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I n t r o d u c t i o n

I should begin with a not-so-subtle disclaimer. If you’re looking for 
a book that’s going to outline a “can’t-miss” get-rich-quick scheme, 
you’ve picked up the wrong bundle of paper. This book is not a 
tutorial on how to maximize the return on your investment, nor is it 
designed to eliminate downside risk in your investment portfolio. If 
you’re looking for any of the above, save yourself some time and go 
rummaging through a different bookshelf. 

This is a book that’s been written for real people who live real 
lives—people who have real families and real dreams, and those who 
recognize that life will inevitably be filled with grand moments and 
tragic disappointments. It’s a book for realists, written by a realist—
with the intent of helping honest people get their financial lives in 
focus and develop a game plan to deal with all of the speed bumps 
that life will inevitably throw their way. 

Why did I write this book? Because, after being in this industry 
since 1980, I’ve found that far too many people go to financial 
advisors looking for comfortable answers to all the wrong questions. 

Too often financial planners focus exclusively on selling 
products. It’s all about rates of return or avoiding the next financial 
crisis because (a) the client doesn’t know enough about finances to 
focus on anything else, or (b) the advisor may have his or her own 
personal agenda. 
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It’s my opinion, however, that most people need to think more 
about their goals, their priorities, what they want to accomplish, and 
what’s really important to them.

Whenever I sit down with potential clients, I always ask them 
what they hope to gain from their relationship with a financial 
advisor. In a perfect world, what do you want a financial advisor 
to do for you? What are your expectations? What are you trying to 
accomplish? Ideally, what would your relationship with your advisor 
look like?

People often tend to focus far too intensely on single pieces of 
the puzzle as opposed to the whole picture. That is why this book has 
been designed to help people make good financial decisions and aid 
them in understanding how and why they’ve come to think about 
money the way they do.

Who should read this book? Plain and simple: people who have 
a desire to gain a firm grip on their financial affairs. As well as people 
who are tired of—or worried about—how their financial affairs 
might play out moving forward. 

Let’s face it, we’re all sprinting through life at a hundred miles an 
hour. We’ve all got relationships, jobs, families, and then one day it 
happens: you have that OMG moment. “Am I going to have enough 
money to be able to stop working someday? Do I have enough to 
stop working now? How much do I need to save? When will I have 
enough money to stop working?”

Anyone who wants to know the answers to these questions 
should flip the page and read on. The path forward lies in the pages 
that follow.
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C h a p t e r  1

A Careful Look in the Mirror: 
Assessing Dreams and Motivations

“A goal without a plan is just a wish.”

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Whenever I sit down with a client for the first time, I always begin by 
posing a deceptively difficult question: “If you had unlimited money, 
how would you spend it?” 

At first glance, it seems like a pretty easy question to answer, 
doesn’t it? To put it another way: “Ideally, what do you want the rest 
of your life to look like? What do you really want out of life?”

Initially, I tend to get some pretty standard answers. People often 
tell me they want to make sure they have enough money to live inde-
pendently, so they don’t become a burden to their children. Others 
offer a wish list including travel, paying for weddings, educating the 
kids or grand kids, or a catalogue of things they never got around to 
doing while they were working or taking care of the kids. 

If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that those initial 
responses don’t really tell the whole story. It’s only when I ask my 
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follow-up question—“Why do you want to do those things?”—that 
we begin to get to the root of the matter. 

If people tell me that they don’t want to be a burden to their 
children, my next question will often be, “Why?” Why is that the first 
thing they chose to say? Is it because their grandparents ended up 
living with their parents? Are they afraid their parents are going to 
end up living with them? 

In my opinion, not enough financial advisors bother to delve 
into these crucially important why questions. I fundamentally believe 
that the motivations fueling our individual goals are often more 
important than the content of the goals themselves. Why? Because 
these questions help unveil the underlying emotions behind our 
decisions. Ultimately, when it comes to financial matters, emotions 
often drive our actions. Your job. Family stress. Market fluctuations. 
All these apply pressure in unpredictable ways. Sometimes such 
pressure is a good thing and can lead to positive changes. However, 
sometimes it is an unwanted force which can cause costly mistakes. 

I fundamentally believe that the motiva-
tions fueling our individual goals are 
often more important than the content of 
the goals themselves.

As much as we like to think we’re logical, rational human beings, 
in most cases we end up making decisions based on what we’re feeling at 
a particular point in time. Thus, it’s incredibly important for financial 
advisors, like myself, to know where our clients’ emotional triggers lie. 
In doing so, we can understand why particular decisions have been 
made and then redirect them toward a more rational choice. 
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These questions are also important because they allow us to talk 
about the difference between goals and priorities. Goals are mile-
stones or accomplishments: things you can check off a list. A priority 
is very different. A priority is something that needs to happen no 
matter what … and sometimes at the expense of everything else. 

I’ve discovered that asking these questions early in the discus-
sion helps ground the conversations that follow. Oftentimes, my 
clients may initially believe something is really important to them. 
However, after all the goals are listed and the client is asked, “What’s 
most important to you? Why is that important?” People sometimes 
make different decisions. 

Once we find our way to that point—that essential truth about 
what they desire—we’re starting from the right place. We’ve set a des-
tination, the place where we need to go. Once we’ve plotted that point 
on the map, we can start charting the most effective course to get there. 

THE FIVE PILLARS OF FINANCIAL PLANNING

To get to where you want to go in retirement, it’s critical that you 
do two things: (1) determine where you want to go (the fun part), as 
well as (2) figure out where you are currently (the more challenging 
part). This is why, during the early discussions, I’m committed to 
learning five things about each of my clients.

1. What is your current situation in life? How old are you? 
What’s your income? How much are you saving? What 
assets have you accumulated?

2. What are your financial and lifestyle goals? I break them 
down into needs, wants, and wishes. Here’s how I define 
them in simple terms:
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• Needs are things you require; you must pay them 
to live your life the way you live it. Think electricity 
bills, groceries, health insurance. When the roof starts 
leaking, you have to fix it. 

• Wants are things you’d like to do and would be 
disappointed if you didn’t do at some point in your life. 
You could live without them, but not without feeling at 
least a little regret. These are things like going on yearly 
vacations, buying a new car periodically, or paying for 
your child’s wedding. 

• Wishes are the sort of things that happen if everything 
goes just right, like that new Corvette you’ve been 
dreaming about, or your long-planned but yet-to-be 
realized six-month trip around the world. A second 
home in Maui. These are all things you would like 
to have or experience, but you would be okay if they 
didn’t materialize.

3. What are your priorities? What is most important to 
you now (i.e., the next two, three, or five years) and in 
the longer term—down the road? What priorities need to 
happen “no matter what”? What will you sacrifice to make 
them happen?

4. What do you want your future to look like? How do you 
want your life to be when you’re not going to your job every 
day? What’s going to occupy your time? Are you going to 
be baby-sitting grand kids every day? Are you going to be 
taking world cruises? Are you going to be working thirty 
hours a week as a volunteer in your community?
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5. What are your family dynamics? 

• How old are your children? What are they like? Will 
any of them never leave home?

• Which ones do you expect will go to college? Graduate 
school? Never get a job?

• Who has a substance abuse problem?

• Are there any behavioral issues with the kids, their 
spouses, or the grandchildren? 

• Are your parents still living? If so, do you anticipate the 
need or possibility of supporting them either physically 
(maybe allowing them to move in with you some day) 
or financially? 

• What is the possibility of this occurring? Will it be in 
the near term or is that a long time in the future? 

• Are there other family members—perhaps aunts, 
uncles, nieces—who may impact your life? 

Knowing this information will help us create a viable long-term 
financial plan for you and your family.

On the surface, most financial plans are drawn up like plug-and-
play software programs. They are nothing more than cold algorithms 
because they’re based solely on numbers. “If I’m this old, I need to 
have this much money, and if my risk tolerance is this, then this is 
how my money needs to be invested. If I’ve got this much money, 
this is how much money I can afford to spend during my retirement 
because that’s what the numbers say.”

However, if your financial advisor fully understands your pri-
orities, then he or she can provide you with ideas, suggestions, and 
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alternatives on how you can achieve your dreams. At some point, it 
stops being just about the numbers. Your “why” becomes your plan.

In truth, the uniqueness of the client and their particular situ-
ations is what should dictate priorities. That’s why, in my opinion, 
there’s no such thing as a one-size-fits-all financial plan. Everybody’s 
situation is unique, as is every single financial plan I write for my 
individual clients. 

LESSONS FROM THE PAST

Early in my career, I would come into meetings with new clients, 
collect some preliminary numbers, and then present my agenda for 
what should happen. I had already decided what needed to happen 
before I got there. It was my plan for them. Financial plans—as I’ve 
since learned all too well—can only be tailored to meet an individual’s 
distinctive needs after you take the time to listen to that individual 
and discover the truth about his or her situation.

Robert Shiller, a professor of economics at Yale, and one of the 
most influential economists in the United States, wrote a paper about 
the concept of “narrative economics.” His paper laments that people 
in the economics field, to their detriment, have never paid as much 
attention to narratives as writers and journalists.

Schiller thinks that’s a mistake, in part because economists 
always deem narratives and stories to be patently unscientific. That’s 
true. Stories are not scientific, but that doesn’t mean they’re not 
powerful. We communicate with narratives, catalogue our memories 
through them, and are often motivated by the desire to be a part of 
grand narratives ourselves. 

There’s no doubt about it: The narrative you’ve got running 
through your head, no matter what it’s about, is going to influence 
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how you act. It’s telling you what you should be doing. To be effective, 
a financial planner needs to understand the narratives that are moti-
vating their client’s financial decisions. 

THE BEACH HOUSE THAT NEVER WAS

Since I believe in the importance of my clients sharing their financial 
narratives, I think it’s important to share a portion of my own 
narrative—one that leads to what I believe is a very important lesson. 

Early in my career, when I was studying for my CFP® certifica-
tion, I had to write my own financial plan for my family. At the time, 
my goal was as straightforward as it was simple: I wanted to be able 
to retire at fifty-five with a house on the beach. I was in my early 
thirties, and fifty-five seemed like a long way off, so a house on the 
beach sounded like a good idea.

I crunched the numbers and found, to my dismay, the chance 
of my wife and I reaching our goal was slim unless we redefined our 
“beach house” as a cardboard box tucked under a pier in Oceanside, 
California. There just wasn’t enough going on in our lives at the time, 
financially speaking, to save enough money to accomplish our goal.

Fast forward to when my eldest daughter was about twelve, and 
I realized once again that I hadn’t saved a whole lot of money for her 
education. I thought, “Okay, Fred. Here’s the deal. If you can save 
as much as you can over the next four to six years for her college—
knowing that her brother was just four years behind her—you might 
be able to, if you’re lucky, start saving for retirement at age fifty-two.”

I said to myself, “There is another choice.” The decision my wife 
and I made at that time was to say, “Let the kids wait.” We decided 
to save like crazy for our retirement until they started college, and 
if we had to stop saving for retirement and pay for their education 
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out of cash flow, at least we would have the amount of money saved 
prior to them starting school. When our first grandchild was born, 
we repeated our discussion and determined again to not specifically 
set aside money for him.

My first responsibility was, and still is, to make sure that my wife 
and I are financially solvent. Anything above and beyond our own 
solvency is a different story. The unconventional lesson of my little 
parable? Put yourself first when it comes to your finances. Then you can 
take care of others with your excess funds. It is just like the oxygen mask 
on an airplane. Put your mask on first, and then take care of the child 
in the next seat. There is a reason we are told to perform those tasks 
in that sequence. 

THE PHASES OF LIFE 

The old maxim is true. Life does go by in a blink. Think about it for a 
moment. Although everyone has a different narrative, our lives tend 
to fall into certain clearly defined phases. 

• student

• in a relationship and working

• raising a family

• paying for college/paying for weddings/parents moving in 
with you 

• seriously thinking about retirement: “pre-retirement”

• retired

• planning your legacy

All these phases of life have to be dealt with in different ways—
mentally, emotionally, and financially. As a student, you need beer 
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money and a date for the weekend. With a young family, it’s all about 
good schools, a nice neighborhood, and paying the bills—all the 
while wondering if you’re saving enough money for retirement.

This is supposed to be the accumulation phase. You know you 
should be saving money—but you know you are not saving enough. 
Life just keeps getting in the way of saving money. Kids need new 
shoes. They are playing sports. The car breaks down. The roof leaks. 
Somebody wants to go to private school versus public school. I 
“need” a vacation. Thus, savings plans get initiated but are rarely fully 
executed, as it becomes difficult to accumulate enough in the face of 
all these recurring demands on your finances. 

Then comes the “time to catch up and get-it-done” phase—what 
I call the pre-retirement phase—which is that point in life where the 
kids are out of college and hopefully not living in the basement. You 
are experiencing your peak earning years, and it’s still a long while 
before you turn in your resignation. These are the make-it-or-break-
it years. I’ll give more details on this in chapter 6.

A dear friend of mine made a comment one day that I’ll never 
forget. He said he never saved any money until he was fifty years old. 
But, in the end, he found a way to make up for lost time. So have 
faith and create a plan.

If you’re looking at retirement in your mid-sixties, you likely 
have 30 percent of your life still in front of you. According to the 
Social Security Administration, a man aged sixty-five will live to 
age eighty-four, and the average woman to age eighty-seven. One in 
four sixty-five-year-olds will live past ninety and one in ten past age 
ninety-five. If you start talking about couples, there is a 75 percent 
chance one person lives to age eighty-five, a 50 percent chance that 
one person lives to ninety, and a 25 percent chance that someone 
lives to ninety-five.
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The question is, what are you going to do with yourself? What 
are you going to do with your time? Have you sat down and really 
thought about how much money it’s going to take to get you there? Do 
you have any financial constraints that might prevent you from doing 
all the things you think you may want to do? Financial constraints 
aren’t necessarily bad things, but you have to recognize what those con-
straints might be, come to terms with them, and make adjustments.

Remember, there will be one more phase in your life, which I 
call the legacy phase. 

The legacy phase is that point in life where your doctors have all 
started to retire or maybe have already retired, and the new doctor 
looks like he or she should still be in high school or, at the very latest, 
going to spring break in Miami. More on this in chapter 8.

DEGREES OF FREEDOM

Financial planning is all about helping people discover their “Personal 
Degree of Freedom.” The answer lies in your own personal narrative. 
What do you need? What do you require to feel secure—to get to 
that place where you believe things are going to be okay? What does 
it take to make you feel comfortable so a panic attack doesn’t hit 
when you run into one of life’s many speed bumps? 

The roof needs to be repaired. The vehicle needs a fix. One of 
your adult children comes to you and says, “I’ve lost my job.” What 
do you require to feel comfortable enough to know you can weather 
these storms physically, mentally, emotionally, and financially? If the 
stock market plummets 30 percent next month, what do you need 
to prevent yourself from panicking and anticipating living on a park 
bench for the rest of your life?
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What do you need to develop a sense of freedom or the belief 
that you can handle all the obstacles that life might present you? 
Because, let’s be honest, we’re all going to encounter plenty of chal-
lenges down the ever-winding road of life. 

Financial advisors aren’t paid to be your shrink. The good ones, 
however, can help you understand what these events really mean, 
financially speaking, as opposed to what you think they mean based 
on your own personal narrative. In other words, is the narrative 
running in your head based upon reality?

The clients outline their desired destination. My job is to chart a 
course. I offer alternative routes for you to reach your goal. You make 
some decisions. Then, six months or a year later, we look at where 
you are relative to your objectives and say, “Are we working in that 
direction, or are we off-course?” If we’re off-course, what do we do to 
return to the path we want to travel?

Life is full of challenges and opportunities. You want to be 
able to deal with those challenges and take advantage of unforeseen 
opportunities when they arise. You should be flexible, keep your eyes 
open, and be willing to make course corrections. You never know 
what’s around the next corner.

I tell people that most financial plans are extremely accurate and 
very applicable—until they leave my parking lot. Once they’re off the 
property, life happens. Things change. This is not a one-and-done, 
static process. This is a process of ebb and flow.

Sometimes you can see obstacles coming a mile away, while at 
other times surprises jump up and slap you in the face. The idea is to 
be flexible and realize this is an ongoing, dynamic process that never 
really ends. Let’s begin … 
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“One’s destination is never a place, 

but a new way of seeing things.” 

—Henry Miller
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C h a p t e r  2

Activating Your Financial GPS: 
Identify Your Financial Reality 

“It ain’t what you know that gets you in 

trouble. It’s that what you know that just 

ain’t true is what gets you in trouble.”

—Mark Twain

Every single client who has ever walked into my office—without 
exception—has always come equipped with what I call a financial 
narrative. These are the stories we tell ourselves to explain why we’re 
in the financial situation we’re in. These stories—some true, some 
pure fiction—are often recycled in our minds until they become our 
perceived reality. 

By this point in my career, I’ve heard countless financial narra-
tives, most of which include variations on the same themes:
 

• The Pessimist: “I’m never going to be able to retire; I’m 
going to have to work forever.” 

• The Optimist: “Between my Social Security and my 
pension, I have enough money coming in to cover the 
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bills I currently have, so that must mean I have enough to 
retire.” 

• The Short-Sighted: “I have lots of money. I have a 
tremendous net worth, so money is never going to be a 
concern.”

• The Gamblers: “I’ve done a great job of picking stocks 
over the last eight years, so I should always be able to do a 
great job picking stocks. I can retire now and live on the 
profits from my investments just based on picking stocks.” 

• The Windfallers: “I inherited a bunch of wealth. I’m rich. 
I can buy whatever I want and never have a money worry 
for the rest of my life.”

Sometimes these financial narratives are very accurate. But, in 
most cases, the stories we tell ourselves aren’t rooted in any type of 
reality whatsoever. They’re fairy tales. Whether these narratives are 
too optimistic or too pessimistic doesn’t matter. The truth is, clients 
who hold onto a false sense of reality are doing themselves a dis-
service. It’s like the movie La La Land. If you don’t know what’s 
real and what’s imaginary, you’re destined to meet disappointments 
somewhere along the line. 

This is why I see it as one of my principle responsibilities to (a) 
help people form an accurate picture of their financial reality, and (b) 
help them see if their narrative syncs with their reality. 

NAVIGATING YOUR FINANCIAL GPS

When my clients and I sit down to discuss their financial narrative, 
what we’re really doing is calibrating and programing what I refer to 
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as their “financial GPS.” It’s similar to the GPS systems we use in our 
phones or cars, but this one is for the financial journey. 

Think about your typical GPS for a moment. The first thing you 
do is program where you want to go, right? This becomes the first 
“blue dot.” In terms of your finances, that involves laying out your 
retirement goals and priorities, which we discussed in chapter 1.

After you type in the address of your destination on a traditional 
GPS, the device will ask you another question: “What is your current 
location?” or “Would you like to use your current location?” If you 
answer yes, a second blue dot shows up on the map. 

That’s what we’re doing in this part of the financial-planning 
process. We’re figuring out exactly where you are today. Without 
that, you can’t determine the best route moving forward. 

To do so, it’s important to ask yourself a series of questions. The 
list is too long to print in full here, but here’s a sampling of what you 
can expect to cover in our early discussions:

• How many years do you have until you want to retire? 

• How much do you currently have in investments, including 
your 401(k), money in the bank, brokerage accounts, other 
retirement savings, and outside investments in things like 
real estate? 

• How much debt do you have? Do you have a plan to retire 
this debt?

• How much money do you spend now?

• Will you want to change your place of residence someday?

• Are there major items you would like to spend money on 
after retiring?

• What are your family dynamics?
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The only major number worth excluding in this discussion is the 
equity you’ve accumulated in your home. Why? Because if you sell 
that house, there’s a high likelihood that you’ll take that equity and 
drop it into the next property. The only time it’s prudent to include 
the equity in a home is when someone says, “I’m going to sell my 
house and move to a place where housing is far less expensive, and 
I’ll have a bunch of freed-up capital from the sale of my house.” Aside 
from that circumstance, don’t include the house.

By gathering this information, we can ascertain your current 
financial situation. Good, bad, ugly—it doesn’t matter. It’s just a 
point on the map, but we absolutely must identify that point before 
we can start moving forward. 

At this point, a person’s narrative often begins to change. The 
narrative stops being fiction and becomes a true story. If the story we 
uncover for you is a promising one, congratulations. You’ve done a 
great job. You’ve worked hard, saved hard, and have probably been 
kind of lucky. Good work.

On the other hand, if that situation is not so pretty—heck, it 
might even be downright ugly—you’re already in better shape than 
when we started the process because you know where you are. Con-
gratulations on discovering your starting point.

This is a critical step for clients with a spouse who might not 
be as keyed into their finances or have a very different perception of 
reality compared to their partner. If the spouse has a totally different 
narrative running through his or her head, now both of them can see 
where they are on the map. That’s a critical starting point in getting 
both parties to work together toward a mutually agreeable plan. If 
they’re going to get to where they both want to go, they have to start 
from the same place.
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THE FINANCIAL IMPORTANCE OF MEMORIES

Most people’s financial narratives were formed a long time ago. They 
may not have given any conscious thought as to how those stories 
took shape until they sit down and talk about them. Which is why 
I always ask my clients what some might consider an odd question: 
“Tell me your first recollection of money or your first memory of 
money as a child.”

I ask this because our attitudes and philosophies regarding 
money are developed very, very early in our lives, often from the 
people we grew up with: the parents, relatives, and mentors who were 
meaningful to us in our lives. These early interactions truly do shape 
who we become as adults, and ultimately become valuable in helping 
us map out a plan for future success. 

I remember, for example, one of my clients telling me how, 
as a third-grader, he used to take his twenty-five-cent allowance to 
elementary school to buy US savings stamps. He talked in glowing 
terms about how he would fill this little book with twenty-five-cent 
stamps. When it was completely stamped over, the book could be 
returned to get a twenty-five dollar savings bond. He did that for 
many, many years, and later used the money to pay for college.

Another person told me that he and a buddy, when they were 
about twelve years old, had a popcorn stand. They would operate this 
popcorn stand on Saturday nights in the downtown area of a small 
town in the Midwest. They’d make money by selling popcorn to the 
farmers when they came into town to buy groceries.

Another client told me her first recollection of money was from 
middle school. Her family had been evicted from their apartment. 
She remembered sitting out on the curb, surrounded by all her 
family’s household possessions, and how embarrassed she felt.
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It’s undeniable that such experiences have an impact on our 
lives. Having heard the broad outlines of those stories, try to take 
a guess as to which person became a saver versus those who became 
spenders? Which person do you think was the one always filled with 
financial fear? Which one grew up to be the entrepreneur? 

Our memories pertaining to money play a major role in how 
we perceive money in the present. Everyone should ask themselves 
something: Is your personal narrative healthy? Does your narrative 
help you improve your situation? Or is it harmful and poisonous? 
Is it an obstruction to helping your happiness or in reaching your 
financial goals? 

The beauty of this process is that there are no golden guidelines, 
no set-in-stone “right ways” or “wrong ways” to invest. Yes, some 
methods are preferred and increase your odds of success (more on 
this later). There’s no horrible situation that can’t be reversed, or any 
great situation that can’t come tumbling down. The whole point of 
our early work together is to bring about an awareness regarding your 
situation, your narrative, and your reality, so that you can respond 
accordingly. 

There’s no point in beating yourself up for not saving enough 
money up to this point, nor is it good to have a bad attitude or bad 
narrative about your current situation. That’s not productive. The 
goal is to identify where you are now, be aware of it, and then move 
on in a productive way. More often than not, things will improve and 
get better if you’re just aware of your financial reality.

If your reality is filled with abundance, you have the opportu-
nity to embrace it during your lifetime as well as share some of it with 
people, causes, and organizations that are important to you.
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IN THE DOOR, OUT THE DOOR: WHAT 

YOU EARN VERSUS WHAT YOU SPEND

It’s important to note that a great many things are simply beyond 
our control. The whims of the economy, for example, are beyond our 
control. The jobs we have, to some extent, are beyond our control. 
And, in many ways, the return we receive on our investments is 
beyond our control. 

In general, there are only two things you have any real control 
over: (a) how much money you spend, and (b) how much money 
you save. Beyond that, you can’t control much. Life is full of financial 
ups and downs—exciting good fortune with new jobs or business 
successes, or crushing defeats with layoffs, illness, or injury, followed 
by interesting turns, good fortune, and then misfortune. Repeat the 
cycle.

When I ask new clients about their spending, they often pull out 
a list of items on it with dollar amounts. That list usually includes 
things like their mortgage, food, electric and gas bills, and other 
similar line items with a total at the bottom. This is referred to as the 
“budget.”

One very instructive story involves a good friend of mine who 
asked me to handle some financial planning for him and his wife. He 
laid out all his spending in front of me. I looked at his list and gave 
it to him straight. 

“Look,” I said. “I’ve known you a long time. We have to get real 
here. I know just by looking at this list that these are the numbers 
you think you should be spending—but I doubt this is what you 
are actually spending. I think you actually spend more.” In essence, 
it was a wish list—what he wanted to be spending every month, as 
opposed to what he was really spending. That meeting provided me 
with a very important lesson. 
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From that point forward, I stopped asking people for their budget. 
I don’t ask my clients how much they plan to spend. I ask them what 
they are really spending. I want to know what is really going out the 
door. To do so, they need to look at their bank statement.

The study of monthly bank statements is the beginning of a 
“basic-needs analysis.” In other words, how much money do you 
need to live in your own home without any extraordinary expenses 
or travel? Think of it as basic living expenses. 

Calculating your basic needs should occur periodically. It’s not a 
one-and-done project. We recalculate this number every year or two 
when we review and update a client’s financial situation. We’ll ask 
clients for three months of bank statements to go through, just to 
gauge if their spending has changed.

Periodic reviews of expenses are an essential phase of our 
financial GPS program. We need to identify how far along the path 
we’ve gone, where we’ve been, and when we’re estimated to arrive at 
our destination. 

THE SAVINGS GAME

Many people come to us hoping we will hand them a “magic bullet”—
the perfect investment plan that will make them guaranteed mil-
lionaires. In many people’s minds, financial planning and financial 
success is all about selecting the right investments. They figure that 
the right investments will inevitably lead to financial freedom. Well, 
I’m sorry to say that such thinking is flat-out wrong. 

Picking the right investments will not necessarily get you where 
you want to go. The greatest investment in the world is not going to 
bail you out from inadequate savings. It’s saving enough money and 
collecting enough resources that generates financial freedom.



REWRITE YOUR FINANCIAL NARRATIVE    23

I suppose, in theory, there are exceptions to this rule. If you’re 
lucky enough to buy the next Apple stock at two bucks a share, 
then maybe your earnings will offset any inabilities to save money. 
But frankly, you have the same odds of buying the next Apple at 
two bucks a share as you have of winning the lottery. So if your 
financial plan doesn’t include buying weekly lottery tickets, then 
searching for the next super-stock is not the best plan for securing 
your financial future.

It’s saving enough money and collecting 
enough resources that generates financial 
freedom. 

The best example I can use to illustrate this point involves my 
parents. Dad was a mailman. Mom was a nurse’s aide at the local 
assisted-living facility. They lived in a nice house, drove nice cars, and 
liked nice clothes—but they never made a lot of money. Dad died 
at age eighty-three. Mom passed away at eighty-nine after living in 
an assisted-living facility for seven years. When my siblings and I sat 
down to divide their assets, excluding the house, there was $600,000 
in their estate.

Mom and Dad were savers, not investors. Despite me being in 
this industry for more than thirty years, every bit of their savings 
was in bank accounts. That’s how they were comfortable investing. 
Financially, they were at peace with themselves right up until their 
final days. 

In simple terms: Saving is a prerequisite for smart investing.

Saving is a prerequisite for smart 
investing.
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BECOMING A BETTER SAVER

Money basically comes in the door one of two ways. For most 
people, money comes in the form of earned income, a paycheck or 
profit from their business. Other people are fortunate enough to have 
investment income, such as rental income, or dividends, or interest. 
When that money comes in the door, you have really only one of 
two choices: (1) spend the money, or (2) add it back to the pile of 
money you’ve already accumulated. Obviously, if you add it back to 
your savings, the pile gets bigger and therefore generates more money 
you can spend later (i.e., adds to your degree of freedom later in life).

As a financial planner, I can’t force or guilt you into saving 
money. But I can introduce you to some strategies that will make it 
easier for you to do so. 

• If your employer, for example, offers a 401(k) or similar 
payroll reduction savings plan, you can enroll in that plan.

• If your employer doesn’t offer such a plan, most financial 
planners have the ability to set up a program that will 
automatically withdraw money each month from your 
checking account for investment purposes. 

• Calculate what percent of your household income is saved 
each year. This is your benchmark. Commit to increasing 
that percent each year at a minimum of 1 percent. Do not 
think in terms of saving more dollars; focus instead on 
increasing the percentage of earnings that you save. I can’t 
stress this enough. It doesn’t matter what the number is. 
There’s no judgment here. Just identify what percent you 
are now saving. Then your goal the next year is to increase 
that by 1 percent. If you were saving 6 percent last year, 
the next year make it 7 percent. The year after that, make 
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it 8 percent. Just make sure it’s 8 percent of whatever your 
gross earnings are in that year. 

I can’t force anyone to make those changes; I don’t ever intend 
to. But I do have a role in the process. My role is to act as a mirror, 
to reflect back on what you are doing and to ask you to consider, “Is 
this what you really want to be doing, or do you want something 
different?” 

If you don’t like what those answers are, then it’s my job to offer 
suggestions, options, and alternatives to help you change your trajec-
tory. In doing so, we return to your financial GPS. The big questions 
are, “How do we get from your current reality to your vision for the 
future? How are we going to get there? What are the resources we’ve 
got available to utilize? What is the timeframe we have to work with?” 

This is the point when it’s time for my clients to do some serious 
self-reflection. Everyone must be brutally honest with themselves 
and ask questions. What is your willingness to save? Or let me put 
that another way. What is your willingness to moderate, control, or 
at least be aware of your spending? I’m not going to tell you how to 
spend your money. I’m not going to tell you that you can’t spend it. 
The point here is to know yourself. Which goals are really priori-
ties? What are you willing to do differently to achieve your priorities? 
What goals do you wish to modify?

In terms of your investments, what is your willingness to take 
risk? Knowing your willingness to deal with the uncertainties of the 
investment world helps us determine how best to connect these two 
dots. Can you get there from here, based on what you know about 
yourself and what you’re willing to share with me? That’s why the 
concept of a financial GPS only works when given accurate data 
about your current location and your desired destination. Without 
accurate data, your financial plan is just a guess. You really don’t know 
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what your reality is until the numbers have been run. Everything else 
is just a fantasy. 

CONNECTING THE DOTS

Now, let’s return to your financial GPS for a moment. We now know 
where you are today (the first blue dot on the map), and we know 
where the second blue dot is on the map (your destination, i.e., 
dreams and goals). We also know some of the lay of the terrain along 
the way: your financial priorities, needs, wants, or wishes. 

So now it’s time to use some of our financial-planning software 
and enter in all of those figures. This process ends with what I call a 
“What If Worksheet.” It’s an opportunity to say, “If all these things 
happen, will there be enough money to accomplish these financial 
goals?” If that gives us an unsatisfactory result, we can say, “What if 
you spent less? What if you worked longer? What if you got a higher 
rate of return?” My staff and I can create all of those scenarios.

It’s just like when your GPS says, “Recalculating, recalculating.” 
Yes, we can still get from point A to point B, but the key is finding 
the best route to that destination. Fortunately, there are plenty of 
options at our disposal:

• Save more money each year until you get to retirement. 

• Work longer so you have more years to save. 

• Get more aggressive with your investments. 

• Spend less after you retire.

Or, to be brutally frank, you can do nothing, ignore all of this 
data, and run the risk of going broke and having to move in with 
your kids when you run out of money. 
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What I tell people all the time is this: “Don’t get depressed if 
your situation isn’t as grand as you’d like it to be. I’m an optimist. I 
know this will work out. It’s just that you’re going to have to change 
some things. Life is full of trade-offs and compromises. That’s what 
financial planning is all about. I do know that if you’ve got a clear 
goal in mind and you know where you want to go, you have a higher 
probability of it working out than you would if you were unclear of 
the goal and how you were going to get there.”

Remember, in my own life, I thought I was going to retire at 
fifty-five with a house on the beach. When I hatched that plan in 
my thirties, our reality was not anywhere close to that. Therefore, the 
goal was changed to the point where it became attainable. 

If my wife and I wanted to retire today, we could. We probably 
couldn’t afford to live in the house we’re living in today. We might 
have to downsize and change a few things. But if we wanted to quit 
today, we could—and it wasn’t because we ate beans and weenies for 
the last thirty years and scrimped and saved every dime and dollar. 
It’s simply because we were aware of our situation and the fact that 
we needed to save more, and thus we become more conscious of what 
we spent. We did just that, and things are a lot better today.

Financial success means so many different things. What is your 
meaning? Because when you get right down to it, deep down, you 
have to ask yourself: 

What are the things that are most important to you? If you 
were forced to look at your life and only give up one of these things, 
what would you choose? 

• Your health?

• Your family?

• Your knowledge and your attitude?
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• Your wealth?

If you were forced to decide between those four items, which 
one would you walk away from? It’s all about facing your own reality 
and your own situation. Find out where you stand financially. Find 
out what’s good and bad about it. Know your situation. Then make 
decisions.

Let me close this chapter with an important and instructive 
story that is dear to my heart. It’s about a client named Joyce. She is a 
widow. Joyce and her husband had both been government employees. 
They had some savings and they each had a government pension. 
When they retired, they both took the largest pension without a 
survivor benefit. When Joyce’s husband died, his pension died with 
him. She was very concerned. Was she going to have enough money? 

Joyce came to us to prepare a financial plan for her. We identi-
fied the first blue dot. She told us where she wanted the second blue 
dot to be. When she came to our office to walk through her financial 
plan, she brought two daughters, a grandson, and her son-in-law. 
We all sat in the conference room to go through that financial plan. 
When we got to the “What If Worksheet,” it was evident Joyce had 
enough money to maintain her current residence and her current 
lifestyle. She was going to be okay financially.

When we finished, Joyce just sat there looking at the screen. I let 
her sit for a second or two. Finally, I said, “Well, Joyce, do you have 
any questions?” She sat there for another minute or so. Eventually 
her daughter tapped her on the shoulder and said, “See, Mom! We 
told you that you were going to have enough money.”

Joyce had been feeling poor. She felt like she’d lost her husband 
and his pension and therefore she was going to be in dire financial 
straits. The narrative running through her head was, “I’m broke. I 
need to be extremely careful. I can’t spend any extra money. I can’t 
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do anything. I have to be very careful with my money.” That was her 
narrative. Her reality, however, was very different. She didn’t have 
money to burn. But she was going to be in fine shape, financially 
speaking, and it appeared she could afford to do everything she and 
her husband had always planned on doing. Joyce didn’t believe it 
when her kids told her that she would be ok financially. The numbers 
didn’t lie. Her reality was better than her narrative.

“The future belongs to those who believe 

in the beauty of their dreams.”

—Eleanor Roosevelt 






