you’re not entirely defined by the clothes you
wear, give thrift shops a shot. If your self-identity
isn’t ruled by the brand of window washer you
use, try using vinegar out of a spray bottle. If
preparing gourmet meals that take all afternoon
isn’t at the center of your emotional life, stick
with just a few high-quality kitchen implements
and forget the rest. If something’s not a central
value in your life, don’t invest even a dime more
into it than you possibly can. Seek stuff that
works well for the lowest possible cost and move
on with life.

4. Never go shopping without knowing exactly
what you want. If you ever walk into a store
without a plan, it’s highly likely you’re going to
walk out the door with something you didn’t
intend to buy—which means it’s something you
didn’t need. That something you didn’t need sac-
rifices part of your future, because it’s money
that’s not going toward paying off your debt or
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building your dream home or freeing you up to
have the career of your dreams. Every time you
enter a store, know exactly why you’re there and,
if it’s not to buy a specific item, don’t walk out
with an item. Sure, you might find something you
like there, but if you do….

5. Use the thirty-day rule for any unplanned pur-
chase. If you find something you’d really like to
have and you’re trying to talk yourself into it,
stop for a second. Jot down what that item is on
a piece of paper, and then leave the store. Give
yourself thirty days to think about that item. See
if you can’t find it for a lower price elsewhere.
Ask yourself if you honestly need or even really
want this item. At the end of the thirty days, if
you still truly want the item, pull the trigger on it
using the best deal you’ve found. That way, even
if you do decide you need this impulse buy,
you’re not spending as much as you would have
to begin with.
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It was 5:30 in the morning and, finally, the project
was finished. I sent my boss an email letting him
know it ready to go for his demonstration later that
day. My boss hadn’t asked for such effort. He knew
that I was a college student just working in his lab
and that I had a very full class load. However, I knew
that he was about to demonstrate the project to a
group of very important associates and that the more
feature-rich the project was, the more likely the proj-
ect would impress them—and reflect well on my
boss. So I dug in. While he took a red-eye flight, I
added features and polished up details. And now it
was complete. A week later, when he had returned
from the trip, he gave me a small gift, shook my
hand, and said, “Thank you. I owe you one.” 
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Chapter 9

Cultivating People and
Opportunities



November 1998

Sextus the Pythagorean once said, “What you wish your
neighbors to be to you, such be also to them.”1 Jesus of
Nazareth said, “Do unto others as you would have them
do unto you.”2 Robert D. Putnam, in his book Bowling
Alone, spells it out in detail: “Even more valuable, how-
ever, is a norm of generalized reciprocity: I’ll do this for
you without expecting anything specific back from you,
in the confident expectation that someone else will do
something for me down the road.”3 In other words, it’s
all about the golden rule—the idea that by giving to the
community at large and individuals in specific, you will
be treated with the same type of value in return.

Our lives are filled with relationships and communi-
ties—some cultivated and some uncultivated, some pos-
itive and some negative. Shifting the balance toward
more positive, stronger relationships through your own
positive actions lets the golden rule work in your favor
instead of against you. It fosters positive communities,
enables you to connect with more people, and provides
more resources and help when you need them.

Negative Relationships 
I had just lost eighty dollars in about ten minutes at a
no-limit-hold-’em poker table, and I had had enough.
I had gone to the casino with a few friends who
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seemed to be spending every dime they had as fast as
it came in. For a while, keeping up with them had
been a lot of fun. Now I sat in a daze, realizing that
the payment for our electric bill had just disappeared.
These guys didn’t really care, and instead, they were
encouraging me—quite loudly—to drop another $60
on the table and keep playing with them. It was an
expensive game. It had been an expensive game for
years. And I was really wishing for the game to end.

August 2005

During much of my early professional career, I hung out
with a group of guys who spent money like it was water.
They were constantly buying gadgets, dropping an ever-
escalating amount of money on games, and indulging in
all kinds of different expensive activities. One night, it
might be an all-night gaming session. Another night, it
might end up with an expensive game of poker. We
might stop by a bar, or go to a driving range. There was
always something going on that would cause money to
slip through one’s fingers like water.

What made the situation worse is that, if a person
chose not to participate, they were goaded and belittled
by the rest of the group. Taunts were delivered and
names were called until you “manned up” and dropped
your money on something wholly unnecessary.

Most of the conversation in the group was extremely
negative as well. Insults were constantly hurled at any-
one not a part of the group. Negative stories about other
people were pretty much the lingua franca of our circle.
Often, we would cut each other down, as a well-placed
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insult usually elicited high fives from the other members
of the group.

On one level, it was fun. I could just relax and let out
all of the angst inside of me built up while trying to
plow forward in a challenging career. Yet, I began to
realize that this black hole of money and negative feel-
ings was changing me as well. It was causing me to gen-
erally feel more negative about everything. It was
causing me to spend money without really caring about
the future.

Eventually, I walked away from this circle of people.
I just stopped hanging out with them. Instead, I started
spending evenings at home with my wife and infant son.
I started seeking out new relationships in my life and
rebuilding old ones.

Take a look at the people around you—the people
you choose to spend your time with. Are the conversa-
tions with them positive or negative? Do you spread
gossip and relish in the crumbling lives of others? Or do
you support each other and encourage success and pos-
itive results? Do your friends constantly engage in activ-
ities that drain your pocketbook? Or are your friends
truly happy with an afternoon just hanging out at each
others’ homes?

I’m not suggesting at all that you should end your
relationship with a long-time friend because you go
shopping and gossip together. Instead, I suggest simply
exploring other areas in your life and see where they
lead.

114 The Simple Dollar



Positive Relationships 
It was the end of our wedding reception, and Sarah
and I were worrying about several last-minute details.
Yet, as he had been all that week, my best man, John,
was right there. He just looked at me and said the
same thing he’d said many times already that week.
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.” Sarah and I left,
and John stayed behind, once again taking care of the
little details and giving us the freedom to enjoy this
day with as little worry as possible. As Sarah and I
walked away, I looked over my shoulder and saw him
taking down some decorations, and I realized that the
more friends like John I had in my life, the better my
life would be.

June 2003

On the flip side of that negative relationship coin is pos-
itive relationships—ones that reinforce your positive
traits. Positive relationships are based on exchanging
value with one another and encouraging each other’s
best attributes.

Catherine Krikorian, a mortgage underwriter from
Bellevue, WA, is adamant that personal relationships
laid the foundation for her career and saved her through
economic downturns. “I can’t think of any job that I
have had over the past 20 years that I landed just
because my resume was the best fit. I always knew
someone that got me an ‘in.’ Mind you, there were
many people interviewing for the positions, and I was
eventually hired on my own merits because I interview
well and I am good at what I do, but would I have even
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had the chance to interview without that contact? I can
guarantee you with the last two jobs, especially with the
recent real estate implosion and the many underwriters
out of work, the answer would have been ‘no.’”4

In my own life, I’ve found this to be true. The John
I mention in the previous anecdote has been my closest
friend (besides my wife) over the last fifteen years of my
life. No matter what I happen to be doing in life, he
takes the time to listen to what I’m saying and offer gen-
uine and useful advice and help. He rarely speaks nega-
tively of anyone and usually finds the positive in any
situation. He’s also very content to engage in activities
that don’t require money to be spent—in fact, John can
often be found at our dining room table playing a board
game with us.

The difference between John and the circle of friends
I described earlier is that John cares about me, whereas
the others care more about gratification. In the other
circle, I am easily replaceable because I don’t truly mat-
ter. If I’m unavailable, they’ll just call someone else to
go out on the town with them. If I’m unavailable, John
will immediately ask what he can help with. In the other
circle, negative expressions toward others is rewarded
and, over time, leads to a more negative sense of the
world. With John, positive expressions toward others is
rewarded and, over time, builds into a more positive
sense of the world.

Most of us have a mix of negative and positive peo-
ple in our lives. The easiest way to maximize the value
of the positive people and minimize the impact of the
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negative is to simply make the choice to spend our free
time with the positive ones. Instead of heading out to go
shopping with the gossip girls, have a movie night with
some of your other friends. Instead of heading out to
the golf course for another afternoon of drinking and
betting and insults, go play ultimate frisbee at the park
with some of your other friends. You’ll find that, over
time, your outlook on life and attitudes toward money
will change in a positive direction.

Another vital aspect of bringing positive relation-
ships forward in your life is that positive relationships
constantly contribute opportunities and value to your
life. A positive friend, upon seeing an opportunity you
may be interested in, will immediately strive to inform
you of that opportunity—and, similarly, as your atti-
tude becomes more positive, you’ll do the same. If you
need help, a positive friend will come forward to help
you instead of turning away at when you need it most.

From a Negative to a Positive: Cultivating
Opportunities

I left a meeting with my academic advisor, who had
informed me that the job market was incredibly poor
for people graduating this spring and that only a
small handful of people in my major had found any
sort of work—mostly with pretty low salaries. I had
sent out dozens of applications and resumes and let-
ters, but had so far only received one bite—and it
required moving to a new part of the country by
myself, leaving behind my family and the woman
that I loved and would eventually marry.
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I trudged back to work in the research lab, wonder-
ing what was going to happen. When I arrived, my
boss was waiting for me with a big smile on his face.
“Your work here has been excellent over the past
several years. Would you like to work on a new proj-
ect for me after you graduate? I think it’s something
you’ll be interested in.” A wonderful job, delivered
at my feet thanks to my effort in building a positive
relationship.

March 2002

Most of the time, our relationships are formed by cir-
cumstance. We’re related to these people. We work with
these people. We live near these people. Our children
are friends with their children. We went to college
together. We go to the same church. We’re in the same
book club.

I call these groups cohorts. Within each cohort,
there’s usually a wide mix of people, both negative and
positive. Quite often, though, our friends within a given
cohort happen to be the first people we “clicked” with
in some way. We found a common interest with the guy
two doors down at the neighborhood barbecue. We
started hanging out with the “after-dinner drink” group
because someone invited you on your second day of
work.

The best way to slowly transition your relationships
from negative ones to positive ones is to explore each of
your cohorts. Get to know a wide variety of people at
your church, not just the group that you first
befriended. Have dinner with the parents of each of
your child’s friends, just to get to know them. Plan
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another neighborhood barbecue and make it your goal
to meet as many of the people who attend as possible.

As you meet more and more people, you’ll find more
and more people that you click with on some level. As
you begin to connect, ask yourself: Will this new person
I’m connecting with improve me as a person? Is that
person positive, complimenting and helping people, or
is that person negative, spreading gossip behind their
back? Does that person offer helpful advice to you, or
do they look down their nose at you? Does that person
enjoy spending time with people no matter what the
activity or are they always chasing the latest thing?

As you discover more positive people around you,
make an effort to deepen your connection with them.
Invite them over. Help them with projects. Ask for their
advice and ideas, and offer your own to them freely.
From such a seed, a powerful positive relationship will
bloom. By osmosis, that positive relationship will affect
your life in countless positive ways.

Even more compelling, having positive relationships
in many different cohorts can radically benefit your life.
People from different cohorts will be exposed to differ-
ent information and different opportunities and, by the
nature of a positive relationship, they’ll want to share
that information and those opportunities with you.

Five Ways to Maximize Your Positive
Relationships

The relationships that fill your life have a profound
impact on your personal and financial success. Positive
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relationships open opportunities; negative relationships
close them. Thus, one major step that any person can
take to improve his or her personal and financial posi-
tion is to open the door to as many positive relationships
as possible. Here are five ways to begin doing just that:

1. Explore your cohorts. Make an effort to get to
know as many people as possible that you
already have something in common with. Have
conversations with people you don’t know very
well in the workplace, at church, at group meet-
ings, and in the neighborhood. Unless you open
yourself up to finding new relationships, you’ll
have a very difficult time establishing more posi-
tive relationships.

2. Evaluate the people you meet and build relation-
ships with the positive ones. Are these people
positive or negative people? Do they speak well
of others? Do they offer genuinely useful and
helpful information? Are they enjoyable to be
around? One good way to delve into this is to ask
for their opinions on various subjects and listen
to whether they offer positive, helpful informa-
tion or negative, useless information. Focus on
building relationships with the interesting, posi-
tive people you discover by inviting them over for
events and engaging them in regular conversation
and interaction.

3. Focus on being more positive. If you have infor-
mation you know will be useful to people in your
life, share it. If someone asks for help, give it to
the best of your ability. Reduce (or even 
eliminate) the amount of negative information

120 The Simple Dollar



you share about others. Most importantly, don’t
worry about what you will get in return for it.
What you’ll get, over time, is a positive reputa-
tion and a set of positive relationships that will
help you when you need it. In the end, positive
people tend to attract other positive people.

4. Mix positive people in different cohorts.
Introducing the positive people you know from
different cohorts to each other often produces a
multiplying effect. Positive people are often able
to make each other better, and not only have you
been able to easily improve two people you’re
connected to, you also happen to be one of the
things they have in common. You’re the one that
connected them, and they’ll remember you for
that. One effective way to do this is to have a din-
ner party at your home in which you invite posi-
tive friends from different cohorts who may not
all know each other, giving you the opportunity
to make introductions and perhaps helping the
people you care about to build new, valuable
relationships.

5. Don’t lament negative relationships that end.
Quite often, negative relationships are replace-
able. Rather than missing you, a negative person
will simply find a replacement in their social cir-
cle without any real damage to their self-esteem.
Quite often, the manner in which a relationship
ends—with silence or with a flurry of 
negativity—gives a great indication that the rela-
tionship wasn’t about valuing you at all, which is
a relationship you’re better off without.
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I wasn’t supposed to be the one speaking, yet there I
was, presenting and flipping through the slides. The
responsibility had fallen to me. I was scared to death.
Every single person in that room had more knowl-
edge of this stuff than me. I could have said no. As I
looked at the two people sitting in the back of the
room, I realized why I had said yes. One was my for-
mer boss, the one who had opened the door to this
job for me. The other one was a loyal coworker, the
one person who had come through time and time
again and made this project work, even through
some desperate crises and adversity. I looked at the
two of them, took a deep breath, and kept on deliv-
ering my first presentation.

October 2002

My father worked for thirty-five years for the same com-
pany. He was loyal to them through restructurings, layoff
periods, downsizings, drastic changes to their retirement
plans, constant management shufflings, aborted technol-
ogy shifts, and countless other obstacles. Today, he sits at
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home retired, watching the news and hoping the com-
pany doesn’t go under, dragging his pension down 
with it.

My father’s loyalty to the company was bought with
a long series of promises. Today, though, we see count-
less examples of how such loyalty to an organization
often falls through in the long run. 

Where is my father’s loyalty now? It still lives on in
an altered form: his friends. Many of the long-term
friendships he built in the workplace are still thriving.
These workplace friends visit him often, and he’s often
engaged in any number of activities with them. 

In the end, his loyalty wasn’t to some monolithic
organization that was supposed to take care of him. His
loyalty is to the people around him, the ones who actu-
ally came through on that promise. 

Where Is Your Loyalty?
Today, we all face a similar question. As we can clearly
see, loyalty to a business that’s likely to downsize us at
the first sign of economic trouble isn’t an entity that can
earn our trust. Yet being loyal to no one but ourselves is
an empty bargain as well—when the chips are down,
the man or woman who is only beholden to himself or
herself has no one to help him or her.

The solution stares us in the face every single day:
our coworkers and peers. 

Organizations are transient. Once you leave, an
organization no longer supports you or cares for you,
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nor do you support or care for it. What you do still care
for, however, are the people that remain—the peers still
in your field, the former boss who might write you a
great recommendation down the road, the people who
will still give you advice and perhaps toss some work
your way in the future.

The same phenomenon holds true even within an
organization. In the end, your true loyalty is best served
if it’s directed toward your peers, particularly as we
move more and more toward an information- and col-
laboration-based economy. It is your coworkers and
your peers who have the power to make you success-
ful—or ensure that you don’t succeed, either through
negligence or through sabotage.

Quite often, loyalty toward your coworkers overlaps
very nicely with efforts that help the company. If you
work hard to support your coworkers in completing a
great project, that project benefits the company. If you
help your coworkers with the problems that they have,
the solution to that problem benefits the organization. 

Similarly, if you request help from peers in your
field—or offer them help in the same way—it benefits
the organization. You need to only look at the open
source software movement, where companies employ
people to write, share, and support software freely
usable by everyone, for evidence of this phenomenon. 

A Community of Peers
In this peer-based loyalty, you see the phenomenon of
the community, discussed in Chapter 5, “Running to
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Stand Still,” come back into clear focus. Your co-
workers and professional peers are the community in
which you conduct your professional business, and
you’re best served by putting forth effort to improve
that community.

What does that mean? Share your knowledge freely.
Be helpful. Don’t gossip, and don’t spread negative
information. Strive to build lots of value-based relation-
ships with people in your workplace, as well as others
in your field who work elsewhere. Participate in com-
munity forums, where people share information and
resources that everyone can access. Pass along informa-
tion and opportunities to appropriate peers.

If you don’t know where to find such resources, start
your own. Initiate a new group on Facebook or
LinkedIn where people can share comments, ideas, and
resources as well as simply get to know each other. 

As a personal finance and personal growth writer, I
participate in a number of different forums where peo-
ple engaged in the same area can share ideas and oppor-
tunities. I strive to help them when I can, offering advice
and information and assistance whenever possible. I’ll
advise new writers on ways to market their writing,
provide guest articles to publishers who need them, and
encourage group participation in writing and brain-
storming projects. 

At some point, I’ll need help as well and, thanks to
my participation in this community, I’ll have all the pro-
fessional help I need.

Such communities of peers don’t require an organiza-
tion or a single common focus. They just require people
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with overlapping interests who are genuinely interested in
helping each other. Over time, such a group develops into
a true community, supporting the people involved in a
myriad of ways.

That’s where the new loyalties lie.

The Power Shift 
In the past, the value you can provide to others needed
to be bullet points that could be neatly summarized on
a resume. 

As the world becomes more connected, however, the
evaluation of new employees, contractors, or free-
lancers often goes far beyond a cover letter and a hand-
ful of slick bullet points. In the modern era, it’s often
easy for a Human Relations person to get a good idea
of the value of the person the company is hiring from a
few timely Google searches. Does the person have a
large network of connections on LinkedIn? Is the person
an active and positive participant in Internet communi-
ties based around their profession? Is the person’s repu-
tation positive enough that others link to what he or she
says?

Along those same lines, when individuals look to
form new startups or new divisions in a particular field,
the first place they’ll go to look for strong candidates is
within that very community.

To put it simply, the Internet has contributed greatly
to the power of the community in terms of opening
doors for people. It facilitates the growth of communi-
ties of professional peers—and makes them more 
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powerful and more deserving of loyalty—at the same
time corporate destabilization is reducing the loyalty
workers once felt for their organizations.

Another advantage of the growth of peer-based com-
munities is that the gatekeeper for entry into such com-
munities isn’t knowing someone powerful or having a
particular degree from a particular university. Instead,
entry into and respect within such communities comes
much more from what you can offer to the community
to make everyone better. Instead of being differentiated
by who you know or what university you attended,
peers are often differentiated by your contributions to
the community.

So what can you contribute?

Learning, Growing, and Synthesizing
In an era where overwhelming amounts of information
are available at everyone’s fingertips, there is substantial
value in being able to sift through that information,
extract what’s valuable, and synthesize it into some-
thing meaningful and new. Such synthesis is something
that everyone finds valuable—it’s the reason that certain
blogs and message boards can become incredibly popu-
lar and influential. It often doesn’t require expertise,
just enough ability to synthesize an abundance of infor-
mation into something compelling.

Thus, the first thing you can do to contribute to a
community is to never stop learning and growing. Strive
to constantly take on new challenges, absorb new infor-
mation, try new things, and learn from your failures
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and your successes. It is only through this filter of 
real-world learning and experience that you can begin
to provide valuable answers and help to others.

Obviously, such growth is not only valuable to your
peers, it’s also valuable to your potential clients and
employers. When you share your knowledge and skills
within your community, your reputation as someone
who provides genuine value grows along with the posi-
tive social connections you’ve made. That’s the back-
bone of the new career. 

Passion
Of course, the desire must be there to actually dig in and
learn more about the field in which you’re involved.
That’s where passion comes in. 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel once said, “Nothing
great in the world has ever been accomplished without
passion.”1 Passion is something that can’t be taught or
earned or bought. It’s something that comes from
within. It’s the activity or enterprise that fills us with an
endless desire to learn more, to try more, to experience
more.

As information becomes more and more accessible
and peer communities become more and more power-
ful, passion becomes a central part in who excels and
who does not. It is the passionate person who will write
up a detailed helpful response to someone at two in the
morning. It is the passionate person who is constantly
trying new things and looking for ways to improve
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what’s already know. It is the passionate person who
contributes to the resources of the community. Find
what you’re passionate about. Get involved with the
community around that passion. See where it takes you.

Deliberate Practice 
The third vital factor in determining who will con-
tribute most powerfully to a community and rise to the
top of a given field comes in the form of how they prac-
tice their skills. 

In an article for Fortune, Geoffrey Colvin investi-
gated the practice regimens of people who excel in spe-
cific fields and found that in almost every circumstance,
deliberate practice was behind their success. Deliberate
practice refers to practice with lots of repetition and
very specific goals that strives to improve your ability in
a very specific way. “For example: Simply hitting a
bucket of balls is not deliberate practice, which is why
most golfers don’t get better. Hitting an eight-iron 300
times with a goal of leaving the ball within 20 feet of the
pin 80 percent of the time, continually observing results
and making appropriate adjustments, and doing that
for hours every day—that’s deliberate practice.”

This phenomenon holds true in almost every field.
“In a study of 20-year-old violinists by Ericsson and col-
leagues, the best group (judged by conservatory teach-
ers) averaged 10,000 hours of deliberate practice over
their lives; the next-best averaged 7,500 hours; and the
next, 5,000. It’s the same story in surgery, insurance
sales, and virtually every sport. More deliberate practice

130 The Simple Dollar



equals better performance. Tons of it equals great per-
formance.”2

Malcolm Gladwell, in his book Outliers, makes a
similar case, arguing that individuals who practice
obsessively within their field of interest are often the
ones that rise to the top. Gladwell cites a study by K.
Ander Ericsson in which students at Berlin’s Academy
of Music are grouped according to their skill and then
asked how much they practiced. In each distinct disci-
pline, there was a direct correlation between practice
time and ability level, with the most gifted students not
excelling because of raw talent, but because of thou-
sands of hours of practice beyond what their lower-
skilled peers had applied. Gladwell points out a similar
phenomena in other fields, including computer pro-
gramming.3

The point is not that you need to devote years of
your life to mastering your specific craft, but that delib-
erate practice plays a huge role in setting you apart from
the rest of your field. Setting aside time to practice the
fundamental skills required in the area you’re passion-
ate about makes it easier to excel in that area—and to
share your excellence with others. 

Transferable Skills
The fourth area of valuable contribution to a
professional community—and to a career—is in the
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development of transferable skills, mentioned earlier in
Chapter 3, “A Visit from the Black Swan,” as tools to
help individuals succeed in an ever more random world.
Transferable skills, such as communication skills, infor-
mation organization, time management, and creativity,
are skills that apply effectively to almost any profes-
sional field of interest, leading not only to success
among one’s peers but to countless professional oppor-
tunities. More importantly, these skills are often devel-
oped outside of a classroom environment; thus, mere
possession of transferable skills often indicates an indi-
vidual of value. Here are six specific transferable skills
you may want to polish for professional success:

1. Leadership refers to the ability to inspire and moti-
vate a group of people to work together toward
some greater purpose. The best way to learn lead-
ership skills is to learn them in the laboratory of
life, and organizations provide the perfect opportu-
nity. Join a community or student organization and
take charge of a large project. Later, run for a lead-
ership position within that group.

2. Administrative skills refers to the ability to prior-
itize tasks and to appropriately assign tasks to
people. Administrative skills are often best
learned by taking charge of the planning of a
large project, either at work or through an organ-
ization that you might be a part of. 

3. Information management refers to the ability to
handle a large volume of information in a cohe-
sive fashion. Aside from simply maintaining a
detailed address book and calendar and keeping
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ahead of one’s emails, one great way to do this is
to volunteer to create a presentation on a specific
topic, as it will require you to research that topic
(dredging up an abundance of information) and
then distill that information down to a manage-
able size. You can also improve your information
management skills by becoming the secretary or
treasurer of a large group. Both positions require
the careful management of lots of discrete pieces
of information.

4. Creativity refers to your ability to generate solu-
tions without specific guidelines. It’s easy to exer-
cise your creative muscles—get involved in
brainstorming sessions and play games that
reward open-ended thinking.

5. Interpersonal communications refers to the abil-
ity to easily start or join in a conversation, as well
as the ability to present ideas to others. You can
practice interpersonal communication skills by
actively participating in conversations and meet-
ings (reminding yourself that, if you have an idea
in mind but are hesitant to share it, half of the
people in the room likely have a similar idea but
don’t have the courage to speak up), volunteering
for public-speaking opportunities, and taking on
documentation projects.

6. Personal development refers to one’s ability to
learn from one’s mistakes, to deal with stress, and
to handle challenges. The best way to grow in
this area is to simply step up to challenges before
you. Relish major projects and tasks instead of
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fearing them. At the same time, keep a journal
and reflect honestly in it about how you feel
about the situations you’re in, the people around
you, and what you can genuinely learn from
them.

Finding (and Being) a Mentor
A final ingredient for professional success both person-
ally and within a peer community is mentorship. A
mentor is simply any person with significant experience
within that field who is willing to provide advice and
basic assistance to individuals who lack that experience.

Early on, finding a mentor can be an invaluable step
toward getting a foothold within a particular area of
interest. A mentor often knows the hurdles that a begin-
ner will face along the way and can help a new person
overcome these hurdles before they turn into genuine
obstacles.

Finding a mentor isn’t that difficult. Simply seek out
an experienced person in your field who you respect
and with whom you won’t be in direct competition in
the reasonable future. Instead of asking that person to
be a mentor, keep in mind the giving nature of a success-
ful community and also keep in mind the fact that a
good mentor is likely already loaded with demands.
Instead, offer whatever you can to your potential men-
tor, in the form of special connections to others you may
have, information you may have, or perhaps even as
simple as a helping hand in a tight position.
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Later on, you may have the opportunity to mentor
new members of your professional community. As a
mentor, it’s important to recognize that, for the
moment, you have substantially more value to offer
them than they have to offer you. Keep the long view in
mind—if you provide valuable mentorship to someone
who blossoms into a success in your field, then your
value to the community (and to that person) will be sub-
stantially increased. 

Five Steps on a Journey of a Thousand
Miles

This chapter outlines a path to career success that’s
quite different than you’ll find in many career books.
Rather than focusing on how to get a job and how to
get ahead in a specific company, the new career rules
point to a different community-based path, where pas-
sionate peers help each other find the opportunities that
best fit them and support each other throughout their
career growth. Here are five key steps in this journey:

1. Discover what you’re passionate about. Ideally,
you’re already involved in a career that you’re
passionate about. If you’re not, all hope is not
lost. Spend some time engaging in a diversity of
activities and learning experiences until you begin
to find the things that awaken your senses and
interests and make you want to stay up all night
learning more and trying new things.
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2. Get involved in communities that facilitate your
passion in a positive way. When you’ve found a
passion, get involved in a community of like-
minded people, particularly those who have fol-
lowed that passion to professional success. If you
have difficulty finding such a community, seek
out individuals who have already found success
in your area, find a way to help them, and ask
them to be your mentor.

3. Find ways to join your passion with the transfer-
able skills you already have. People who combine
their passion with a skill set that makes it easy to
share that passion and work well with others
often find many routes to success. Perhaps you
have a strong set of communication skills, mak-
ing it easy for you to evangelize for what you’re
passionate about. It may be that you’re good at
organizing projects, in which case you might be a
perfect person to corral a project revolving
around your area of passion. 

4. Dig deep into your passion through learning, syn-
thesis, and deliberate practice. If you’re engaged
in a particular area, you’ll naturally want to learn
more about it through experience and other
modes of learning. Excellence, however, often
comes from incorporating deliberate practice into
your area of expertise. Use passion as your fuel to
drive you through the challenge of deliberate
practice.
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5. Find ways to translate your passion and devel-
oped skills into your current career—or find a
new one. As your new passion develops into a
surprising new set of skills, seek ways to incorpo-
rate these skills into your current career. You may
send your current career trajectory into over-
drive—or you may find yourself relaunching in a
new area. In either case, you’re on board with a
skill set that differentiates you from the rest, and
you have a strong community supporting and
backing you. That is the ticket to career success
in the twenty-first century.
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“Are you sure this is actually something you want to
do?” my supervisor asked me. She sat across the
desk from me with a look of utter surprise on her
face. I was walking away from a great job that paid
me almost $50,000 a year with strong benefits. I was
choosing instead to work as a freelance writer for an
unclear income. I was also choosing to make this
move with two children under three years of age at
home and less than a year after taking out a six-fig-
ure mortgage for a home. “Absolutely,” I told her
with a sense of elation and freedom, something I
hadn’t felt in a long time.

February 2008

Why would I jump off such a big financial cliff right
after spending two years getting us completely out of
credit card debt, paying off student loans and car loans,
and finally building up a good emergency fund? At first
glance, one would think that this is a position to accu-
mulate wealth and secure a strong financial future—
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after all, that’s the perspective constantly preached by
other personal finance gurus.

My reason for turning my financial life around,
though, was to live the life I wanted to live, free from
the shackles of debt. I wanted a writing career that I
could control. I wanted the flexibility to be able to
spend many days with my children while they were
young. I wanted a job that didn’t have to follow me
with a load of stress everywhere I went. I wanted a job
that would allow me to just get up and walk away from
it for a while and follow whatever windmill I saw in the
horizon.

In short, I wanted a very different life than the one I
was leading.

In the film American Beauty, the central character,
Lester Burnham, tells his wife something that has stuck
in my mind for years: “This isn’t life, it’s just stuff. And
it’s become more important to you than living.” The
typical American lifestyle—buying an expensive home
that pushes what you can afford, constantly striving to
keep up with the affluence of others, working a job that
you can’t even consider leaving because the pay is just
too good—adds up to a broken American dream, one in
which the joys of life are often pushed aside in a never-
ending chase for something we cannot quite attain.
Once we get the thing we want, we always find that
there is something else to want.

I realized that the thing that was missing in my life
wasn’t a material thing—it was a way of life. It was
spending time with my family without the pressure of
work hanging over my head. It was writing—perhaps
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creating that elusive Great American Novel, perhaps
not, but always enjoying the chase of the written word.
It was the ability to wake up in the morning and realize
that I wanted to do all of the things on my checklist for
the day.

My family’s financial efforts in the two years between
hitting financial bottom and walking away from my job
were intense and, at times, extreme. We lived very
cheaply, learning new skills and new interests along the
way. I launched a side business—TheSimpleDollar.com—
that earned a small measure of income and also allowed
me to dig into my passion for writing as well as my pas-
sion for self-improvement. We threw every extra penny
into eliminating debt, which meant that we went without
many material things that might have provided us with a
burst of short-term enjoyment.

My reward for that effort was an opportunity to
wipe the slate clean and create the kind of life I’d always
dreamed of. You can do it, too.

Building a Solid Foundation
Consider the human hierarchy of needs as described by
Abraham Maslow. To put it simply, once one’s basic
needs are met—clothing, food, shelter, companion-
ship—humans then tend to have higher aspirations,
such as self-actualization and professional fulfillment.

This hierarchy is subverted in many ways—advertis-
ing, peer pressure, our own psychology—and it leaves
us taking actions that undermine our basic needs while
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making futile attempts at grabbing at our higher needs. 

Add into this mix the increasing unpredictability of
modern life, and you’ve got a painful situation. It’s no
wonder that many people see such radical life choices as
effectively being “impossible.”

They’re not.

The first step to achieving the life you dream of is
assembling a solid foundation that not only ensures
your basic needs, but protects them over the long haul.
Here are six essential pieces of that foundation:

1. Self-understanding. Why do you make the
choices you do? Why do you choose to make
impulse buys? What criteria do you use before
making a purchase? Why do you choose to go
into debt? Why do you choose to associate with
certain people? The answers to such questions
are a key part of understanding yourself and why
you make the choices you do. The greater your
understanding of your internal decision-making,
the more likely you are to change how you make
choices—usually for the better. Self-understand-
ing leads directly to self-control, which is the key
to personal and financial success.
Begin by spending time contemplating every poor
choice you make in a given day, from drinking
one soda too many or hanging out with someone
who is demeaning to you to spending extra
money or choosing not to exercise. Keeping a
daily journal is a good way to push this journey
along.
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2. Freedom from debt. Debt is a prison, as we so
thoroughly discussed in Chapter 6, “With or
Without You.” It foists unnecessary monthly
payments on you, which in turn require you to
have a high income just to maintain the status
quo. Eliminating those debt payments eliminates
the need for that income, vastly widening the
scope of possible life and career choices you can
make. Implementing a debt repayment plan,
committing significant effort to it, and following
through with it to the end will free you from the
shackles of debt.

3. Frugal sensibilities. As discussed in Chapter 7,
“Minding the Gap,” this doesn’t mean subsisting
on ramen noodles and avoiding anything fun.
Instead, it means cutting back hard on the things
that matter less in your life so that you have the
resources to reach your dreams in the areas you
do care about.

4. A substantial emergency fund. As discussed in
Chapter 2, “What’s Missing?,” and Chapter 3,
“A Visit from the Black Swan,” life is incredibly
chaotic. A large cash emergency fund greatly
reduces the effect that this chaos can have on
your day-to-day life, making it much easier for
you to ride through the bad events and take
advantage of the opportunities.

5. Retirement planning. Note that I did not neces-
sarily say retirement saving. What’s important is
that you think ahead to what your needs will be
in your later years and take whatever measures
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are necessary to ensure that future. It never hurts
to save more now so that you can put away less
later on.

6. Insurance. Insurance is a final protection against
uncertainty. Term life insurance (because you just
want the insurance, not any sort of investment
product), health insurance independent of
employer, and long-term disability insurance are
all strongly worth considering if you have
dependents who rely on your livelihood. I won’t
go into the specifics of each type of insurance, as
insurers are constantly changing policy standards
and numerous products are currently in the mar-
ket. Use the Internet to research your options in
each area and choose the plan that fits your
needs.

The Rules of Your Life
“So you’re quitting that great job just so you can sit
at home all day and do nothing? What will you do
for money?” My old friend looked at me incredu-
lously, as though he suspected I was feeding him a
story.

“For one, I don’t really need all that much money.
And for another, I’m not just going to sit at home all
day. I’m going to be a more involved parent, and I
have a writing career that seems to be starting to
take off.”
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“But what about insurance? And all of the people
who rely on you? I think you’re making a big mis-
take.”

I looked at him and scooped up another bite of pad
thai. I was breaking the rules, and he didn’t like it.

March 2008

One of the biggest challenges that many people have
when they begin to think outside the box in terms of
their overall life choices is the sense that things simply
aren’t done this way. It’s not how everyone else does it,
so there must be something inherently wrong with it.

This impression is a reasonable one. As we discussed
in Chapters 2 and 3, our minds deal with all the random
events in our life by creating the impression that our
lives are incredibly orderly. We remember the general
pattern we’ve established, but we forget the countless
unexpected good and bad events that disrupt that pat-
tern all the time.

In short, all of us have a set of “rules” for how we
expect our lives to go—and how we expect the lives of
our friends and associates to go. Most of us go to work.
Most of us earn a paycheck. Most of us do similar
things on weekdays and on weekends. When we actu-
ally think of our lives significantly changing from that
pattern, it can seem really uncomfortable because it
involves breaking that pattern that we’ve established in
our minds.

Here’s a perfect example. Every single morning, like
clockwork, I wake up, spend an hour or two uninter-
rupted with my children, and eat breakfast with them.
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Whenever that pattern of quality time in the morning
with my children is interrupted, I get uncomfortable. I
don’t like it. It breaks a rule—and it happens to be a
rule that I cherish.

Household chores follow much the same logic. I usu-
ally spend about an hour each day on household
chores—doing dishes, doing laundry, cleaning the car-
pet, and so on. If I don’t do it, there are negative conse-
quences. Dishes pile up, Sarah gets upset, and I don’t
have adequate clean clothes. I don’t like it. It breaks a
rule for how I live my life.

Our days are all filled with tons of these little pat-
terns and rules. We treat others with courtesy. We mow
the yard. We go to work following a certain route. We
stop at the coffee shop and say hello to the barista. We
give our mother a call on the way home from work. We
plan a dinner party and invite our usual group of friends
over. We get our hair cut at the salon. We can’t possibly
miss NBC’s Thursday night lineup. We pick up our kids
from daycare. We surf the Web for an hour or so every
evening. It often feels unnatural to choose to disrupt
these simple patterns, even though the chaotic nature of
our lives often does disrupt them.

Rules Are Made to Be Broken
Yet, if we allow ourselves to be governed solely by these
rules, we find ourselves missing out on countless oppor-
tunities for a better life. 

I puzzled over the decision to leave my career behind
for more than a year. I felt like I was breaking countless
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rules—leaving a high-paying job with children in the
home, leaving a job where my skill set was valued, and
not working a nine-to-five job like everyone else in my
family and my immediate circle of friends. I’d also be
throwing away my entire daily routine—the morning
chat with my coworkers, the inside jokes, the lunch rou-
tines, the relative peace of the daily commute, and the
regular stops at the library and my other regular haunts
after work. All of those rules and safety nets and rou-
tines would be going out the door—and the thought of
it held me back from making the leap.

Yet, the moment I finally walked out the door—
breaking countless “rules” in the process—I felt nothing
but relief and joy. It was the single best decision I made
in my adult life. It reaffirmed my relationship with my
kids. It gave me the time and space to engage in work I
am deeply passionate about. It left me with a renewed
energy and zest for life.

Yes, I faced the scorn and misunderstanding of many
of the most important people in my life. I was breaking
their rules as well. I confounded expectations and chal-
lenged their definitions of what it means to be an adult
and a parent. That, too, is a cloud with an enormous sil-
ver lining, because they also began to see that the rules
in their lives are made to be broken.

Your rules are made to be broken, too.

Shoot the Moon
“I am going to write a book. By the end of next year,
I’m going to be doing book signings. I’m going to be

147Life Design—Building Something New



able to walk into a Barnes and Noble anywhere in
the country and find my book for sale.”

Sarah grinned. “Yeah, and while you’re at it, how
about a big house in the country with a small forest
in the back? If we’re talking big….” She knew as
well as I did that my goal was pretty audacious. I
knew no one in the publishing industry. I had never
had a single article printed in a major publication. I
was not at all what one might call an “expert” in any
field. Yet I was promising to have a book bought by
a major publishing house and distributed widely
enough that I could walk into any bookstore in the
country and find my work. I wanted it, though. 
I wanted to be a published author my entire life. 
And I was willing to do whatever it took to make it
happen.

October 2007

Fourteen months after setting that ridiculously auda-
cious goal, I walked into a Barnes and Noble and saw a
stack of copies of my first book, 365 Ways to Live
Cheap, sitting on the featured table. In fourteen months,
I raised my profile high enough to get the attention of a
book publisher, signed a deal, wrote the entire manu-
script, ushered it through the editing process, and
watched as my finished work went to press and
appeared on bookstore shelves all across the country.

What I found was that by setting an enormous, life-
changing goal—and, yes, getting that book published
was a life-changer, as it’s much more impressive to be
introduced as “best-selling author Trent Hamm”—my
enthusiasm for the project was substantially higher. I
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was much more likely to take big steps to make it hap-
pen, like contacting well-known people out of the blue
and asking for help or editing my manuscript while
cooking supper and rocking my infant daughter with
my foot.

A truly audacious goal offers many advantages over
an ordinary one.

Enhanced enthusiasm. Engagement in something
wild and exciting gets our adrenaline flowing as we
push our boundaries and personal expectations.
Choosing something far beyond what’s expected offers
the thrill of adventure and naturally piques our enthusi-
asm.

In my own experience, I found that setting an enor-
mous, life-changing goal—and, yes, getting that book
published was a life-changer, as it’s much more impres-
sive to be introduced as “best-selling author Trent
Hamm”—my enthusiasm for the project was substan-
tially higher. I was much more likely to take big steps to
make it happen, like contacting well-known people out
of the blue and asking for help or editing my manuscript
while cooking supper and rocking my infant daughter
with my foot.

Support from others. A daring goal is much more
likely to attract the positive attention—and support—of
people outside your inner circle, the very people who
are likely to be able to help you make that goal into a
reality. People are always inspired by a story of an indi-
vidual bucking the odds and seeking to make their
dream a reality, and it is the most incredible of goals
that get their attention.
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By wearing my large goals on my sleeve publicly at
TheSimpleDollar.com (and, at the same time, commit-
ting to helping others in my peer community, as
described in Chapter 9, “Cultivating People and
Opportunities”), I was able to solicit help from many,
many people in reaching my goals. If my goals were
ordinary—just simply to make a few dollars—people
would not have become engaged in what I was doing.
Instead, my goal was to remake my life, share my suc-
cesses and failures openly along the way, and become a
published author in the process—and that sort of gump-
tion attracted a great deal of support from many, many
wonderful readers and supporters.

Unexpected rewards. If you shoot for something
truly audacious, you’re going to have to pass through
some unexplored territory along the way, and there is
often hidden treasure to be found here. New skills, new
relationships, and new opportunities abound when you
go beyond where your limits are and explore uncharted
space.

When I sat at home poring over personal finance
books at the lowest point of our financial meltdown, I
would have never expected that I would wind up meet-
ing, engaging with, and in some cases, building a friend-
ship with most of the authors of those books. I would
have never expected that producers would contact me
soliciting my help on pilots and proposals for television
series. I would have never believed that I would have the
phone numbers of CEOs, chairmen, and other leaders
within the financial industry. These rewards all came in
the wake of setting enormous goals and moving toward
them with passion and earnestness.
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Tim Ferriss, author of The Four Hour Work Week,
has been intimately involved in life design for more than
a decade. He also advocates for enormous, audacious
goals. “Small goals are paradoxically harder to achieve
than big goals. If the potential payoff is small, your
enthusiasm won’t be sufficient to get through the
inevitable obstacles. Aim for the home run when every-
one else is aiming for base hits. It improves your odds.”1

If you’re going to even bother stepping up to the
plate to chase a dream, you might as well swing for the
fences. Win or lose, it will bring out the best in you.
Dreams don’t come true if you settle for something less,
and even in failure, you can still succeed beyond your
wildest imagination. After all, Flynn and Blake may
have been the ones to actually get on base, but the poem
is called “Casey at the Bat.”

Think big. Envision that secret dream you’ve always
wanted. Write it down, make it real, and throw all of
your energy toward achieving it. 

Five Steps to Designing a New Life
For many people—myself included, not too long ago—
thinking of such massive life-changing goals seems over-
whelming and out of reach. In truth, those big goals are
often much more reachable than the smaller goals we
often set for ourselves. It’s much easier to get our own
dream job than to get someone else’s dream job, after
all.
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Here are five simple steps to get you started on your
journey:

1. Get your foundation in order. Understand why
you make the decisions you make—and get con-
trol over those decisions. Live with a more frugal
mindset. Eliminate your debt and build up a
healthy emergency fund. Even if you never
accomplish your big goal, getting this kind of
foundation in place will make any life you choose
to lead substantially easier and more fulfilling.

2. Know what you want. It is you—and you
alone—who is always there when you close your
eyes at night and when you open them in the
morning. It is you who will be the driving force
behind achieving your dreams. Chase the dreams
that you have. The positive people around you
will be on board with you and support you. As
for the negative people, they’re doing nothing
more than holding you back.

3. Envision the worst-case scenario. Often, the
worst-case scenario for a truly transformative
goal is much less painful than the worst-case sce-
nario for a much lesser goal. Case in point:
Making a film out of your own script, even if it’s
a failure, is still a far more impressive result than
never bothering at all, as it’s likely to build you
connections and resources that you would have
never otherwise had.
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4. Look at the personal rules you use to govern your
life—there are many of them. How many of them
can be broken to your net benefit, without harm-
ing your reputation or harming those around
you? There are countless seemingly “unbreak-
able” rules in our lives that are, in fact, just tired
habits. Picking through these, evaluating them,
and eliminating the ones that don’t actually ben-
efit us can not only refresh our lives, but strongly
weaken the barriers to an audacious goal.

5. Associate with people who are attempting auda-
cious goals in their own life. You can use them
for inspiration, foster a new relationship by help-
ing them toward their goal, and perhaps find a
foothold for you to make your own leap of faith.
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“What do we do now?” Sarah asked me as she
watched me lick the envelope on our final credit card
payment.

After a year of frenzied debt repayment, we had
finally reached a plateau. Our debts were paid off,
yet our income remained steady. The gap between
our income and our required monthly payments had
never been higher—we were spending substantially
less than we were earning, and we were thriving.

I ran my tongue across the envelope and watched my
son roll around on the floor, chasing our two cats.
He giggled, enraptured with the innocent play with
the felines, not realizing that his parents had trans-
formed their financial situation and started securing
a wonderful future for him.

I turned to her and looked deep into her eyes. “Now
we keep rolling, honey.”
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March 2007

You’re debt free. You’ve got a healthy emergency fund.
You’re living the life you want to live, engaged in a
career that fulfills you and surrounded by people who
support you.

What’s next?

Financial stability is trickier than you might think.
It’s tempting to backslide into bad spending habits now
that you’re “safe.” It’s also tempting to simply inflate
your lifestyle a bit and enjoy the material spoils of your
hard work.

On the other hand, you can find incredible rewards
by simply staying the course and maintaining the enjoy-
able lifestyle you already have. True financial independ-
ence—the ability to live your life without earning an
income through work—is an attainable goal for every-
one, as is the achievement of financial goals you once
thought to be impossible. 

Avoiding Lifestyle Inflation
Lifestyle inflation occurs when you make the choice to
adopt a higher standard of material living, often as a
result of an increase in income or a decrease in monthly
bills (due to debt repayment). You’re convinced by
advertising and by a desire to keep up with the neigh-
bors that you need to “upgrade” the perfectly enjoyable
and functional items you already have. The Toyota in
the driveway becomes a BMW. The cell phone you
mostly use to chat with your family and friends
becomes an iPhone (with its requisite expensive service).
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A romantic candlelight dinner at home becomes a
romantic candlelight dinner at the most expensive
restaurant in town. That elegant, simple ring on your
finger that you’ve worn happily for the last decade sim-
ply must become a diamond-encrusted extravaganza.

Before you know it, you’re right back where you
were before—an empty life, except surrounded by a few
nicer things. Your big dreams in life take a backseat to
a higher class of stuff.

In our modern world, lifestyle inflation is incredi-
bly hard to avoid. A person must be incredibly well-
disciplined to overcome such material upgrade desires.
In my experience, I’ve found only two techniques that
truly help avoid lifestyle inflation, as follows:

• Create an artificial sense of scarcity through
automation. At the end of each pay period, a sig-
nificant portion of our family’s income is immedi-
ately and automatically locked away in
investments and savings accounts for specific
goals, such as our emergency fund, our automobile
savings, our Christmas savings, and our savings for
our dream home in the country. We simply do not
allow a large checking account balance to build
up. If one of us ever notices a large balance in our
checking account and starts to use that as motiva-
tion for the idea that we now deserve some wholly
unnecessary material item, we know it’s probably
time to alter our savings strategy, likely by increas-
ing our automatic savings a bit.

• Keep your savings in a hard-to-reach place. At the
same time, simply having a savings account at
your local bank with an enormous balance is also
incredibly tempting. Such savings is easy to access
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quickly by ATM, and it often takes little more
than a phone call to have that savings balance
transferred right over to checking for easy access
to fulfill lifestyle inflation desires. Our solution for
this is incredibly simple: We keep our checking
account and a small savings account for emer-
gency purposes at one bank—the local one in our
town so that we have teller access—and the rest of
our money is stored either in certificates of deposit
(CDs) that financially penalize us for early use or
at an online bank that cannot be as easily
accessed. These barriers are just enough to force
us to think about and talk about large lifestyle-
inflating purchase and gives us the time we need
for our more rational minds to take over.

As we shopped for our next car, we test drove many
different models in many different price ranges.
Some of them offered exquisite experiences—leather
seats, perfect leg room, full surround sound, a DVD
player, an in-dash GPS, clever storage, exquisite han-
dling, and so on.

After trying them all, Sarah and I walked back to one
of the least-expensive models that we drove, a
Toyota Prius with almost no bells and whistles on it.
It did what we wanted—it provided fuel efficiency
for her lengthy commute and a high level of reliabil-
ity and safety for the dollar.

We could have afforded the Lexus with the leather
seats or the BMW with the superb engineering. In
the end, though, that expensive car would have just
served the same function as the Toyota would—get-
ting my wife back and forth on her daily commute.
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We smiled at each other as we drove away in the
Prius, knowing that the tens of thousands of dollars
we saved in not keeping up with the Joneses and sim-
ply buying what we needed left us that much closer
to our dreams.

March 2009

The Crossover Point
The crossover point, as popularized in the book Your
Money or Your Life by Joe Dominguez, Vicki Robin,
and Monique Tilford, refers to the point at which the
income from your savings and investments exceeds your
living expenses, making it unnecessary for you to work
for an income.

It’s easy to understand this with an example. Let’s
say Leo lives happily on $30,000 a year. His local bank
has long-term certificates of deposit that earn a 4%
return. If Leo is able to buy $1,200,000 worth of these
CDs, the CDs will return the stable $30,000 a year that
Leo needs to live on. Obviously, this is simplified—I’m
excluding tax implications—but the basic principle is
clear.

For many people, the sum required to reach the
crossover point seems tremendous—an insurmountable
goal. They give up before they even begin. However,
consider these four points.

A partial crossover point allows you to leap into
your dreams. Let’s say Leo wants to be spending his free
time as a gardener at the local greenery, earning mini-
mum wage doing what he loves doing: putting plants in
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the ground. This job earns Leo about $25,000 a year.
So, for Leo to be able to take this job, he just has to
come up with that extra $5,000 a year. In order to earn
that amount, Leo merely needs $125,000 worth of CDs
to make that life-changing leap. 

Your investments as you approach the crossover
point help push you over the top. As you save toward
the crossover point, the income from the investments
you already have can be rolled over into the investment.
In Leo’s case, let’s suppose that he’s buying a $500 CD
each month that returns the steady 4% we discussed
previously. In the first year, he only buys the first twelve
CDs for a total of $6,000. The second year, he buys
twelve more, giving him a total of $12,000 in CDs.
However, the first year’s worth of CDs each return 4%
on that investment, giving him an extra $240, which he
uses to buy another CD. In the third year, he buys
twelve more CDs, giving him a total of $18,240 in CDs.
However, the first $12,240 is returning 4% to him, giv-
ing him another $489.60 to invest in additional CDs.
Each year, his initial investments help push him toward
his big goal.

As you push toward your crossover point, you can
be more aggressive with your investments. Once you
reach the crossover point, you’ll want your money to be
in a very safe investment where the return is steady and
there is minimal risk of losing your initial layout. Before
then, though, you’re supported by the income from
your work, which means you can afford more risk in
how you invest the money. Stocks, for example, are a
good place to invest this money. In a given year, stocks
might go up 16% or they might go down 16%, but over
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the long haul of history, a broadly-based stock invest-
ment will go up an average of 7% per year. 

Taking that into account, let’s look at Leo’s progress
with an investment in a stock index fund instead of
CDs. Each month, he’s putting aside $500 for stock
investing and, at the end of the year, he rolls that $6,000
into his stock index fund. In the first year, he only buys
$6,000 worth of stocks. The second year, he buys an
additional $6,000 worth of stocks. However, the first
year’s worth of stocks returns 7%, giving him an extra
$420 that he can roll into his investment. In the third
year, he buys $6,000 worth of additional stocks.
However, the first $12,420 is returning 7% to him, giv-
ing him another $869.40 in his investment. Over the
course of the investment, the acceleration given by his
early aggressive investments will cause him to reach his
goal more than a year earlier.

Snowflaking is an incredibly powerful strategy.
Back in Chapter 6, “With or Without You,” we dis-
cussed snowflaking as a useful strategy for reducing
debt. Simply put, snowflaking means making small
choices to save money and turning the money saved
from those choices toward your financial goals.
Receiving a windfall, cooking at home instead of going
out, finding a $50 bill in the parking lot—these are all
sources for snowflaking. Each little step seems small
and insignificant, but it’s the combination of a lot of lit-
tle actions that makes a profound difference.

If Leo did nothing more than give up a $5 breakfast
once a week and replaced it with a piece of toast before
leaving the house, he’d contribute $260 more toward
his goal each year and move his partial crossover point
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almost two months earlier. Even one single, simple
action can have a surprising impact on your life. A col-
lection of simple choices can bring about truly profound
change.

Protecting What You Have
As you begin to accumulate significant wealth, you’ll
want to put some safeguards in place to preserve this
wealth in the event of a personal crisis. After all, this
wealth is the result of a lifetime of careful planning and
work, and in a world that grows ever more filled with
randomness, you don’t want an extreme negative ran-
dom event to undo all of your hard work.

Here are some options to carefully consider if you
have hard-earned financial resources that you want to
protect against the unknown. 

A will and/or a living trust are vital tools for ensur-
ing that your property is handled in the way you desire
after your passing. A will is simpler and less expensive,
but it requires that your property goes through probate,
which is the legal administration of your will in court.
In cases where your will is unclear, a judge will likely be
the person making the decision as to the final destina-
tion of your property. On the other hand, a living trust
allows you to identify trustees for your property, allow-
ing these people that you trust to make any such deci-
sions about your property that you didn’t specify.
However, living trusts can often be quite expensive to
set up and to maintain. The choice often comes down to
more precise control with higher costs or less precise
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control with much lower fees. If you have substantial
assets, you should consult an estate attorney to go over
your options in your jurisdiction.

A living will or advance health care directive sets in
stone the actions you want to have taken on your behalf
in a medical emergency. Getting this document in place
ensures that, if it is against your wishes, you never
become a medical burden to your family, sapping away
your life’s work just to maintain you in an incomplete
state. Take this difficult choice out of the hands of your
loved ones—protect them from having to decide and
protect yourself from a life that you may not want.

Umbrella insurance covers you in the case of addi-
tional liability beyond the limits of your already existing
insurance policies, like life insurance, homeowner insur-
ance, and automobile insurance. If you have wealth that
extends beyond the limits of the protection such insur-
ance offers, your personal wealth may be in danger if
you’re at fault in an incident. If you have it, in such
high-liability instances, umbrella insurance steps in and
protects your hard-earned money against legal attacks.

Long term care insurance provides coverage for the
cost of long-term care if you’re struck with a medical
condition that causes you to have long-term health care
expenses, such as a nurse or expensive equipment that
goes beyond the coverage provided by typical health
insurance or Medicare coverage. Long-term care insur-
ance merely makes sure that, if you find yourself in such
a situation, your lifelong earnings aren’t drained in the
cost of your care.
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Five Methods for Maintaining the Gap
You’ve mastered the art of the gap, and the gap has
helped you achieve things you never thought possible.
What can you do to keep the momentum going?

1. Don’t stop saving just because you reached your
first goal. Achieving debt freedom or buying the
house you’ve always wanted is cause for celebra-
tion—it means you’ve climbed a great mountain.
But as you stand on the summit and look out in
the distance, you’ll see greater mountains to
climb that will bring you to a rarefied air that few
people around you will ever experience. You’ve
lived quite well without the money you’ve been
investing toward your goal—now, channel that
money toward your next one.

2. Don’t judge your own experience by the rules of
others. You are not a failure because your neigh-
bor has a nicer car than you. They’ve simply cho-
sen to place a high value on their automobile, a
value much higher than you place on your auto-
mobile. Your values are elsewhere, represented in
other areas of your life, ones that don’t sit in the
driveway while you live your life. Make your
own rules and judge your own life by those rules.

3. Protect what you have. Plan a will now, even if
you’re young and it seems unnecessary. Create a
living will and file it appropriately. If you have
significant assets, look into umbrella insurance
and long-term care insurance.
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4. Automate yourself into a sense of scarcity. If you
find that you’re convincing yourself to make
unnecessary spending choices simply because you
have an abundance of cash available in your
checking account, increase your automatic sav-
ings policies so that this is no longer a tempta-
tion. Not only will this help prevent you from
making poor financial choices in the short run,
but it will also help you move closer to your big
financial goals in the long run.

5. Create a barrier that removes easy access to your
savings. If accessing your long-term savings is as
easy as swiping a card into an ATM machine, it
will become much easier to tap that money for an
impulsive purchase. Instead, put that money into
another financial institution entirely and don’t
give yourself tools for such easy access to the
money.
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We looked out the windows of the airplane as it
rested on the tarmac, waiting to take off. Our fingers
were entwined. Just twenty-four hours earlier, we
had walked out of the church, husband and wife.
Now we were beginning our new life together with a
honeymoon in the United Kingdom.

I squeezed Sarah’s hand and she looked back at me,
her hazel eyes shining. “It’s just me and you now,
honey,” I said, and she gave me one of her patented
crooked smiles. As the plane took off, I leaned back
to relax. After all, we had a lifetime ahead of us. This
was no time to think of money. The rest would take
care of itself, or so I thought.

June 2003

We are all emotionally invested in our money and in our
spending decisions.

The money we have is the result of our hard work,
our hours and our energy given over to someone else so
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that we can have the things we need and a few of the
things we want. Our spending decisions are often a 
window into our imperfections, full of impulsiveness
and materialism. The investment of our time and the
revelations provided by our buying choices are areas
that we often protect. 

There’s a big reason why money is often something
that’s avoided in polite conversation.

But in the real world, we have deep, intimate rela-
tionships with other people and our choices, when it
comes to money, can affect them greatly. 

This is where our conflicting interests can run into
trouble. On the one hand, we value our privacy and our
hard work, as well as a sense that we make good spend-
ing decisions. On the other hand, we need positive inti-
mate relationships with other people; often, we need to
provide care and resources for them.

Balancing this equation is simple once you recognize
that the people with whom you share a deep relation-
ship love you for who you are and are invested in your
success. Their criticisms come from a desire to see you
both succeed and their defensiveness comes from the
difficulty in opening yourself fully to another person. If
either of these statements fails to hold true, then the
relationship itself is in danger.

The challenges of dealing with money and interper-
sonal relationships balance on the utilization of three
key ingredients: communication, honesty, and time.
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Communication
We were angry, shouting accusations at each other. It
was late at night. We had sat down together to get a
grip on how bad our financial situation was. In the
process, we found mistakes that we both had made.
The mistakes were kindling—our fear and worry
about our situation was the spark. After an hour’s
worth of the worst argument our marriage had ever
had, Sarah and I sat next to each other on the couch,
holding hands. She turned to me and said one simple
but incredibly wise thing. “We need to actually talk
about this stuff before it blows up into this kind of
mess again.”

April 2006

For the longest time, my biggest obstacle to financial
success was simply discussing matters with Sarah.
Money was the most uncomfortable subject between
the two of us—every time we discussed it, even with the
best intentions, one of us wound up very upset. So, for
years, it was a complete taboo topic outside of the func-
tional “Did you pay the electric bill?” type question.

When we finally sat down and had a real financial
heart-to-heart, it was revelatory. We realized that we
were on the same page on a lot of things, and that in our
own separate ways, we were making many of the same
mistakes.

Time and time again, I’ve found that communication
problems in a relationship are often like water backed
up behind a dam. If nothing is relieved, pressure builds
up and results in an explosion—painful for everyone
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involved. However, if communication of one’s feelings
and ideas in a safe environment without retribution
becomes a normal thing, the pressure is relieved and life
flows forward like never before.

Here are six key points to consider when talking
about money with your partner:

1. Check your emotions at the door. When you talk
about money honestly with your partner, it’s
going to hurt sometimes. Getting overly emo-
tional or angry solves nothing—it simply creates
new problems. If you find yourself getting angry
or upset, stop the conversation. Call a time-out
and come back to the conversation later.

2. Focus on goals. Ask your spouse when he/she
wants to retire and what he/she wants to do after
retirement. Ask what his/her dreams are—where
would he/she like to be in five years, or ten years.
The point is to think positively about money by
asking where it can get you.

3. Look the other person right in the eye, and hold
his/her hand. No matter how egregious the mis-
takes of your partner are, avoid giving any sign
that you are anything other than compassionate
and loving. If your partner is admitting a major
mistake, it likely means that he/she is summoning
a great deal of courage to do this—and by react-
ing with anger, you’re encouraging him/her to not
trust you with future issues.

If/when your spouse admits to overspending,
don’t blow up at him/her. We live in a con-
sumerist society that is designed to push our 
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buttons and trick us into spending. Even worse,
it’s a pattern that’s very difficult to break—it’s a
very socially acceptable addiction. 

4. Look at numbers. Don’t talk about your impres-
sion of your money situation. Get out the papers,
go through them, and create a real picture of
your financial situation.

5. Create goals that you both agree on and develop
a written plan to reach those goals. Often, the
difficulty that people have in terms of working
toward goals in a relationship isn’t the absence of
goals. Quite often, both partners have individual
goals that they’re working toward; however,
these goals often are incompatible with the goals
of their partner.

Each of you should make a list of the goals you’d
like to reach, both in the short term and in the
long term. Then, find the ones that mesh together
and agree to work toward them. For example,
my wife and I are both interested in eventually
moving to a home in the country with access to
basic farming and woodlands, so we’ve made
that one of our primary goals, and we now think
of our spending in terms of this goal.

Once you’ve identified some common goals,
spend some time figuring out how you can get
there. Do you need to cut down on the Starbucks
visits? Does your spouse need to spend less cash
on authentic baseball jerseys? Each of you needs
to be willing to make some sort of sacrifice to
reach the goal, and if you’re initiating this, you
should be the first one to offer up something.
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From there, write down the goal on paper, along
with the steps that you’re both willing to take to
achieve it, and have both people keep a copy of
this document. Writing down a goal and a plan to
achieve it makes it tangible and real, separating it
from merely talking about it.

6. Talk about money regularly. I am a big fan of a
monthly family meeting about money issues.
Doing this is a great way of ensuring that both
partners are taking action toward achieving the
goals they share (as well as their individual goals)
and that individual problems are dealt with
quickly and efficiently.

Of course, communication about money (or anything
else) isn’t useful if it’s underlined with the second key
ingredient of a successful relationship.

Honesty
Do I tell her or not? I sat out in the truck, watching
the rain pour down on the windshield. I had just
stopped by the bookstore on my way home from
work, convinced that I was just looking for a single
title. But I was weak. By the time I walked out of the
store, I had purchased six new books and thrown
another $100 on our credit card. An amount we 
didn’t need at all.

Even worse, on the way out to the car, I had dropped
the bag in the parking lot, soaking the edges of the
books. They were unreturnable, even if I wanted to
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do so, though they would still be readable after dry-
ing out. I sat there, feeling ashamed to admit my mis-
take to her, but I knew that she was invested in this,
too. I made my decision. I opened up the door,
picked up my bag of books, and headed inside.

March 2006

No one is proud of mistakes, yet they’re a basic part of
human existence. We all make mistakes. We all fall flat
on our faces. We all make choices that fly right in the
face of our goals. We do things that undermine the rela-
tionship we have with the people we cherish the most.

Because of this shame, it’s human nature to want to
hide our mistakes from everyone, even the ones we love
the most. Yet, quite often, our mistakes negatively affect
the ones we love. We made some bad spending choices
and now we’re taking money away from the dreams we
share. We jumped on a great investment opportunity
that fell flat on its face. We signed up for a credit card
secretly to buy Christmas gifts and managed to charge
$18,000 on it. 

These mistakes affect the people we care most about,
and yet often we continue to hide them, hoping that we
can somehow fix the problem before anyone else has to
know about it. Quite often, though, it’s far harder to
solve the problem on our own and, eventually, our part-
ner finds out. Our deception is revealed, and the prob-
lem is substantially worse than before, threatening the
very fabric of our relationship.

Honesty is the solution to all of these problems.
Simply confessing your mistakes to the people who are
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affected by them and asking for their help in fixing the
mistake not only retains and reaffirms the trust in the
relationship, but also finds you with a helping hand
toward fixing the problem.

Being honest about your mistakes also creates a stan-
dard of honesty for your relationship. By being honest
and straightforward, you encourage those around you
to match that standard. 

Time
In Chapter 4, “The Power of Goals in a Random
World,” I pointed to statistics from the Department of
Labor that indicated that the average worker in the
United States spends just over fifty-six hours per week
at work. Add in time spent for sleep, commuting, and
personal activities, and it turns out that the people with
whom we spend the most time in a given week is our
coworkers.

To put it simply, the demands of our daily lives often
takes away most of the time we have to devote to the
relationships in our lives that matter the most. It is those
relationships, built up over time, that provide much of
the value in our lives.

Time is the one resource that can never be bought
back. Once the moment has passed, it can never be
reclaimed. Your son’s first step. An evening on the
porch with your wife and a bottle of wine. Your daugh-
ter’s piano recital that she’s practiced for months. A
slow dance beneath the moonlight. These are the expe-
riences that we work so hard to preserve—and yet in
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that hard work, they often slip through our fingers. We
leave town on a business trip and miss our son’s first
word. We simply can’t make it to the recital because a
client is in town. We’re too tired to dance with our hus-
band and hold him close.

What are we sacrificing to earn a little more money?

After all, not getting that promotion might mean
that you have to wait a little longer to upgrade your
stuff, but no amount of money in the world will get
your daughter’s first loose tooth back. Establishing a
firm financial foundation ensures that your job is not
your master and that you’re free to decide for yourself
what’s most important to you.

Friends, Family, and Lending Money
Ask yourself this: Do you like your mortgage company?
Do you have a close, personal relationship with your
credit card company? Do you love the loan officer
down at the bank?

Most of us would be quite happy to not have to deal
with these financial entities. These financial arrange-
ments cost us thousands of dollars in interest and
deliver a nice healthy bill to our doorstep to be paid
each month. There’s little love lost between most bor-
rowers and most lenders.

Look at it from their perspective. If you pay your
bills on time, you’re nothing more than a useful number
in a database. If you don’t pay your bills on time, they
have to start harassing you in various ways to get the
money that is theirs.
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Does this sound like the type of relationship you
want to have with your family and friends? In its sim-
plest terms, this is the exact arrangement you agree to
whenever you make the choice to loan money (or to
borrow money) from someone you have an established
relationship with. Your relationship goes from a famil-
ial bond or a friendship into a lender-borrower relation-
ship, with all of the negativity that goes with it.

If you lend someone money and they fail to pay it
back, you begin to feel some serious strain in the rela-
tionship. Should you confront them or should you just
let it slide? The pressure builds up over time and the
acid corrodes the previously-existing good relationship.
The same thing happens for the borrower—they begin
to feel guilty about the money left unpaid and begin to
avoid the lender.

There are three simple solutions to this conundrum,
as follows:

1. If someone you care about owes you money, for-
give that debt. Do it right now, before it has the
chance to damage your relationship even more. If
you’re still left with hard feelings, chalk it up to a
negative experience and move forward with life.

2. If you have a desire to lend money to someone
you care about, make it a one-time gift. Yes, we
all want to help our friends in need, but lending
them money often results in damage to that rela-
tionship—one that’s obviously valuable enough
that you’re willing to lend money. Find ways to
help them that do not result in a lender-borrower
relationship, because that type of relationship
ends in heartache.
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3. Don’t borrow money from family or friends. If
you’re in a financially difficult spot, it’s fine to
ask your friends for advice, temporary living
space, or a helping hand. Just don’t ask them to
lend you money because, merely by asking, you
put them in a difficult and unfair spot. Instead,
seek their advice and help in other ways. 

Five Steps to Getting Your Relationships
on Track

There is no better day than today to get the important
relationships in your life in better shape. These relation-
ships are central to who you are as a person and form a
big part of the foundation for your personal success.
Here are five steps to get started on right away:

1. Set aside some time to talk to your partner about
money—and about life. Set aside an hour one
evening to talk about the goals you share, then go
through your entire financial state and determine
where you are and what you need to do to
accomplish those goals. Don’t be surprised if
such discussions bleed far outside this hour—and
relish those discussions, as they’ll become the
foundation of your financial future together.

2. Recognize that your partner is human and makes
mistakes, just as you do. We’re all human. We all
make mistakes. Getting enraged at your partner’s
missteps does nothing at all to solve the problem—
it just makes it worse. Put yourself in your partner’s
shoes—if you had made a financial mistake, would
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you want to admit it if you knew your partner
would go into a snarling rage? Instead of reacting
with pure emotion, react with compassion and
look for solutions to those problems.

3. Confess your mistakes to your partner and work
with your partner to fix them. Just as your part-
ner is willing to admit mistakes and seek solu-
tions, you should be willing to do the same.
Admit your mistakes, bear the emotional
response to them, and work with your partner to
come up with a solution to these mistakes. Only
by working together can you come up with a
truly effective solution.

4. Forgive the debts and misdeeds (financial and
otherwise) of those who we care about and
attempt to re-establish a connection with them. A
past mistake (often on both of your parts) is not
worth destroying a valued personal relationship
over. Step back and ask yourself what’s really
valuable here.

5. Set aside focused time to build (and rebuild) the
relationships most important to us. Call your
parents. Spend an afternoon with your kids with
the cell phone off. Take a few days to go visit
your sibling and his/her family. Call up an old
friend and ask them to lunch. These core rela-
tionships are a big part of what we work so hard
to maintain and protect—don’t allow them to
wither on the vine. Distinguish between what’s
“important but not urgent” and what’s “urgent
but not important”—and choose wisely between
the two. 
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“Where do you think we’ll be when we’re his age?”
Sarah asked me, with a nod in the direction of her
grandfather, who was kneeling on the porch and
scratching the ears of his faithful dog Ole. Sarah and
I were lying in the grass in his yard, side by side. We
were engaged to be married and saw a long life
spread out in front of us. “I don’t know,” I told her.
“But I do know one thing. I want to keep going until
I can’t go any more.” “Me, too,” she said. 

May 2009

As you considered in Chapter 10, “The New Career
Rules,” the traditional path of working for the same
company for a number of years, and then gliding off
into a golden sunset paved with pension money, has
vanished. Today’s worker is loyal to his or her commu-
nity of peers and shuffles from job opportunity to job
opportunity, saving money in individual retirement
plans along the way.
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In fact, the very nature of the traditional retirement
at age 65 is outdated. Today, the average American has
a life expectancy of 77.7 years,1 with an annual increase
in life expectancy of 0.2 years every year over the past
decade.2 To put it simply, people are living longer than
ever and the trends point toward even longer lives in the
future.

With a longer life comes a longer period of vitality.
People now commonly work into their seventies and
eighties; many people begin a new career in their sixties. 

Retirement no longer means kicking back in the
Barcalounger watching The Price is Right and waiting
for the grandkids to come and visit. It means an excit-
ing new stage in life, complete with new challenges.

Retirement Rarely Equates to Idleness
My father stood there in his hip waders, holding on
to the back of the truck, panting. He and his assis-
tant had just brought in an enormous catch of fish,
and the exertion of unloading hundreds of pounds of
catfish from his boat had winded him. He caught his
breath and looked up at his catch with a sly grin on
his face. In that moment, I didn’t see my retirement-
age father. For just a moment, I saw him exactly as
he was when I was a little kid, running constantly on
a boundless supply of energy and joy. He stood up,
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grabbed a bucket of fish, and headed off the bench
to dress them for his customers. So much for his
retiring to the living room.

July 2009

Remember my story about my father from Chapter 10?
His retirement didn’t exactly turn out as planned. He’s
often worried about the company’s long-term stability
and the future of that very pension that he had been
promised for so long.

His solution, like many other retirees, was to do
something about it. In his sixties, he transformed his
lifelong hobby of fishing into a lucrative side business,
earning a solid supporting income for himself and my
mother. To further supplement his income, he also
launched a tomato-growing business with another
member of his family, selling his wares directly to super-
markets and local restaurants.

This is not what most people think of when they
hear the word “retirement,” but it’s becoming the trend
for retirees who find themselves at the age where they
can start cashing in on their pensions and their 401(k)s
but discover they have a lot of vitality left in them. 

With the longer lifespans and greater vitality that we
all have in store, retirement no longer equates to idleness. 

What’s Your Next Act?
In his book Free Agent Nation, Daniel Pink looks at
burgeoning movement of retirees who are doing exactly
what my father did: reinventing themselves at a 
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traditional retirement age. “Legions of [...] sixty-plus
Americans are becoming freelancers, micropreneurs,
self-employed knowledge workers, temps, home-based
businesspeople, and independent professionals. They’re
working as part-time, some time, and anytime free
agents—using the Internet as a platform for finding and
executing work.”3

As discussed in Chapter 10, the new frontier of
building professional opportunities for yourself comes
from connecting with communities of your peers who
are also engaged in your career. These communities
often develop online, sharing resources and making
themselves ever more open to opportunities of all
stripes. Rather than focusing on who you are, these
communities place value on what you can provide to
the community, and Americans near retirement age,
with an enormous wealth of knowledge and experience
built up over a long career, have a lot to offer.

What’s your next act? What excites you? What do
you want to do with the rest of your years? Your life-
time of work has given you the tools and resources you
need to succeed, and the Internet provides the access
you need to a community of supportive peers. There’s
no better time than now to dive in and find out where
this new path will lead you.

Recasting Retirement Savings
From this perspective, saving for retirement no longer
has the same goal that it once had. Previously, retirement
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savings was intended to allow people whose vitality was
slipping to live out their final years in financial peace.
Today, however, retirement age arrives, and people still
have vitality. They still have the desire and the ability to
work on projects that challenge and excite them.

What does that do to the traditional role of retire-
ment savings?

To put it simply, it turns retirement savings into a
tool to support challenging professional and personal
choices. Instead of fully supporting you in a reduced
lifestyle, retirement savings can maintain you in the
lifestyle you’re accustomed to while you take on person-
ally fulfilling challenges that might not be financially
lucrative. Doing things like becoming the secretary of
your church, becoming a freelance artist, or taking a job
at a nonprofit are no longer financial suicide if you 
have retirement savings to supplement such a position.
Instead, they become deeply fulfilling personal 
opportunities.

For many, retirement savings has a depressing feel.
People don’t want to visualize their life during the
period that many of us think of as retirement. However,
the nature of those retirement years is changing fast.
Instead of being a slow ride into the sunset, retirement
is an opportunity to claim a lifelong dream, and retire-
ment savings makes that possible.

Instead of saving for retirement, you’re saving (in
part) to support your next act in life.
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Retirement Savings Versus College Savings
“The last thing I want to do is become a burden to
you when I reach the end of my years,” my mother
told me on the phone. She had spent the last two
months slowly digging through her mother’s estate,
going through giant boxes of unsorted paperwork,
trying to make sense out of the mess of my grand-
mother’s final year of life, which involved a slow
slide into dementia. My thoughts drifted to my own
children. How would I be able to ensure that they
would not be burdened by me in their adult years? I
would have no problem taking care of my own
mother, and I’d like to believe that my children
would be willing to take care of me. I looked at the
picture of my two children that serves as my desktop
wallpaper and asked myself what I really wanted out
of my golden years.

May 2009

Parents often have a challenging choice to make once
their children are born. At a time in their lives when
their money is tied up on many fronts—saving for a
down payment on a home, struggling with the relatively
low income level one earns early in a career—they’re hit
with the double whammy of needing to save for retire-
ment and also needing to save to support their child’s
education.

It seems like a difficult choice, but it really isn’t. Save
for retirement and let the cards fall where they may
when it comes to college savings. There are several rea-
sons for this.
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First, a college education can be earned without col-
lege savings, while retirement cannot. Many students
earn a college education with minimal financial support
from their parents—myself included. Not having such
support requires students to seek out more scholarships
and take more responsibility for the value of their edu-
cation instead of having it handed to them on a silver
platter. It also provides a better case for financial aid. At
the same time, the early years of retirement savings—the
ones that provide the longest timeframe for aggressive
investing and the most years for compound interest to
work in your favor—are absolutely vital and should be
maximized.

Second, eschewing retirement savings in favor of
college savings puts your children at risk later in life.
Many parents choose to forego retirement savings and
save for their children’s education under the belief that
the best assistance they can give their child in adulthood
is to not saddle them with student loan burdens.
However, by doing that, you put them at a much higher
risk of having to support you financially in your old age
due to inadequate retirement savings.

Third, college savings may not even be necessary for
the path your child chooses. Your child might choose an
entrepreneurial path. Your child might choose a lucra-
tive trade school, choosing to become an electrician, a
plumber, or a carpenter. Your child also could earn
enough in scholarship money to make college savings
redundant. In any case, following a typical savings plan
for college may be redundant.

Often, caring parents—such as myself—are uncon-
vinced of this argument. Yet, there’s a simple solution
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for balancing both of these conflicting desires: Save for
retirement in a Roth IRA.

A Roth IRA is an individual retirement account that
you set up on your own, independent of your job. You
put money into this account after taxes, which means
that it doesn’t go straight out of your paycheck like
401(k) savings does. However, a Roth IRA has a huge
advantage: You can withdraw your Roth IRA contribu-
tions for any reason without penalty. If you are saving
for retirement but then decide to make a withdrawal to
help with educational expense, you can do so with min-
imal consequence—the only drawback is that you can-
not replace the contributions once you withdraw them.

A final point: Involve your adult children in your
estate planning. This goes far beyond merely involving
them in the preparation of a will. Prepare a document
with them that explains every significant step that needs
to be taken to cash in all of your insurance policies, can-
cel your accounts, and settle your affairs. Keep this doc-
ument updated. It’s a simple step that you can take to
make the burden of your eventual passing much easier
on your next of kin.

Revisiting the Crossover Point
In Chapter 12, “Managing the Gap,” we discussed the
idea of the crossover point—the point at which the
income from your savings and investments exceeds your
living expenses. We also referred to the partial crossover
point, the point at which the income from your savings
and investments plus the reduced income from a job
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that deeply fulfills you (but perhaps doesn’t earn as
well) exceeds your living expenses.

This “partial crossover point” is exactly what you
want to shoot for in this brave new age of retirement.
As you transition into a second act, you’ll likely find
new avenues for income—but these income sources may
be a significant drop from what you’re currently earn-
ing. Transitioning from middle management to a job at
a charity can equate to a huge drop in income, as can
switching from a career in nursing to a career as a
church organist. Even switching to a potentially lucra-
tive freelancing career can have challenges, as income is
wildly uneven for people in such careers. Your retire-
ment savings becomes the bridge between paydays.

The most amazing part? The tax advantages and
matching funds for retirement savings make all of this
look easy.

Five New Steps Toward “Retirement”
Here are five steps you can take as you approach this
new kind of retirement:

1. Spend some time thinking about what you would
do with your time if you had a small supplemen-
tary income to help you live the life you wanted
to lead as long as you stayed productive. What
dreams would you chase? What opportunities
would you grab hold of? 

2. Plan ahead for your second act. Look for oppor-
tunities in the career path you have now to build
the skills you will need when you reinvent 
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yourself. In particular, always work on your
transferable skills—communication skills, leader-
ship, information management, and so on.

3. Take advantage of all matching funds in your
401(k)/403(b). Matching funds are essentially
free money given to you by your employer to
accelerate your retirement savings. Take advan-
tage of them.

4. Open a Roth IRA for additional retirement sav-
ings. Because you’re able to withdraw contribu-
tions from a Roth IRA without penalty, their
flexibility for retirement savings and for other
major goals make them valuable.

5. Make a master information document. A master
information document simply lists every signifi-
cant piece of information about your life and
your financial state that someone might possibly
need to know in the event of your passing.
Include descriptions, contact names, business
names, addresses, phone numbers, account num-
bers, and other such necessary information. Keep
it all in one place, somewhere safe, and let the
most important people in your life know where 
it is.
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“I don’t know much about college. But I know you’ll
figure it out.” My father wasn’t much for giving ver-
bal advice. Instead, he often stood back and let me
try new things, watching as I sometimes failed and
sometimes succeeded, and only encouraging me to
pick myself up and try again. In that moment,
though, just as he was about to leave me on that col-
lege campus for the first time, he did the last thing I
expected him to do. He gave me a bear hug, slapped
me on the back a few times, and said, “Go get ‘em,
boy.” Even at the peak of my rebellious years, I knew
that someday I wanted to be half the father he was.

August 1996 

The path from childhood to professional success has
been repeated and nearly etched in stone for the last
thirty years. You’ve got to get excellent grades in high
school and load up on Advanced Placement courses and
perhaps a few extracurriculars that look good on a col-
lege application. Then, you need to score a nice number
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on the SAT and/or the ACT to get your foot in the door
at a good school. There, you need to work your tail off
earning a strong GPA so that you can earn a degree that
will get your foot in the door with a great job.

This pathway was incredibly powerful in the past,
when universities and workplaces had difficulty evalu-
ating the true breadth of a student. Today, however, new
skills are needed. Success in the global economy requires
young people who stand out beyond the test scores and
the old checklist of extracurricular activities. The world
demands a more well-rounded skill set, one that goes
far beyond classroom learning and branches into how
they approach the world.

If you want your child to succeed in this new world,
you might need to sacrifice a few sacred cows in the
process.

Setting Your Child Apart—Money Lessons
In her book Raising Financially Fit Kids, Joline Godfrey
identifies ten basic money skills that every child should
have:

1. How to save.

2. How to keep track of money.

3. How to get paid what you are worth.

4. How to spend wisely.

5. How to talk about money.

6. How to live on a budget.

7. How to invest.
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8. How to exercise the entrepreneurial spirit.

9. How to handle credit.

10. How to use money to change the world.

Godfrey suggests giving your child a taste of experience
in each of these categories beginning as early as age
four.1

What’s the best way to approach these goals? Give
your child as many independent choices as you can
when it comes to money decisions.

Give your child a small allowance independent of
chores. The amount of the allowance should be small
enough that it will take many weeks worth of saving for
your child to save up enough money to purchase a
much-desired item.

Offer your child the opportunity to earn more. Tie a
financial reward to household work that goes far
beyond the normal household chores the child should
be expected to do—and encourage him or her to nego-
tiate a fair price with you. Encourage your child to try
out entrepreneurial endeavors, such as collecting alu-
minum cans, selling lemonade, or doing basic lawn care
for others.

Talk about goals with your child and help him
develop plans to reach those goals. If your child wants
a specific item, help your child come up with a savings
plan to save for that item. It’s often useful to have a
“savings jar” or a piggy bank in a place where he can
visualize the savings, particularly when he’s young. As
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the child grows older, introduce him to other concepts—
investing for the future and giving your money to a
greater cause.

Give your child the tools for adult finance before he
even leaves the nest. Get your child a checking account,
a checkbook, an ATM card, and, yes, even a credit card
(with a low limit) at least a year before he leaves for col-
lege. Encourage him to use these items and understand
how they work and how they affect daily life. Encour-
age your child to get a part-time job with limited hours
to provide grist for this financial mill.

Don’t stop there, though. Such basic financial les-
sons are only the first element of a much larger toolset
that you need to give your child to ensure his or her per-
sonal, financial, and professional success in life.

Setting Your Child Apart—
A Growth Mindset

Joe stood there tentatively, unsure if he had the
courage inside of him to reach for the gymnastics
rings yet again. He had fallen twice in his attempts
to grab onto the rings, and each time he had fallen to
the ground as the rings slipped through his fingers.
“Are you pushing him a little hard? He’s only three.”
My mother looked at me inquisitively as we watched
the boy from afar. My eyes never left my son as I
watched him build up the fortitude to reach for the
rings again. He stretched out his arms, took a brave
leap, and suddenly found himself hanging in the air,
a ring in each hand. 
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“Look, Daddy, I did it!” he shouted.

“You certainly did! Good job picking yourself up
and trying again until you got it!” I shouted back at
him.

June 2009

In her book Mindset, Dr. Carol Dweck argues that there
are two basic mindsets that define how people approach
the world. “Believing that your qualities are carved in
stone—the fixed mindset—creates an urgency to prove
yourself over and over. If you have only a certain amount
of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral
character—well, then you’d better prove that you have a
healthy dose of them. It simply wouldn’t do to look or
feel deficient in these most basic characteristics.”

On the flip side of the coin is the growth mindset.
“This growth mindset is based on the belief that your
basic qualities are things that you can cultivate through
your efforts. Although people may differ in every which
way—in their initial talents and aptitudes, interests, or
temperaments—everyone can change and grow through
application and experience.”2

The fixed mindset is one of inadequacy, of a sense
that you can never really stack up to your competition.
Instead of actually attempting to grow, people with a
fixed mindset simply “fake it.” Sometimes it works,
sometimes it fails miserably, but in any case, individuals
with a fixed mindset either get in way over their heads
without the tools to dig out or are left behind.
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A growth mindset is much different, as a person with
a growth mindset believes that he or she can improve
and measure up to any situation. People with growth
mindsets constantly work not to create an appearance
of having a certain set of skills, but to actually attain
those skills, no matter what the situation.

The most valuable gift you can give your children is
a growth mindset, as it will put them in a position to
handle whatever challenges life throws at them. This
leads directly to personal and financial independence,
which is what we want most for our children—and for
ourselves in our later years.

Here are three basic tactics a parent can utilize to
encourage a growth mindset in their child: 

• Don’t praise talent, praise effort. “Parents think
they can hand children permanent confidence—
like a gift—by praising their brains and talent. It
doesn’t work, and in fact has the opposite effect.
It makes children doubt themselves as soon as
something is hard or anything goes wrong.”3

Instead of praising a child’s talent and skill, praise
his or her effort toward completing something.
Instead of praising the result, praise the process he
or she went through to get there. It’s more chal-
lenging, but it teaches that the real key to success
isn’t in the end result, but in the journey to get
there.

• Don’t attack attributes. Your child will make mis-
takes and not meet your expectations quite often
as he grows up. Your response should not be to
criticize the child. If a child gets a poor grade,
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don’t demean the child’s intelligence by calling
him “stupid.” Instead, figure out what went
wrong in the learning process. Go over the child’s
work with him and find out where exactly the
struggle is coming from. Similarly, if your child
doesn’t succeed at sports, don’t call him “weak”
or “uncoordinated” or “a loser” (such terms seem
harsh until you witness the behavior of parents on
the sidelines at a youth sporting event). Instead,
encourage him to work on the fundamentals of his
game. Don’t define your child—leave that up to
your child.

• Never conditionalize love. You should be the one
source of unconditional love in your child’s life—
your child needs that. You should provide comfort
when they fail, but you need to allow them to fail,
too. Your love is there to convince him or her to
get up and take another crack at that challenge.
By withdrawing that love, children will fold in on
themselves and truly believe that they are unwor-
thy of the love of the one person who should love
them.

Setting Your Child Apart—Self-Reliance
My father was never one for giving specific directions.
When there were chores to be done, he would often
describe them in the minimum amount of words and
then wander off to do something else.

As a child, I found this incredibly frustrating.
Sometimes, I would have only the vaguest idea of what
needed to be done. Clean the garage? I had only the
scarcest idea of where most of the stuff belonged. Prep
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some fishing lines? I didn’t know where the bait was or
the line boxes were. Water the garden? The garden was
at a twenty-degree slope, there was no hose within
reach of the garden, and the different plants had differ-
ent watering needs.

Later on, I found that my mischievous old man was
often vague on purpose. “How else would you figure
out how to figure out things?” he asked, channeling the
spirit of Yogi Berra. 

As adults, we have an enormous amount of personal
latitude in our day-to-day choices. We are constantly
presented with situations and problems without any
sort of specific direction on how to handle them. The
more opportunities we give our children to experience
problems and situations without specific directions, the
more training we give them on how to deal with day-to-
day life. 

As early as possible, start giving your child unspe-
cific tasks to work on. Give him a blank piece of paper
and tell him to draw you a picture. Ask him to put
everything away in the living room. Tell him to write a
story. Give him $10 when you enter the grocery store
and tell him to plan tonight’s dinner (seriously).

Yes, they’ll mess things up. When that happens, com-
pliment their effort in doing so and then walk through
two or three things they might have done to accomplish
it. Along the way, they’ll learn that there’s a great virtue
in solving problems themselves—and this goes hand in
hand with the money lessons that you’ll be teaching
them.
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Setting Your Child Apart—Self-Learning
Many people buy into the notion that the classroom is
the primary source of education in a child’s life and that
education ends when a degree is received. In the real
world, however, people are often responsible for teach-
ing themselves a wide variety of things, often very
quickly, and the people who are best able to do this are
the ones who succeed in life.

In short, your children need to master the ability to
teach themselves things without simply asking you for
answers.

Start simple. Have days where you identify items of
a specific color when you’re out and about, or find
items that come in sets of a specific number. Encourage
your child to find these things on his own and identify
aloud what they are.

As they grow, start a family reading time where
everyone reads a book of their own choosing. Most
books, particularly ones written for children, offer some
sort of learning, but you can guide your children to bet-
ter choices by talking positively about books that make
you think. Fostering a love of reading encourages life-
long learning.

Go on explorative journeys. Go to a park with a tree
identification guide and see how many trees you can
identify—or use a rock identification guide, or a plant
identification guide, or a bird identification guide. Have
your child investigate the things he is interested in and
encourage him to report back to you about it.

The more a person uses their faculties for learning
new things, the easier learning new things becomes.
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Independent learning is a lifelong skill that pays divi-
dends over and over again throughout your personal,
professional, and financial life.

Setting Your Child Apart—
Unique Experiences

Like it or not, the global economy is here to stay.
Assuming that your child achieves even a small degree
of professional success, he or she will be interacting
with people from different cultures and assimilating cul-
tural experiences as a fundamental part of their day-to-
day lives.

Corporations, as well as universities, are waking up
to this reality and actively seeking students with the
tools to navigate this brave new world. To put it simply,
exceptional experiences as a child grows toward adult-
hood are more important now than ever before.

Here are three ways you can give your children
exceptional experiences that will help them grow as
people while also providing them with outstanding
career fodder:

• Student exchanges. A year-long international stu-
dent exchange is a powerful way to give your
child experience with other cultures in a way that
will not only help him grow as a person, but pro-
vide him with a resume bolster that’s hard to beat.
It provides an independent experience for your
child (demonstrating that he is able to function
without mom and dad’s guidance), while also
immersing them deeply in another culture and in
the nuances of another household.
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• Large self-directed projects. Many children join
service organizations as a resume booster, but
such groups are often filled with disinterested kids
looking to sew up their college applications.
Rather than follow that route, encourage your
child to figure out an area that he or she is pas-
sionate about and then construct his or her own
large-scale project to lead to completion in that
area. Such a project teaches leadership, self-direc-
tion, and communication skills while also helping
your child dig deep into his or her potential inter-
ests.

• A family sabbatical. In her book The New Global
Student, Maya Frost offers up this exceptional
idea for immersing your child in another culture
without disrupting their familial structure: a sab-
batical in another country. “[T]he biggest reason
[our family lived abroad for a time] was to expe-
rience life abroad with our kids and give them a
chance to gain some global skills. If you don’t
want to wait until your kids are high school or
college age and you want to spend time abroad
with them, a sabbatical can be a fantastic experi-
ence for the whole family.”4 This often works
extremely well if one or both parents are self-
employed or are teachers (as it’s often easy for
teachers to find work abroad).
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Setting Your Child Apart—
Educational Priorities

With globalization and the radical growth of the infor-
mation economy, one might expect that the forefront of
modern careers would be found in high-tech industries
and commercial enterprises, the kinds of places where a
college degree is require to compete.

Here’s the truth: The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
forecasts that the career paths that offer the most out-
standing income and work opportunities over the next
ten years includes plumbers, pipefitters, pipelayers,
steamfitters,5 electricians,6 trained carpenters,7 and
installation, maintenance, and repair technicians.8 None
of which, by the way, require a college degree.

In such a thoroughly modern, high-tech world, how
can this be? It’s simple. Never has it been more impor-
tant for the physical infrastructure of the world to be
secure, strong, and reliable. As more and more com-
merce is conducted electronically, there’s never been
more of a need to build the high-quality physical ele-
ments to support this commerce. 
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Remember this: There are many, many routes that
your child may follow to financial, personal, and pro-
fessional success. Avoid the temptation to project what
you want. Instead, give him the tools to achieve what-
ever it is that he chooses to do in life.

Five Little Steps
We all want to encourage our children to be on the right
track for a successful and independent personal, profes-
sional, and financial life. Here are five things you can
immediately help your child with at any age to cultivate
that kind of success:

1. Introduce money lessons to your child early,
repeat them frequently, and grow them to matu-
rity. The ten basic money lessons identified earlier
in this chapter provide a good foundation to
start, but keep all ten in mind, as it is very easy
for even the most diligent parent to put aside
some of the more challenging lessons. Start
young and, more importantly, give your children
strong tastes of real-world money lessons as early
as possible, while you still have a chance. 

2. Immerse your child in new experiences. New
experiences are incredibly powerful for everyone.
They force us to interact with the world in a new
way, adapting our own behavior to overcome
obstacles that we’ve previously not faced. The
more new experiences you give to your child, the
more adaptable he or she will become to ever-
changing conditions.
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3. Allow your child to independently manage as
much as he can. Give him self-directed tasks.
Give him responsibilities. Allow him to discover
that he can solve problems on his own without
your help. Such self-reliance is the backbone of
successful people.

4. Recognize when you’re substituting your own
fears for your child’s. Quite often, we avoid
allowing our children to face difficult challenges
because we’re afraid that they’ll fail. Quite often,
we don’t allow our children to follow the road
less traveled because we fear what that road
might contain. Never forget that this is your
child’s journey, not your own. Give him the tools
to succeed at whatever challenge he faces or
whatever path he chooses.

5. Give your child opportunities that truly set him
or her apart from the crowd. The people who are
able to claim great rewards in life are often the
ones who have done something exceptional to set
themselves apart from the crowd. Give your child
these opportunities, even if it means conquering
your own fears in the process. Look into study-
abroad opportunities, exceptional adventures,
and projects that can blossom into something far
outside the experiences of his peers.
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It was late on a Saturday afternoon, and I was walk-
ing near the edge of a rough part of Des Moines,
Iowa. I saw a young boy, about six years old, climb-
ing out of a dumpster behind an apartment building.
He was dressed in a dirty tank top and shorts and
was barefooted. In his hand he held a wadded-up
fast food bag. When the boy’s feet hit the ground, he
ran around to the far side of the dumpster, opened
up the bag, and pulled out a handful of fries, which
he stuffed in his mouth as though he were starving. I
have never in my life felt so compelled to help some-
one out, but I didn’t know what to do. I looked
around and spied a McDonald’s about a block away,
and so I walked over near the child and said hello to
him. He looked scared and started to run away.

I told him loudly that I wanted to buy him some
food. He stopped and looked back at me for a
minute. I told him that I was going to go down to the
McDonald’s down the street and buy him some food
and that I would come back and leave it by the

203

Chapter 16

The Power of Giving



dumpster. He could come and get it if he wanted. I
decided to do it this way because I figured the kid
wouldn’t follow me there, and I also didn’t want to
create the appearance that I was abducting him. He
seemed to understand the arrangement, so I walked
down to an ATM, withdrew $20, went to
McDonald’s, bought about $15 worth of food
(thinking he could perhaps share some with his
mother or any siblings or friends he might have), and
put the change from my twenty dollar bill in the
bag—four ones and some coins.

I came back to the dumpster and the boy was gone—
which I kind of expected. I put the bag on the
ground by the dumpster, looked around, and walked
away. I watched for a little while, but I never saw the
boy come back. I ended up just leaving the food
there in hopes that the boy would eventually come
back and find it, but to this day I don’t know if he
did or not. I like to think that he came back, found
the bag, took it to his mother and his little sister, and
they were able to at least get some calories in their
system to sustain them for a little while. I walked
away with this simple vision in my head, and that
thought lifted my mood for the rest of the day—and
for days afterward. 

Did this gift help the world? I can’t tell, but I can cer-
tainly say that it helped me.
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June 1999

One central thread throughout this book has been the
power of community. By participating in a community,
we are doubly rewarded. First, we live out the ideal of
utilitarianism, in which our actions bring about a posi-
tive change in the lives of many others. Second, our lives
are improved by the utilitarian actions of the other par-
ticipants in that community—their giving benefits us.

Leo Babauta, author of The Power of Less, sums up
this idea nicely: “Every successful person knows that
you become successful because of how much value you
give to others. [...] By helping others, they are more
inclined to help you in return.”

He goes on. “I think it’s interesting how we intu-
itively know these things, but somehow our ego gets in
the way. Our self-importance makes us think that we
need to receive to justify giving. This is the same part of
you that seeks to be right instead of happy. Is it worth
it? [...] [I]t’s a much more empowering position to be the
one that gives first. Otherwise, who knows how long it
will take the other person to initiate, if it even happens
at all. To wait for others to give is like waiting for some-
one to give you what you want. [...] When you can give
without expecting anything in return, you have mas-
tered the art of living.”1

The golden rule is at work here, but it goes far, far
beyond that. 
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Giving Is Part of Participating in a
Community

The power of communities in the modern world is
growing. Thus, by corollary, the power of giving is
growing as well. 

In our lives, we participate in a plethora of commu-
nities—the community we live in, the workplace, the
professional community of our peers, our church, the
organizations we belong to, our circle of friends, our
city, our state, our nation, the world itself. Within each
of those communities, the power of giving is in force.

Simply by giving of yourself first without expecting
a thing in return, we implicitly build the communities
that we’re participating in. Those communities become
more powerful, as each person in those communities
has more resources upon which to draw. Those
resources open the doors to more opportunities for that
community, some of which may be of value to you.

Our giving not only strengthens those who we give
to, it strengthens us as well. Giving is an essential part
of community participation.

When we give to the food bank in our town, we
expect nothing in return for that gift. Yet, subtly, that
gift strengthens the very community we live in. The
food winds up on the table of a family that needs it, giv-
ing them strength in their moment of need and enabling
them to contribute more in the workplace and in the
classroom. They contribute more to the community
through this renewed energy, and that contribution, in
countless unforeseeable ways, finds its way back to you.
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When we contribute documentation and informa-
tion to our professional community, we expect nothing
in return for that gift. Yet, again, the community is
strengthened. Others read and offer helpful edits to that
documentation. Others read that documentation and
utilize it to solve their own problems. Yet others are
inspired to contribute their own materials and opportu-
nities to the community. The community thrives in
countless indirect ways, growing in unforeseen direc-
tions because of your initial contribution. 

When we help a friend, we bring them up from their
low point. We give them solace and hope for the future.
They’re more able to contribute to the network of peo-
ple in their own life, many of whom you know and who
are better off simply because the friend you helped is
now in a better place.

When we contribute to a political or social cause, we
give that cause more leverage. Their resources are able
to spread their message and their assistance a little bit
wider, reaching a few more people and perhaps chang-
ing their way of thinking or even their way of living. As
we learned in 2000, it only takes a handful of votes to
swing an election and, by extension, the entire direction
of a nation. Giving to a cause we believe in increases the
chances of such a swing.

All of this, and it feels good, too.

Doing It Different
Quite often, the idea of giving is directly attached to
money. Groups and individuals constantly ask for finan-
cial support. Our friends and family ask us for loans.
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Our church passes around a collection plate. Giving
often feels like it saps away from the resources we need
to achieve our own goals.

Financial giving is vital, don’t give me wrong.
Without financial giving, many organizations would
not be able to survive and many of the most powerful
forms of giving would go undone. Financial giving is a
powerful part of human and spiritual life.

At the same time, most people overlook the many,
many ways we all have to give to others every single
day. These gifts foster community, building a stronger
network that not only helps countless others around us,
but also supports us in our time of need.

Here are four exceptional gifts you can give every
day.

Give Your Attitude

Having a positive attitude simply warms the room. It
lifts the attitude of those around you. It encourages peo-
ple to step outside of their normal routines. It makes
people sit up and want to participate.

You can start by simply encouraging others. Give
positive feedback when people contribute to the com-
munity. Speak up when a positive voice is really needed.
Act energetic and enthusiastic about the things you care
about.

Your positive attitude can spur others on to actions
beyond what you could ever provide to the community,
and that is a truly powerful gift, indeed.
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Give Your Talents and Knowledge

I flipped the power switch and the computer
hummed to life. The problem had been simple after
all—a faulty power supply.

“The computer’s all fixed!” I shouted into the next
room.

I heard shuffling, then the elderly man came into the
room just as the Windows logo flashed on the mon-
itor. “Thank you!” he said. “What do I owe you for
that?”

“Nothing. I’m just glad to help,” I said as I put on
my jacket to leave. I shook his hand and left.

A few days later, the old man stopped by our house
to visit my dad. In his hand, he had a small package
for me. “You collect baseball cards, don’t you? I
have a few of these lying around in the attic, and I
thought you might enjoy them.”

Inside the box was a number of vintage baseball
cards—manna from heaven for a baseball-loving
young man.

“One good turn deserves another,” he said after see-
ing the obvious look of delight on my face. I’ve held
those words close to me ever since.

June 1994

Every single one of us is a warehouse of information
and skills, both useful and otherwise. Although we are
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sometimes tempted to preserve these things for our-
selves, it is only when we share these attributes that they
have value. 

Contribute documentation online that relates to
your area of expertise and thus to the professional or
interest-based community you belong to. Help people
by answering the questions that you can provide a use-
ful answer for. Share your musical talents with a church.
Teach others how to participate in an activity that
you’re skilled at.

You have an abundance of talent and knowledge
within you. Find ways to share that talent with those
who need it and you’ll bolster a community that you’re
a part of. 

Give Your Time

Quite often, skill isn’t required so much as time is.
There are many incredibly simple tasks that can greatly
help a community to thrive—administrating message
boards, filing paperwork, stuffing envelopes, manning
the food bank, answering the phone, and so on. 

Many such tasks can easily be multitasked. For
example, it often just takes a moment or two several
times a day to effectively administer an Internet message
board, but that time helps keep a message board clean
and usable for the other members of the community.
You can stuff envelopes for a cause while kicked back
on the couch watching a movie. Errands for an organi-
zation can often be intermingled with your own
errands.
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Such simple tasks are often just what’s needed to
help a community to grow and thrive.

Give Your Connections

With the wide array of communities each one of us
finds ourselves with a toehold in, each of us likely
knows a substantial number of people who are doing
interesting things in the world. You might have a sister-
in-law who’s involved with writing grants for the
National Science Foundation and a childhood friend
who’s a successful architect, for example.

Those connections you have are themselves a valu-
able resource to be shared with others. Simply doing
something as simple as calling in a favor to an old friend
can often be transformative in the life of someone else.
This gift, simply done on your part, can create a tremen-
dous sea change not only in an individual life, but in an
entire community. After all, a rising tide lifts all boats.

Five Ways to Get Started
Excited to observe the power of giving in your own life?
Here are five simple ways to get started.

1. Take a look at the needs of the communities
you’re involved in. You’re a part of a wide array
of communities, from familial communities and
professional communities to geographical com-
munities and political communities. What’s
needed in these communities? What can you eas-
ily give to these communities that fulfills a need?
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2. Make giving a habit. Commit yourself to a regu-
lar diet of giving something of value to someone
or to a community as a whole. Make it a daily
thing. It can be as simple as serving as a modera-
tor for a low-traffic email list or it can be as big
as collecting cans every day for the local food
pantry. Do something every day.

3. Alternate between the communities you support.
By diversifying your giving, you increase the like-
lihood that you’ll make personal connections in
different communities, which themselves can be
the source of powerful giving—as well as power-
ful opportunities for yourself.

4. Give in a way that stretches you. Giving can often
be a powerful way to improve yourself and dis-
cover where your own personal limits are. Offer
to write a document describing something in
detail that will require you to do research. Give
your time and energy to a building project that
will physically push you and teach you construc-
tion skills.

5. Enjoy it. Giving of yourself in a way that makes
others thrive feels good.
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I pulled into the bookstore parking lot, got out of 
the truck, and began walking into the store before I
realized what I was doing. The whole experience—
stopping at the bookstore, strolling inside, buying a
book or two, and going home to read them—had
become so routine that I didn’t even think about it.
Even after hitting our financial breaking point a few
weeks ago, I still found myself going through the
motions of my old life. I was about to make the same
mistake again simply because this was the routine of
my life. It fit like an old glove—spending in such a
frivolous manner was second nature to me. I realized
that this was going to be harder than I thought. 

May 2006

Earlier we discussed how we use routines to help keep
our lives in some semblance of order. Without these 
routines—or at least the perception of them—our lives
would be too filled with randomness for us to compre-
hend. It would be impossible to plan ahead and set
goals.
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Yet, at the same time, this very routine-oriented
nature of ours works against us when we’re attempting
to establish real change in our lives. We have great,
powerful intentions when it comes to making the
changes in our life that we need to make, but when the
rubber meets the road, many of us falter. 

Resolutions fail not because they’re not something
we truly want, but because they require us to break
through a lot of routines in our life—and those routines
are very powerful things to break, indeed.

This chapter focuses on some of the most powerful
tactics you can use to break through these routines and
bring about the personal, professional, and financial
changes that we want in our lives.

What We Say Versus What We Do
It’s easy to commit to a change verbally. We can easily
tell ourselves that we’re going to lose weight or tell our
partner that we’re really committed to trimming our
spending.

Our actions, though, often fly directly in the face of
our words and our best intentions. We fill our plate at
dinner and devour the whole thing without thinking
about it. We go out with our friends and drop $40
almost reflexively. It’s no wonder that such promises
often leave us feeling far worse than we did before those
words came out of our mouth.

All of the words and the great intentions in the world
add up to very little if they’re not coupled with the
actions to back them up.
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Instead of focusing on words, focus on actions.
Instead of pledging to lose weight, forget the pledge and
concentrate on eating smaller portions at meal time.
Instead of promising to alter our spending habits, focus
your energy on avoiding situations where you’re
tempted to spend.

Setting a goal can be a powerful thing, indeed, but a
goal, in the end, is just a framework for a set of actions
you have to take. Instead of making grand promises to
yourself and to others about the goal itself, use your
energy to simply ensure that you make the next step on
the long road to your goal.

Words don’t matter. Your next action is all that 
matters.

Passive Barriers
Ramit Sethi, author of, I Will Teach You To Be Rich,
argues that one incredibly effective way to force your-
self to establish a new routine in your life is to introduce
a passive barrier that ensures better behavior. In his
words: “Passive barriers are subtle factors that prevent
you from changing your behavior. Unlike ‘active’ barri-
ers, passive barriers describe the lack of something,
making them more challenging to identify. But once you
do, you can immediately take action to change your
behavior.”1
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Here are five examples of passive barriers that can be
used to achieve greater financial success:

1. Leave your credit cards outside of your wallet.
Instead of carrying credit with you wherever you
go, just leave your cards on your desk at home.
Then, whenever you feel the urge to pull out the
plastic to make a purchase, you’ll find that the
credit card isn’t with you. It’s at home, safe and
sound, where you can’t rack up a balance on it.
Some people go further and actually freeze their
credit card in a block of ice (this is actually quite
easy—fill a pan half full of water, freeze the pan,
put your credit cards on top, add more water to
fill the pan, then freeze it again), creating an even
stronger passive barrier against unplanned credit
card use.

2. Set up an automatic savings plan. Saving money
regularly seems like a good idea until you meet
the reality of actually having to conduct a bank
transaction every time you want to do it. Instead,
set up an automatic transaction that transfers
money from your checking account to your sav-
ings account each time. Your savings account,
held in a distinct place from your checking
account, is itself a passive barrier to easy access
for your money. This same philosophy works for
any automated savings, whether in your retire-
ment account at work or in an investment
account.

3. Unplug the Internet cable. One of my friends
loves to spend her evenings checking eBay auc-
tions. She seems to constantly have dozens of
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bids going on things that are “bargains,” but
she’ll sheepishly admit that most of the stuff she
buys isn’t really a bargain. It’s just a pattern for
her. One effective way to curb such a spending
addiction is to add a passive barrier to the mix.
Just unplug the Internet cable from the computer.
This way, if she sits down to check her eBay auc-
tions, there’s suddenly a passive barrier—she has
to climb under the desk, figure out which wire
goes where, and hook it back up. 

4. Find a different route home from work. When I
worked in an office environment, my traditional
route home from work took me directly by a
bookstore and an electronics store. These two
places were painful on my pocketbook as it was
incredibly easy for me to just stop in for a quick
peek. I put a passive barrier in place against these
stores by coming up with a better route home
from work. This new route was actually a bit
shorter and kept me from going near those temp-
tations, erecting a passive barrier against wanton
book buying.

5. Play the “why” game. This is a general solution
for uncovering passive barriers in your life. When
you notice something in your life that you’d like
to change, ask yourself why you do this. Then
ask yourself why you do that. Keep asking your-
self “why” until you hit upon something that can
easily be changed with a passive barrier.

Here’s an example. Let’s say you want to find
more time to read, but you always seem to be
exhausted before bedtime: 
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Why are you exhausted? 

Because you go to sleep too late. 

Why do you go to sleep too late? 

Because I watch the late local news on television. 

Why do you watch the late local news? 

Because it’s after whatever show I’m watching
that evening. 

Why do you watch “whatever show” each
evening?

Because I’m in the family room and it’s so easy to
switch on the television. 

Your solution is self-evident—make it harder to
watch television by doing something like getting
rid of the remote (or storing it in the opposite end
of the house), and you’ll bump against a passive
barrier, freeing you to spend your time on other
activities. You can still actively choose to turn on
the television, but it now requires much more
action than before, which is often more than
enough to direct you down a different path.

Clutter
Clutter is actually a specific kind of passive barrier, one
that often keeps us from accomplishing important
things in our lives. Clutter is the result of having more
material items that we can deal with in our lives. 

Clutter, by its very nature, represents financial and
personal loss. By having more things than we have time
to deal with, we’ve invested our money into material
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items that don’t add up to the value we invested in
them. At the same time, clutter often functions as a bar-
rier against doing the things we want to do—finding a
particular item to solve a need we have (sometimes even
resulting in unnecessary and redundant purchases),
inviting people over to visit and building your social cir-
cles and communities, finding time to adequately enjoy
each item we already have, and so on.

Erin Doland, author of, Unclutter Your Life in One
Week, recommends using the “three piles” system to
declutter an area: “ The first thing you do is that you
pick an area you want to declutter. Don’t try to do too
much at once; focus on what’s causing you the most
stress. (Let’s say it’s your closet, but it could be your
files, or your kitchen, or anything else.) Schedule ample
time to dedicate to the task and go through every item
in your cluttered space. Place each item into one of three
piles: the ‘love and use’ pile, the ‘recycle’ pile, and the
‘ambivalence’ pile.”2

The real trick of using the “three piles” method is to
recognize that the vast majority of the stuff you put into
the “ambivalence” pile (the things you’re unsure about)
should actually be in the “recycle” pile (things you don’t
need to have).

A simple decluttering can accomplish several things
at once. The “recycle” pile can become a source of
financial revenue (think eBay and the “snowflaking”
strategy discussed earlier). The items you do choose to
keep can now be found much easier, eliminating passive
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barriers to enjoying some of your property and keeping
you from spending money unnecessarily on entertain-
ment. Plus, it freshens up your home and makes it much
more accessible to guests.

Focus
One of the biggest challenges in establishing a new habit
is repeating it often enough that it begins to seem like
the norm in our lives. If we do something every day for
an extended period of time, it eventually becomes a nor-
mal part of our day and we naturally want to include it
in our routine.

Software developer Jerry Isaac shared a brilliant tac-
tic (that he attributes to the comedian Jerry Seinfeld) for
maintaining the focus on establishing a new habit on
LifeHacker.com. “[G]et a big wall calendar that has a
whole year on one page and hang it on a prominent
wall. The next step was to get a big red magic marker.
[...] [F]or each day that I do my task of writing, I get to
put a big red X over that day. After a few days, you’ll
have a chain. Just keep at it and the chain will grow
longer every day. You’ll like seeing that chain, especially
when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your only
job next is to not break the chain.”3

This tactic actually creates a simple psychological
barrier against your tendency to revert to your old
habits. The idea of breaking a “chain” of successes can
seem incredibly negative and something to avoid, but by
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continuing that chain, you’re pushing yourself into the
establishment of a new personal habit.

Choosing to Be Happy
For most of us, happiness—and, conversely, unhappi-
ness—is a habit, part of the routine that we follow in
life. Quite often, the routine has been in place for so
long that anything else seems impossible. Yet, just as
often, unhappiness with aspects of one’s life can fuel
poor financial moves, as we attempt to “cure” the sense
of unhappiness by spending recklessly. Marketers prey
on this sense of unhappiness, often convincing us that
the peace we want can be found in this product—but
that promise of happiness is a mirage.

Happiness is a choice. We can choose to see the glass
half full and be aware of all the opportunities and joys
life has for us. Conversely, we can choose to see the
glass half empty and dwell on all of the things missing
in our life. A happier life, a more contented life, makes
it much easier to control our spending and keep our
finances in a healthy place.

Kim Bentz, an administrator in Colorado Springs,
Colorado, reflects on making a similar choice. “Up until
the time I was about 26, I thought that you were as
happy as the personality you were born with or that cir-
cumstances allowed you to be. Some people had won
the lottery in both of those, having naturally sunny dis-
positions and having very little trouble in their lives,
and some of us were naturally morose, and circum-
stances and tragedies conspired to keep us that way.
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“Naturally I resented happy people, thinking that
they had simply won life’s lottery and, but for a twist of
fate, that could have been me. Once I was told it was a
choice, I began to study happy people. What I found
was truly eye-opening. Happy people have no fewer
problems than I or anyone else, but they were making a
conscious choice to be happy anyway. If they could
choose, so could I. The habit of unhappiness was deeply
ingrained, so it took years for me to really learn how to
make that choice. “4

Five Ways to Overcome Your Barriers
All of us have barriers in our lives that keep us from
accomplishing the things we want and keep us from
making profound changes in our lives. Overcoming
those barriers is often the real challenge in the process
of turning our financial, personal, and professional state
around. Here are five steps you can take toward identi-
fying the barriers in your own life and devising solu-
tions for them:

1. Use the “whys” game for every aspect of your life
that makes you unhappy. Ignore the things you
cannot control. Instead, keep asking “why” until
you come up with something that you do have
some control over—a personal choice or an
ongoing state in your life.

2. Use simple passive barriers to your advantage. If
you want to break the television habit, hide the
remote. If you want to break the smoking habit,
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throw away all the cigarettes. Make it as difficult
as possible for you to access the tools you need to
continue to engage in the behavior you want to
break.

3. Dwell on the positive aspects of your life, not the
negative ones. The negative aspects of your life—
the sense that you’re not pretty enough, not
smart enough, and not happy enough—are the
areas that marketers like to feed on to convince
you to buy products you don’t need. Instead,
look at the many things you do have in your
life—the friendships, the hobbies, the fulfilling
career, the family.

4. Stop making promises and focus on actions.
Instead of making grand pronouncements about
where you’re headed, focus on today’s behaviors.
What can you do today to establish a better rou-
tine for yourself? Once you have that new behav-
ior in place, use the chain technique to put
together strings of consecutive days utilizing that
new behavior. Eventually, the behavior will
become the norm, and you’ll have achieved the
goal without the bluster and hubris.

5. Declutter. Evaluate the possessions you have and
determine which ones contribute real value to
your life and which ones do not. Sell the items
that don’t have value (netting you a minor wind-
fall, perfect for pushing you into a better finan-
cial place) and focus on enjoying the things that
do have value while decreasing your maintenance
time and also making your home more inviting to
others.
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“So, what exactly do you do all day?” My oldest
brother Alan leaned across the table. I had just told
him about my decision to quit my full-time job and
take up a drastically different lifestyle. Aside from
family farmers, I was the first self-employed person
in my family. As I described how I now filled my
days with a new mix of personal life and profes-
sional work, I could see his face change from a look
of incredulity to a look of curiosity and interest.
“That sounds awesome!” he said. “I wonder if I
could do that?”

April 2008

Most of this book has revolved around making changes
in a life that you’re unhappy with. In fact, I assume that
you picked up and read this book because you are in
fact unhappy with your financial or professional posi-
tion in life, and you’re seeking answers for a better life.

Most of us, however, are happy with much of what
goes on in our lives. We have friends and family that we
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love and care for and who love and care for us. We have
a career that we enjoy. We have hobbies and activities
that fill our remaining hours in interesting ways.

Yet something still made you pick up this book.
Something is still not quite right in your life. Here are a
few potential answers for your conundrum.

Experiences Trump Things
When I think back to the summer of 2004, I don’t
remember the DVDs I bought or the video games I col-
lected or the new furniture we picked up. Instead, the
first thought that comes to mind is sitting on a low
bridge with my sister-in-law Rachel. It was a hot sum-
mer day, and we had both pulled off our shoes to dan-
gle them in the water—and the water was freezing cold.

When I reflect on the high points in my life, I don’t
remember things. I remember experiences—the people I
was with, the activity I was engaged in, and the place
where I was doing it. 

When I have conversations with my friends, we
rarely talk about the things we have. Instead, we talk
about our experiences—the things we’re doing in our
lives. We don’t brag about the fact that we use the
expensive laundry detergent; instead, we talk about the
hike we went on last weekend or the ultimate Frisbee
game earlier in the week.

Experiences always trump things. Experiences do
not require maintenance. They do not take up space in
your home. They stay with you in your heart.
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Fill your life with experiences. Chase the things
you’ve always dreamed of doing, and leave the things
on the store shelves where they belong.

Insanity: Doing the Same Thing and
Expecting Different Results

“Someday, things will change for me and my ship
will come in,” Helen said.

Helen and I had each just gone through a trial by fire
at our respective new jobs. Since we were old friends
from our college days, we agreed to eat lunch
together and effectively allow each other to vent
about the difficult and sometimes seemingly unfair
challenges we faced.

When I heard Helen talk about her ship coming in,
though, I had a strange feeling inside of me. If she
keeps sitting there by the dock waiting, her ship will
never come in. If she’s genuinely unhappy with
things to the point that she’s pinning her hopes on an
unforeseen windfall, she’s doing nothing more than
ensure the continuation of her own misery.

In Helen’s comment, I saw myself. It scared me, and
it made me want to start something new.

July 2004

The title of this section is a truism often attributed to
Albert Einstein. It speaks to a fundamental truth about
the world: If you want something different out of life,
you need to try something different and change the rules
a bit.
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If I had not committed to trying something different
in my life, you would not be holding this book in your
hands today. Instead, my wife and I would likely be
buried up to our necks in debt, I’d still be working in a
career that stressed me out while dreaming about
another career, and our children wouldn’t be getting the
attention that they so richly deserve.

If you want to make change, you have to try some-
thing different. If you’ve made it this far in the book,
you’ve likely had dozens of ideas for how to make
change in your life. As you read through these final
pages, ask yourself this: Do I expect change to happen
in my life if I don’t actually do some of these things?
Then close the book and get started.

Success Is About Differentiation
People often tend to resist making changes in their life
because they’re afraid of sticking their neck out. Such
fears are based on the idea that we’re essentially help-
less, like chickens in a henhouse hoping that the fox
doesn’t catch us.

In the real world, success is often earned by the per-
son who does make the change in their life to stand out
from the pack. If you strive to hide in the crowd, you’ll
simply be passed over time and time again until, of
course, you become one of the nameless faces included
in the latest downsizing. On the other hand, if you
choose change, you stick your neck out—and you’re
likely to be the first face seen when opportunity comes
knocking.
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If you simply keep repeating the behaviors of your
friends who spend more than they earn, you’ll continue
to slip slowly downward in a spiral of debt. On the
other hand, if you choose change, you escape that
downward spiral and likely retain all of the powerful
positive relationships you had before while only elimi-
nating the negative ones that were pulling you down.

Success comes from being different, not from simply
repeating the moves of everyone else. 

Stop Caring What Other People Think
A thirteen-year-old truck sits in our driveway. I’ve
driven it for the better part of a decade, and the wear of
a dozen Iowa winters is beginning to show on it. There
are a few rust spots around the edges and the paint sim-
ply doesn’t glisten any more, even after a good washing
and waxing. It doesn’t run all that well, either—it des-
perately needs a new flywheel and, sometime after that,
a new transmission.

Throughout our neighborhood, I can see shiny new
vehicles parked in front of people’s homes. In fact, I’d
say that my truck is perhaps the oldest vehicle on the
block.

At one point in my life, this state of affairs would
have bothered me. I would feel jealousy toward the
beautiful cars owned by our neighbors and wonder if
they thought less of me because of my truck.

After having clawed my way back from the brink of
financial destruction, though, I see things a bit differ-
ently. Each month, the bills for those beautiful cars
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arrive in their mailboxes. Each month, those families
have to make some hard decisions about what they can
afford to do. They have to worry about toeing the line
at work and jumping at every suggestion from their
manager. They have to tell their children that they won’t
be going on a memorable family vacation this year—or
else they’ll put the whole thing on plastic and have yet
another giant bill to fret about.

Yet, when I stroll through my neighborhood and
chat with my neighbors, we see that we’re all equals.
We’re all struggling through the challenges of everyday
life. We all make mistakes, and we all have triumphs.

It doesn’t really matter, in the big scheme of things,
what my neighbors think of my car. It does the job that
I want it to do—taking me to the library and helping me
run other local errands. 

Does it cause my neighbors to treat me differently? It
makes a real difference only to a few of them, and those
individuals, by virtue of caring so deeply about what car
someone else is driving, are inherently negative people
anyway, looking for criteria with which to bring some-
one else down. As we discussed in Chapter 9,
“Cultivating People and Opportunities,” one of the best
financial moves you can make in your own life is to
minimize your negative relationships and stop caring
what negative people think.

I buy things that have value to me, not because I
anticipate the look of jealousy on someone else’s face.
Such anticipation is pure negativity, because you are
attempting to feel better about yourself due to bringing
someone else down. 
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The less you worry about what others think of what
you do, the easier it becomes to blaze your own path in
the world without the shackles of debt holding you in
place.

“Live Like No One Else So You Can Live
Like No One Else” 

The preceding quote was popularized by television and
radio personality Dave Ramsey, who often uses it to
extol the virtues of getting oneself out of debt.1

In a much broader sense, however, it represents a key
truth about any sort of change we undergo in our lives.
Almost always, change feels negative at first. We’re
breaking rules. We’re upsetting the expectations others
have for us—and the expectations we have for ourselves. 

To put it simply, change means choosing to live in a
way that’s somehow different than the people around
us. We have to make the choice to separate ourselves
from what they expect—and what we expect from our-
selves—in order to have a chance to touch the dreams
we have.

Take me, for example. In my entire circle of friends
and family, I knew no one that had ever attempted a
writing career, let alone a self-employed career of any
kind. It was an incredibly difficult choice to make—it
took me more than a year to finally make it—and I
faced a lot of doubt and resistance from many people in
my life.

231Original of the Species

1 Dave Ramsey, “FPU Church Home.” DaveRamsey.com. http://www.daveram-
sey.com/fpu/church/. Retrieved October 27, 2009.

http://www.daveramsey.com/fpu/church/
http://www.daveramsey.com/fpu/church/


Looking back, the last two years of my life have been
the happiest two years of my life. I made the change for
myself, and my life couldn’t be better for it.

Five Steps for Going Your Own Way
Committing to genuine change in one’s life is always an
incredibly challenging thing. You have to shatter not
only your own ideas, fears, and psychological barriers,
but you often have to work through the fears and bar-
riers of others in your life. Here are five final pieces of
advice for finding the courage to go your own way:

1. Imagine the worst-case scenario. Quite often, the
worst-case scenario of attempting change is a
simple return to the state you’re at now. If you
decide to commit to a new financial life and find
later that it doesn’t work, what’s the worst-case
scenario? You simply return to the financial state
you’re in right now. If you decide to take on new
challenges at work, what’s the worst-case sce-
nario? You discover it’s beyond your reach, and
you revert back to your old tasks. 

2. Imagine the best-case scenario. What happens if
your decision to make a change in your life works
well? You’ll wind up in a better life position than
the one you find yourself in now. When you pair
that best-case scenario with the “worst case”—
the way your life is right now—there’s no reason
not to make a sincere attempt at changing your
behavior.
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Trying change is much like asking a beautiful,
intelligent, and interesting woman out on a date—
she might say “no,” but how is that any different
than where you are before you asked her? But if
she says “yes,” all of your dreams might come
true.

3. Take change one day at a time. It’s easy to jump
in over your head, making a number of changes
all at once in your life. The problem with that
approach is that it compounds the difficulty of
each individual change because of the number of
routines, rules, and expectations you’re attempt-
ing to break all at once. Instead, focus at first on
just a change or two, and work on those changes
one day at a time. Ask yourself each day what
you can do toward achieving your new goal and
strive to make those actions a reality.

4. Minimize the impact of unexpected events. One
of the very first changes everyone should make is
securing their lives against the impact of an unex-
pected event. Commit to building up a month or
two of living expenses in the bank and set up an
automatic transfer each week to begin building
toward that goal. Once you have that in place, an
unexpected negative turn of events is no longer
disastrous in your life, which means that you’re
even more open to the positive possibilities of
further changes in your life.
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5. Don’t give up due to a bump in the road. We don’t
just wake up one morning, decide that we’re
going to change a major part of our lives, and
then just cruise to victory. There will be mis-steps
and minor failures along the way. Accept that.
Don’t give up and undo the good you’ve done
over a long period just because of a single mistake
or setback.
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It’s eleven o’clock at night. The children are asleep,
as is my wife. I’m still awake, alone in this quiet
house. I’m sitting in a quiet, well-lit room with a
notebook in front of me. Pen in hand, I begin to fill
the paper, not with more personal finance and life
management writings, but with the beginnings of the
novel I’ve wanted to write since I was a young boy.
A new journey is about to begin.

November 2009

If there’s a single overriding point of this entire book,
it’s this: Money is nothing more than a tool with which
you can create the life you truly want. The true chal-
lenge is knowing what you truly want, taking control of
your situation, and putting yourself in a position to take
advantage of the opportunities that come your way
while protecting yourself from the obstacles life throws
at all of us.

If you’re ready to embark on that journey, here are
ten essential tools to take along with you.
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The Single Most Important Part of
Personal Finance Is Truly 

Knowing Yourself.
Why do you buy the things that you do? Why are you
worried about this situation? Why do you feel this way
about this product? Why do you respond to guilt in this
way?

The answer to all of these questions lies with intro-
spection. The answer to all of these questions is also a
tremendous boost when it comes to personal finance. If
you understand fully the internal reasons why you
desire something, you can work through those reasons,
validate them or throw them aside, and then make a
clear, enlightened, and rational decision about whether
to acquire it. 

The more introspection you do, the more naturally
the true answers to those questions become and the eas-
ier it becomes to recognize your more dangerous and
frivolous impulses for what they are. This leads not only
to tremendous financial success, but great personal suc-
cess as well.

The Second Most Important Part of
Personal Finance Is Setting Clear,

Concrete Goals.
This covers everything from daily to-do lists to a life-
time plan—and everything in between.

You can’t go anywhere if you don’t know where you
are headed. The more specific and clear your goal, the
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easier it is to head in that direction. The more concrete
your goal—in other words, a goal that has clear and
realistic steps to get there and has a clear definition of
achievement—the easier it is to achieve it.

I spend some time every week defining and re-defin-
ing my own goals. Doing this helps me keep in mind
where I want to go and what I need to be doing today
to get to that point. Over the last few years, this process
has served me very well.

The World Is More Random 
Than You Think It Is.

We’re psychologically tuned to minimize all of the ran-
dom events in our life—both negative and positive—
and maximize the idea that our lives run smoothly.
Without this trick, it would be difficult for us to navi-
gate through our daily lives.

The truth, however, is that our lives are full of unex-
pected events, and the more we can do to prepare our-
selves to survive the negative events and take advantage
of the positive ones, the better our life will be over the
long haul.

The Most Valuable Resource in the 
World Isn’t Money, It’s Time.

Money is an infinite resource—you can always acquire
more money. Time is a finite resource—you can never
acquire more time.
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We earn money through how we use our time. The
more money we can earn in a given amount of time, the
better off we are. Of course, the contrary is true—we
spend our money making the remaining time we have
more pleasurable.

The question that often entangles people is defining
what exactly pleasurable time is. The definition is differ-
ent for everyone, but I can say for certain that one thing
is true: There are many people and marketers out there
attempting to muddy the water for you. Advertising
tries to make it seem as though using their product will
make the time you have more pleasurable, even when it
often won’t. 

Again, it comes back to knowing yourself. What is
your idea of pleasurable time? For me, my time isn’t
made more enjoyable by having a name-brand house-
hold product. My time is made more enjoyable by hav-
ing a product that gets the job done well at the lowest
possible cost, freeing up my money to create more
pleasure in other areas that matter to me.

Money is just a mechanism to improve the quality of
our time. The question is whether or not we understand
ourselves well enough to do that.

The More Supportive People You Have in
Your Life, the Better Off You Are.

Supportive people in your life make countless good
things possible. They provide connections. They open
doors. They provide advice. They provide help for your
challenges. They support you in whatever you choose to
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do. They help build your self-esteem. They’re not neces-
sarily just yes-men, though—a good supportive person
can provide fierce criticism when it’s warranted.

The more you migrate toward supportive people in
your life, the better you’ll feel about yourself and the
more capable you will be to handle the challenges that
life throws at you.

The Fewer Unsupportive People You Have
in Your Life, the Better Off You Are.

On the flip side of that coin, removing unsupportive
people from your life also improves the quality of your
life.

Unsupportive people criticize you and damage your
self-esteem. They take from you without replenishing.
They aren’t there for you when you need them, but they
expect you to be there for them when they need you. 

These relationships devour the energy and passion
and resources from your life without providing any-
thing of value in return. Ending such relationships—
and, ideally, replacing them with more positive ones—is
a net positive in your life.

Blaming Others for Your Problems Is a
Dead-End Road.

It’s incredibly easy to blame others when something
goes wrong. It’s someone else’s fault that you lost your
job. It’s the fault of the marketers that you’re in debt.
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It’s the fault of the lender that you can’t make your
mortgage payment.

In each case, though, the blame often falls much
closer to home. The willingness to accept that you’re
often at fault when things go wrong is a major step
toward being in control of your finances and your life.
Analyzing those faults and figuring out what you can do
differently so you’re not susceptible to such problems is
vital.

Yes, sometimes it really isn’t your fault. Yet you did
put yourself in the position so that you could be dam-
aged by the ineptitude of others. Was there not actions
you could have taken to prevent such things from hap-
pening? What can you learn from that the next time you
try?

The More Time You Spend Improving and
Educating Yourself, the Better Your

Personal and Financial Life Will Be.
Virtually every successful person I know has a hobby
that improves them in some way. They’re either pas-
sionate about reading and learning or some other area
of specific interest. Quite often, they have a variety of
interests, each of which leads to some degree of per-
sonal improvement.

What do you do in your spare time that also
improves you? Are you exercising your body? Are you
exercising your mind? Are you exercising your soul?
Are you exercising your skills and talents? 
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Time spent engaged in activities that don’t push us to
grow leads to one thing: atrophy. Falling behind.

Karma Always Comes Around.
People who act in negative ways have negative things
happen to them. People who act in positive ways have
positive things happen to them. 

It happens over and over again. Why? I think it’s
because humans are better at reading each other than
many people think. On a very basic level, people can
sense what kind of person you are. Are you the kind of
person who is constructive and seeks to help and sup-
port others? Or are you destructive—one who seeks to
attack and bring down others? Which side of the coin
do you enjoy—the success story or the failure story?

Your actions define you, even the ones that you
think are hidden from everyone around you. Those
choices affect your personality—they alter who you are.
Choose good acts, and you become a better person, one
others are more likely to help. Choose negative acts,
and you become a worse person, one that drives others
away. It’s up to you, with every little action you take.

There Are Very Few Aspects of Your Life
That Cannot Be Changed.

Most aspects of who you are—your financial situation,
your skill set, your appearance, your social circle, even
your personality—can change and improve with focused
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work in those areas. Don’t accept the things about your-
self that you don’t like—work to change them.

Yes, some aspects cannot be changed. Some people
have medical conditions that are difficult to overcome.
Others may struggle with psychological issues.
However, these are often burdens to fight through that
can make you stronger as you overcome them, like
ankle weights on a figure skater.

You don’t have to be content with your lot in life.
Recognize that the place you’re at can merely be a step-
ping stone, and strive to step above it.

The clock is ticking. The next step toward having the
life that you want is up to you.
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