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			When Clare Seal reached what seemed like a breaking point in her relationship with money in spring 2019, she turned to Instagram to make herself accountable, posting anonymously about her journey out of debt as @myfrugalyear. She immediately struck a chord, with her posts offering advice and solidarity to a growing community of people in a similar situation. Now an established voice on the finance scene, Clare Seal writes a regular column for Glamour and also runs The Financial Wellbeing Forum (www.thefwforum.com), providing articles, online courses, workplace education and workshops to nurture a controlled and confident relationship with money.
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			‘Whether you have debt, are a bit too trigger happy with contactless payments or just can’t bear checking your bank account in the middle of the month, Seal’s non-judgmental book is unmissable . . . this is an essential and kind book that everyone could benefit from reading.’ Stylist

			‘Real Life Money combines emotional and pragmatic advice for “financial wellness”.’ Mail on Sunday

			‘Gentle and forgiving, think of this as the book equivalent of someone holding your hand.’ The Independent

			‘Covers everything from how to negotiate repayment terms with creditors and setting realistic budgets without punishing yourself, as well as dealing with money anxiety.’ Glamour

			‘Part memoir, part guide – Seal takes the reader on a journey that can be adapted to their own pace and circumstances.’ Stylist

		

	
		
			
About the Book


			It’s impossible to talk about wellbeing without addressing our financial wellbeing.

			While it may be true that money can’t buy you happiness, you will struggle to find balance and contentment in all other areas of your life when you aren’t in control of your finances.

			In Five Steps to Financial Wellbeing, Clare Seal walks you through five straightforward, achievable steps to take to change your relationship with money for good, and in doing so, change the rest of your life for the better.

			This book also addresses the deeper fundamentals of a healthy relationship with money, from building self-worth to tackling consumerism. Five Steps to Financial Wellbeing is a toolkit to help readers of all ages and life stages establish a healthy, positive relationship with money, avoid problem debt, save and invest for the future and above all, take control of your finances instead of letting your finances control you.
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Introduction


			I would like to outlaw talking about wellbeing without addressing financial wellbeing.

			It’s always good to start a book with a bold statement, but it’s true. Because it is very, very difficult to achieve a general state of wellbeing if that sense of peace and control doesn’t extend to your financial life too. I’m not talking about being rich here. It’s perfectly possible to live a happy and fulfilled life without abundant wealth (no matter what some people might tell you), and it’s also possible to live a positively miserable life with millions in the bank. Money is not the be-all and end-all – in fact, there are lots of very essential things that it can’t buy you – but it is very, very difficult to live a happy and fulfilled life if you are locked in a constant battle with your finances. Its effects ripple out into every corner of our lives, and it has the ability to put a strain on our relationships, affect our mental health and dictate the career and lifestyle choices that we make. So, this book is not about how to make more money. There are plenty of other volumes promising to make you rich, and you’ll usually find them on bestseller lists. My promise is a more modest but, in my opinion, infinitely more valuable one. I want to help you to fix your relationship with money and, once you do that, I think a lot of other things will change for you. That’s certainly what happened for me.

			I started my own personal financial journey from a place of quite severe self-loathing. I had reached a complete breaking point, having neglected my relationship with money and financial wellbeing for over a decade. I was twenty-nine, a mother to two small children, and more than £27,000 in the red. Not only was my debt large, but it was spread across multiple accounts – credit cards, store cards and an overdraft – meaning that I had repayments pinging out of my accounts at all times of the month. Often, direct debits would be returned, complicating things even further, and it was only a matter of time before one or more of my spinning financial plates would crash to the ground. I was anxious, not sleeping well, preoccupied and irritable. I was aggressively ambitious at work, to the point where I was probably not a very good colleague, because I felt compelled to pursue financial success above everything else, so that I could fund a lifestyle that I believed would finally make me happy. I assumed that the world in which I was a successful, thin, beautiful and fulfilled person could be built out of material things, and material things cost money. At the same time, I was failing miserably in this pursuit, because both my priorities and my methods were off, which only served to further complicate and erode my relationship with money.

			For the first ten years after I started managing my own money, I was very disconnected from my finances. I saw money only as a means to an end, and had a very distorted view of the value that things held. For some reason I really struggled to connect my actions with money to the way that I felt about it, and the anxiety and despondency that not having enough of it were causing me. I was stuck in cycles of behaviour that I knew were hurting me, damaging my chances at a secure future, and making me feel more and more ashamed and alone, but I didn’t know how to break out of them. Every now and again I would try to apply my logical brain to my messy financial accounts, but real life would get in the way, and I didn’t know how to reconcile the two. It took a rude awakening and brutal honesty, followed by a lot of reflection and work, to sort it out, but I got there in the end.

			That is what I want you to get from this book. The tools, knowledge and support that you need to create some harmony between your brain and your bank balance, without having to conform to someone else’s idea of what it means to be ‘good with money’. To bridge that engagement gap between what you know and what you feel, and to help you to acknowledge, then challenge, the behaviours that are keeping you stuck in a toxic relationship with money.

			There may be times during these five steps that you think we’ve veered off course a little, when you start to wonder what the topics and exercises we’re discussing have to do with money. But you’re going to have to trust me, because in order to make something work well, you have to exercise and strengthen the surrounding muscles too. Superficial fixes for financial problems are easy to come by – but all of the tips and tricks in the world won’t fix a relationship with money that is fundamentally broken. The boundary between our finances and the rest of our lives, in so far as it exists, is porous in both directions; what we do with our money has an effect on everything else, but the way that we look after ourselves and the decisions that we make elsewhere affect our financial situation too.

			Remember that your money doesn’t exist in a vacuum

			Money is also, of course, not just about personal finance. It is a political and societal issue, influencing – even deciding – the power structures in every sphere, from offices to governments. Our relationship with money as a species has a long history, and the societal narratives that have built up around wealth and hardship have been heavily influenced by everything from war to religion. We are encouraged to measure our success in pounds sterling, but it’s important to remember that this path to ‘success’, as dictated by culture and society, isn’t a running track. It’s a treadmill, or a hamster wheel. There is no destination, so it’s up to us to set our own paths, and to define our own ideas of success and happiness, financial and otherwise. This is actually fairly well-documented by psychologists, who call it the ‘hedonic treadmill’, a theory that explains, in part, why a sense of fulfilment and wellbeing is so difficult for people to achieve, especially when it comes to money. It’s something that can be applied to several elements of our financial wellbeing, from spending to saving and to goal planning. We’ll talk about this in greater detail a little later on.

			I find that it’s important to remember that money has a life of its own outside of your experience of it, because some things, such as generational wealth, nepotism, stagnating wages and exploding house prices, are just not within your control. There is a little comfort in that, because remembering the external influences on our financial wellbeing means that we don’t accidentally take more responsibility for it than is healthy. Berating yourself for messing up something that you don’t even have any control over is not a healthy way to live life, and that applies to money just as it applies to any other area. The good news is that acknowledging the factors that are not within our control means that we can better focus on those that are.

			Despite its importance, our financial health is not something we’re really taught to look after. It should be as elementary as basic hygiene, and yet we are often left to figure it out for ourselves, leaving many of us feeling confused and alone. To the bafflement of many people, including me, financial literacy is all but left out of the school curriculum in the UK, and where it is taught, it is often lacking in vital context or connection to other personal skills. For many, this results in a disconnect between money and the rest of our existence, which leaves us with a misunderstanding of the interplay between our wallets and our happiness. If there is a widely recognized connection between money and wellbeing, then it’s simply whether we can afford a Peloton, say, or a far-flung holiday. This is, of course, part of it – but only a very small one. There is so much more to be explored and explained, from the impact of financial hardship on mental health to the damage that can be done by an unhealthy obsession with cash.

			Even if you happen to be one of the lucky ones – someone whose parents have always taken an active interest in teaching you about money – there’s no guarantee that you’ll end up finding it easy, because the second that we are launched into the world of work and money, of earning and owning and owing, the whole playing field changes. We’re faced with temptations and judgements, often simultaneously, that cloud our ability to make decisions and can quickly evaporate any confidence we might have had in our money-management skills, as well as any cash we might have. We are not warned early enough about how advertising will convince us that we’re lacking something, in order to sell us yet another thing that we don’t need. And it won’t just happen once, but time and time again.

			If this all sounds rather hopeless, then please don’t worry – the aim of this book is to teach you how to navigate the internal factors while acknowledging the external ones, hopefully without making you feel judged, patronized or infantilized. Because this is the other issue with mainstream financial advice and information – it can be far too basic and numbers based, leaving us with a notebook full of sums and a mind full of worry.

			Internal factors, external forces and the relationship between them

			I thought for a long time about how to write a book that could inspire individual positive action without ignoring the fact that not everything is always under our personal control. For so many people, determination to take responsibility for every single thing that’s gone wrong (or right) acts as a barrier to real change or even happiness. There is absolutely no point in accepting responsibility or blame for an issue that is simply not your fault, in the same way that it doesn’t do you any favours to take credit for something that wasn’t the result of your own efforts. If you have been paid very poorly, been the victim of a scam or financial abuse, been born into a family without wealth privilege or precedent, been discriminated against or experienced any number of other systemic injustices, that is not something for which you should be accepting responsibility. You can only change the things that are within your control, and that is what my five steps focus on, but you must always, always acknowledge the ways in which external factors have played and continue to play a role in your relationship with money. Otherwise, you risk wasting valuable time and energy going round and round in circles, self-flagellating for things that aren’t your fault. This is not about dwelling on your misfortunes or carrying a chip on your shoulder, just accepting and acknowledging those external forces at play in all of our lives and relieving yourself of any undue sense of responsibility for them.

			Some of these external factors are systemic – they are built into the world in which we all have to operate, and they typically take a very long time to change. They affect us from childhood, providing a template for our relationship with money without us even really noticing until later on. There is still a huge gender pay gap, for example, which is greatly exaggerated for women of colour, and particularly Black women.1

			Some of the external factors are personal to you, but are still things that you have no control over – these are things such as the financial education you had access to, your upbringing and also any health issues that might make it more difficult for you to develop and maintain a good relationship with money. A good example of this is the fact that certain mental illnesses, such as bipolar disorder, and neurodiversities like ADHD, can make money management materially more difficult for the people who experience them. Another is the way that your parents or guardians discussed money at home, and how exposed or shielded you were from the financial goings on in your childhood.

			Of course, this is complicated by the fact that internal and external factors in financial wellbeing are also interdependent. They feed off one another, in ways both positive and negative. Encountering difficult financial situations or hardship can affect your confidence, self-worth and decision-making processes, which can then compound to create a toxic relationship with money that needs to be overcome. Meanwhile, developing inner resilience can have a positive effect on your external circumstances through the medium of your actions and being open to opportunities. This, in turn, can compound your fortunes in the opposite direction and help you to feel more confident and in control, which improves your relationship with money and often, also, your material financial situation.

			Most of us will have a whole suite of systemic and personal factors, over which we have limited or no control, that affect our financial situation and relationship with money. It’s important that we try to understand these, both to apply context to our actions in the past, and to make sure that our expectations of ourselves don’t outweigh our resources.

			
What actually is financial wellbeing, and why should I care about mine?

			Wellbeing, or wellness, is seen by many – especially those who are fond of expressions like ‘snowflake’ and ‘woke’ as insults, and view financial stability as a simple ‘in vs out’ equation – as a very current preoccupation. This makes sense in some ways – as the world has sped up, exposing us to more and more stressors, the need to focus on our own health and state of mind has increased. We need something to counterbalance the chaos of everyday life, the infinite channels of communication we are open to, and the wellness industry presents us with solutions that it claims will help us to achieve that elusive balance. But wellbeing runs much deeper than that, and psychologists and philosophers have been discussing and debating it for centuries, maybe even millennia. There is something fundamental about it, something that defies time and technology, but is rooted deeply inside of all of us. Wellbeing is, simply put, the business of feeling content and balanced in mind, body and soul, most of the time. It is not being in a constant good mood, but having the ability to cope well with life’s inevitable ups and downs, to have a genuine resilience that doesn’t rely on superficial things. For all of its simplicity in concept, it can be incredibly difficult in practice, and especially once you bring money into the equation.

			One of those people spending their time mulling over what people need for general wellbeing was, perhaps, one of the most well-known psychologists in history: Abraham H. Maslow. His 1943 paper, A Theory of Human Motivation,2 in which he posed his ideas about what drives and fulfils us at the most fundamental level, has become one of the main ways that we understand wellbeing, but I have rarely, if ever, seen it applied to money. Maslow’s theory takes the form of a triangle or pyramid, with basic needs (physiological and safety) at the base, followed by psychological needs (belongingness, love and esteem), and then self-actualization needs at the very top. This can be really helpful in the way that we view privilege, because much of the wellness content we see on a day-to-day basis tends to focus on the top two sections of the pyramid, ignoring those critical needs at the base level.

			[image: Maslow's theory]

			Maslow theorizes that the needs at the bottom of the pyramid must be satisfied before we can successfully fulfil those further up, which makes sense; but when I look at this pyramid, all I can think about is how closely linked money is to each and every one of the different levels. Even the most basic of our needs – food, water and rest – are impossible to meet without enough money to do so, and though the role of money changes as we move further down the hierarchy (or up the pyramid), its presence is constant. Money can dictate how safe and secure we feel, it can play a huge role in our intimate relationships, and it often acts as a measure of prestige and potential, both to ourselves and to others around us.

			Seerut K. Chawla is a London-based integrative psychotherapist, whose insightful, human and utterly no-nonsense approach to wellbeing is absorbed by her 140k Instagram followers, including me (you can find her @seerutkchawla, if you’d like to experience her wisdom first hand). Her inclusive and realistic posts often present a challenging new viewpoint, and her Instagram feed is one of few mental health accounts that actually addresses the role that financial security plays in our ability to be mentally well. In one such post, which draws a line between the ideal resources for mental health and the fundamental ones, she writes, ‘You can’t go on a “healing journey” if you can’t think straight because you’re scared you won’t be able to pay your rent or buy groceries.’ She goes on to explain that not being able to focus your resources on ‘healing’ doesn’t mean that something is wrong, only that most of this sort of wellness content is aimed at people who have the means to do so. She describes how striving to survive financially, and having to work hard just to keep the lights on, can be anxiety provoking and depressing, and that, ‘sometimes you need therapy and sometimes you honestly just need more money/safe housing/job security/access to healthcare.’

			For a long time, I’ve wondered why, when my experience of money is that it’s so deeply emotional and affecting, money management and personal finance are still treated so clinically, and as though they are fair game for judgement and speculation. We’ve moved so far forward in terms of our understanding of mental wellbeing, but some of the deciding factors in how mentally healthy we feel – especially the less palatable ones, such as money – are still recoiled from. What I’d really like to see is a migration of personal finance from the business and economics sections of bookshops to the health and wellbeing ones, because I really didn’t know what I was looking for until I stumbled across it – while recovering from financial difficulty – and I want more people to make the connection, sooner. Like many others, I was relying on the idea of some future utopia in which I was earning more, thinking that this would eventually and automatically trickle down through my life, improving my relationship with money and in turn making me feel better in general. That when I could afford to upgrade my lifestyle, I’d finally be happier, more fulfilled and less stressed.

			Financial wellbeing is, I believe, the missing piece in the self-care puzzle. Accepting, acknowledging and understanding the role of money in all other areas of our lives is absolutely essential to living well – because money dictates so much of our lives to us, and has so much power over the way that we feel. It needs to be noted, too, that you don’t have to be experiencing financial difficulty to want a better relationship with money. Even if you’re earning enough to keep up with possibly toxic spending habits, or you’re just about managing to get by, financial stress can keep you awake at night and play a part in feelings of discontent or low self-worth. It can cause arguments and ill-feeling, and make you feel resentful and envious – all of which are totally normal things to experience, but exhausting when they are constant or recurrent, especially if they are avoidable.

			As with most things, because we are all individuals, with different priorities, circumstances, goals and experiences, each person is likely to have a slightly – or even wildly – different definition of financial wellbeing, and different ideas about what it would take for them to achieve it. What I value will inevitably be different from what you value, and we’ll have different aims and aspirations for our lives, meaning that our ideas about what will make us feel fulfilled and content will be different too.

			We also exist as part of a system, and care and wellbeing are systemic and collective responsibilities, as well as individual ones. So, making sure that we view our relationship with money in the context of society and the systems that we’re trying to operate in is absolutely vital if we are to cultivate a sense of financial wellbeing in our lives. There is discomfort in knowing that what we would consider to be a small amount of money might be a huge sum to somebody else, and also that what we consider to be a huge amount of money might be completely insignificant to others, but we must be able to sit with that discomfort if we are going learn to manage our money in a calm and confident way.

			Similar to many symbiotic relationships, the connection between general wellbeing and financial wellbeing is something of a chicken/egg-type situation. It’s hard to work out exactly where to start making improvements, but the truth is that it’s probably different for everyone. This book focuses on financial wellbeing, but you will find that there are some elements of each step that force you to think about and address things that might not seem money related. But because money is one of the most important currencies in our ability to thrive, and even survive, it is entwined in everything.

			I’m confident that, when you follow these steps and prioritize your financial health, your general wellbeing will improve along with it. It will enable you to make choices to support your wellbeing and help you to thrive, safe in the knowledge that you and your money co-exist peacefully. That you are not unduly beholden to any creditor, employer or partner, and that you have the confidence to use your money as a tool to build a life that makes you happy.

			One of the great privileges of having built a sizeable online community is that I have the opportunity to crowdsource information and opinions, and access to a whole host of different experiences and perspectives that enrich my knowledge and challenge my viewpoint. When I asked what financial wellbeing would mean for the people who engage with me on social media, the answers were simple and consistent:

			‘Feeling good about my money habits.’

			‘Not having to worry about affording food and petrol.’

			‘Earning money in a job that I don’t loathe.’

			‘Not feeling scared and worried all the time.’

			‘Confidence that I fully understand my financial situation, for better or worse.’

			‘Feeling financially secure and satisfied with what I have.’

			‘Understanding my financial issues and being empowered to make good decisions.’

			‘Avoiding the monthly feast & famine cycle.’

			‘Not being afraid to spend my money even when I know I can afford it.’

			None of these things should be too much to ask. When asked about financial wellbeing, almost nobody is aspiring to riches beyond their wildest dreams, or abundant material possessions – they just want to feel in control and at peace. Later in this book we will discuss the forces pushing us to aspire to material wealth rather than financial wellbeing, and how, if we don’t have a solid idea ourselves of what a good relationship with money would look like, we risk never reaching a state of peace or contentment.

			In recent months, I’ve seen ‘financial wellbeing’ co-opted by so many brands and publications as a way to repackage the same old advice that hasn’t really been engaging or serving anyone for decades. This isn’t that – or at least I really hope it isn’t. Financial wellbeing is not a number or a percentage, as I’ve seen claimed in one Twitter thread, nor is it a certain budgeting technique or anything, really, that can be described in fewer than 280 characters. It is something deeply personal, constantly fluctuating and sometimes elusive. Something that requires at least, I don’t know, 50,000 words or so to get to grips with. As glad as I am to see the concept firmly on the agenda, I’m keen to ensure that it’s given its proper context and rightful place, because to lump it in with the 50-30-20 budgeting method is reductive and unhelpful. To suggest that there is one prescription that will treat any number of financial health issues is not helpful, because it’s just not true. Your financial wellbeing is deeply personal and bespoke to you, and so it is up to you to figure out exactly what it looks like. This book will help you to do that.

			Before we get into the five steps, I’d like you to take some time to think about what financial wellbeing would look like for you, because then you can shape the guidance throughout this book to suit your own need.

			To give an example, for me financial wellbeing means:

			•	Feeling in control of the money that’s coming in and out of my accounts.

			•	Not feeling anxious or worried about money (most of the time).

			•	Accepting and learning from my financial mistakes.

			•	Having the freedom to make decisions based on factors other than money.

			•	Knowing that I’m building a secure future for me and my children.

			Before you read on, jot down a few bullet points and let them help you to create a framework for your own journey towards financial wellbeing. They can be as general or as tailored as you like, and you can change or add to them as you move through the steps.

			Take it from someone who got it all wrong, and survived

			For most of my adult life so far, my own sense of financial wellbeing was non-existent. I’d go so far as to say I was financially unwell, and it started more or less as soon as I started earning and spending my own money at eighteen. It followed me throughout university and into my first full-time job. I had my first son and got married young, and these big life milestones, coupled with a lack of understanding of what it meant to live within my means and some serious self-esteem issues, resulted in over £27,000 of credit card, overdraft and store card debt, which I finished paying off in early 2021. I chronicled this journey on my Instagram page, a warts-and-all account of what it was like to realize you had got things so wrong, and where I worked through the emotional and financial baggage that had enabled me to reach such a difficult and all-consuming situation. I asked myself why I had felt the need to spend lavishly on other people in order to feel reassured that they liked me, that I was worth something to them. Why I consistently ignored the warning signs in favour of daydreaming about a lottery win.

			What I wasn’t expecting on that day, when I finally reached breaking point and posted all of my credit card balances on the internet, was for it to resonate so much, with so many people. So many women, in particular. It was a strange feeling – a mixture of catharsis and sheer terror. I’d spent so long pretending that everything was fine, both on social media and to my friends and family, that this radical honesty about my failings was positively therapeutic. I wasn’t ready to put my face to what seemed like such a huge sum of failings, so I remained anonymous for over a year, posting pink squares as I chipped away at my debt. Then, as I started to apply more critical thought to my ideas about money and shame, and to talk more about letting go of those feelings of guilt, I realized that to remain anonymous for much longer could be perceived as hypocrisy. So, eventually, I dropped my cover and started talking about debt with my own face, voice and name.

			Of course, my honesty about my money struggles also provoked some less empathetic responses, particularly around the time my first book was published, when the accompanying press campaign meant that my story was no longer confined to its sympathetic, and often empathetic, Instagram bubble. I watched myself reduced to my failings with money time and time again, the narratives of each of these stories focussing on all of my worst moments, my most regretful decisions. To a five-figure number that I had been trying to convince myself didn’t define me. A lot of the shame that I had been working to diminish resurfaced and swallowed me whole. I wanted nothing more than to close my Instagram account and sink back into anonymity – for at least as long as it took me to regrow the skin that felt like it had been removed from me the moment that I dared to admit to something that so many other people experience. I saw commenters question my intelligence, the state of my marriage, my morality even, and it really, really hurt. It reminded me why I’d struggled to get help, or even to help myself, for so long in the first place. The urge to self-flagellate was strong, and I succumbed more than once to those feelings.

			After a difficult, months-long vulnerability hangover, I realized that I didn’t feel quite so raw anymore. My skin grew back, and it was thicker now. I felt ready to start challenging the moralizing of money and spending that had made me feel so awful, and to pull together an alternative narrative on money – one that helped people to understand their behaviour and make deeper changes, rather than attempting to shame or judge them into making superficial, punitive changes. It filled me with a new sense of purpose, and the stirrings of this book were born. I wanted to create something more than just a manual for using money – I wanted to teach people how to feel good about it. I wanted to create something that really explored the emotional and psychological side of money and health, rather than just paying lip service to it, or treating it as an irritating caveat to the usual prescriptive advice.

			My relationship with money, though vastly improved from what it was, is still a work in progress, and most likely always will be. There will always be old habits that seem appealing when I’m at a low ebb, unfulfilled expectations that threaten my happiness, new temptations that try to divert my course. But learning to navigate these peaks and troughs without overwhelming anxiety or crushing despondency is at the very heart of true financial wellbeing. It’s not a snapshot of a moment in time – an Instagram post holding the keys to your first home or a screenshot of those zero credit card balances – it’s dynamic and ever-evolving. It’s about all of the moments and experiences and decisions in between those snap-worthy events, where we want to live peacefully and confidently with our money. That’s what I’m hoping to impart here – not a blow-by-blow account of how I did things, but a template for you to design a financial life that feels right for you.

			I have made, and will probably continue to make, so many mistakes when it comes to money. The good news is that everybody else does too – they just won’t always tell you about it. What’s important to remember is that, in the same way that we only see one layer of anyone’s life on social media, we are also very rarely privy to the inner workings of someone’s bank account – even when we know them quite well. A good rule of thumb is to assume that even those you consider to be well-off, meticulously frugal or just really ‘good with money’ will have made at least one financial mistake. Mistakes are part of life, they are almost never completely irreparable and, even more importantly, they are an absolutely brilliant learning opportunity.

			The missing piece in the self-care puzzle

			As mentioned, I realized, once I pulled on the thread of what money meant to me, that personal finance has long occupied the wrong space on the bookshelves, the wrong section of the newspaper. It is lumped together with business and economics, the discussions too often led by a very specific type of person from a very specific type of background. With oodles of wealth privilege, and either no understanding – or an expired understanding – of what it means to find money difficult to understand or get to grips with. I didn’t know where my messy finances fitted, because there was nowhere for them to go. There was a disconnect between what I knew in theory, and the decisions that I had been making in practice, and I couldn’t find anybody talking about the solution to that. As I began to unravel things further, to understand them and to process them, I realized that there’s a huge part of ‘finance’ that doesn’t belong with bank accounts and credit scores at all. It belongs in the health and wellbeing space, along with all the other ways we look after ourselves. It is part of self-care – something that I find is increasingly reduced to or conflated with personal grooming or physical fitness – and a crucial part at that. There is so much more to self-care than the superficial or trend-led elements that we read about and feel compelled to try.

			Money is often ignored in conversations about broader wellbeing; we are told to ‘take a mental health day’, ‘treat yourself to a massage’ or ‘try this life-changing green juice’ without any consideration that, for lots of people, even a day’s worth of statutory sick pay will leave them short, and that medical prescriptions and nutritious food are enough of a financial strain for many. In addition to the monetary cost, these commercial solutions to being physically or emotionally unsettled will only paper over the cracks, if the reality is that your relationship with money is well and truly broken, and you are trying to quieten a feeling that comes from deeper down.

			Alas, capitalism. The wellness industry is dripping in wealth privilege, and it’s more convenient for brands to feign ignorance about the important role that money plays than to acknowledge and consider solutions for it. After all, are they not in it for . . . the money? It is very inconvenient for many businesses to acknowledge the fact that real self-care is not for sale. Somewhere in our busy lives we have lost the art of looking after ourselves, and tried to replace it with a scented candle and some CBD oil. That’ll be £79, please.

			At its very essence, self-care is found in the habits and rituals that we use to make sure that we are fulfilling those needs in Maslow’s hierarchy, and a key element of that is to have a peaceful and purposeful relationship with money. So, financial wellbeing must be a consideration in how we look after ourselves, because when we lose control of that element of our lives, no amount of superficial grooming can make us feel okay.

			Why is it so hard to talk about money – and why is it vital that we do?

			It is not news to anybody that it’s difficult to have an honest conversation about money. For everything that we are willing to admit to, there are a thousand things that go unsaid, because we are embarrassed or ashamed, or we don’t think that people will understand. Internal shame is often mirrored by external judgement, whether directly or by proxy of a sensationalized newspaper headline, and we clam up. Sometimes we fear being berated, but sometimes we just don’t want to be patronized. We certainly don’t want to put ourselves in a position where our financial failings can be weaponized against us, so we don’t say anything at all – even when it is bubbling violently just below the surface, robbing us of precious hours of sleep, limiting our choices and stunting our personal growth.

			There are a few reasons why this is, I think, and each of them is quite complex and nuanced. It’s not only down to personal fears and insecurities, but there are also broader societal issues that keep our lips sealed.

			We’re measuring ourselves by the wrong yardstick

			Much of the narrative around money in society and the media is built around one single blueprint for how our financial lives should look – but it is a blueprint that is both out of date and out of touch with the reality in which most of us are now living. And yet we continue to measure our successes, and those of our peers, against an antiquated yardstick of early property ownership, jobs for life and affordable living costs. Not to mention the wedding and children we simply must have to make our lives complete. If we are female, we often feel as though we must also do this while looking a certain way – and all of that personal grooming and fast fashion comes at a financial cost too. This gold standard of money management – although unachievable for so many – circles us like an invisible bird of prey, threatening to peck our eyes out if we so much as think about buying an avocado or a takeaway coffee. This in turn makes it almost impossible to talk about money, especially if we feel like we’re failing to live up to those standards or have different financial priorities.

			So, we’re caught between a rock and a hard place, and the more we don’t talk about it – the more we keep hidden, the more we try to cover up – the harder it gets to talk about it. A vicious cycle that only ends in everyone feeling alone, even when we have so much of this stuff in common.

			We don’t want to be patronized

			I find that there’s an incorrect assumption among a lot of people that, just because you struggle with your relationship with money, you must also be terrible at maths, or ill-informed about personal finance, or both. While it’s true that there’s a correlation between financial confidence and financial literacy, being infantilized the moment that we mention money worries is not something that appeals to any of us. For people who have always got on just fine with their money, it can be difficult to understand how it feels to have a difficult relationship with it, and that can often manifest in a well-intentioned but hurtful or irritating lecture. There is, generally speaking, a lack of awareness of the connection between money and other factors, even for people who experience it themselves. There is a lightbulb moment for so many people when they realize that their money issues are rooted in other things, but it can be very frustrating to try to have a conversation with people who aren’t quite there yet – or people who stubbornly refuse to accept it.

			We’re taught that it’s not polite

			The prickly fence around discussing money in a real, honest way is often put down to ‘Britishness’, but I’m not sure that that’s always the case. It’s true that, perhaps, in other cultures money is spoken about more openly, but I think there’s still a lot that goes unsaid. With any discussion about money comes the inevitable associations of work, value and power, and that’s not something anyone I’ve ever encountered seems to be comfortable with discussing at the pub. If we are squeamish about discussing money, it is for good reason. It’s very difficult to talk about it in any meaningful way without venturing into unchartered territory, and peeling away the layers and complexities that underpin both our personal relationship with it and its role in our society can make things very uncomfortable very quickly.

			As a society, we are quickly taught that broaching conversations that will inevitably lead to discomfort is not polite, and so we are conditioned towards small talk – which is fine in the office, or at a PTA barbecue, but these are things that we should be able to discuss with those close to us, at the very least. Yet these are the people that we often struggle most to confide in, because there is more at stake.

			It messes with the power dynamic

			Power dynamics in relationships fascinate me, and they are a topic in and of themselves, but what I have spent a long time paying particular attention to is how they are affected when money arises in conversation. Healthy interpersonal relationships usually have a power dynamic that is equal, or fairly close to equal as a baseline – and often we don’t want to bring money into it, in case it alters things. This can, in turn, make our relationships more difficult to manage, or lead to awkwardness between friends or family members with different financial situations.

			It’s not only in our personal relationships that the money-power dynamic has an effect. I recently spoke as part of a panel on the topic of money and work, called ‘Should you let your boss into your bank account?’ One of the topics I was keen to table was the sensitivity of discussing money at work, because although the employer–employee relationship pivots on the fact that we all go to work in order to get paid, it’s probably the place where we’re least comfortable discussing personal finance issues. Having been through an awkward stage at a previous job, where the non-materialization of a promised pay rise made things even more difficult in my finances, I wanted to talk about the currents of power in those negotiations. To give away to your employer that you’re struggling financially is a risky manoeuvre – not only in terms of potential embarrassment or awkwardness, but also because it involves giving away your most important bargaining chip as an employee. Realistically, if your employer knows that you’re unlikely to take the financial risk of leaving your job, there’s less pressure on them to progress your salary. You don’t want them to know that they’ve got you.

			In Step Two, we’ll talk a little more about different types of power, how they relate to money, and how we can find a healthy way to navigate them, but for now, you might want to take some time to explore how this affects your own relationships, and note down any insights or realizations that you want to revisit later.

			It feels good to talk

			It’s hard to deal with issues and overcome problems on our own, without a sounding board or shared knowledge. We’ll discuss therapy in more detail a little later on, but there’s a reason why talking therapies are prescribed or recommended to those going through a difficult time, or wrestling with something inside themselves. It feels good to talk. When we choke out our trauma or worries to someone with no vested interest in us being okay (obviously, your therapist wants to help you, but they don’t rely on you for anything in their own lives), the shame loses a little of its purchase. The more that we talk about things, and learn to understand them, the more healthily we can process them. All of this applies as much to money, and our relationship with it, as to anything else. If we can break the chokehold that money often keeps us in, we can start to gain control over both the practical and the emotional side of our finances.

			Feeling frozen in shame about financial mistakes that we have made, or knowledge and understanding that we lack, or a lack of financial privilege in our background, is often the thing that holds us back from seeking the information and support that we need. Money is one area where it is still not widely acceptable to be seen as vulnerable, so we build our walls high and dig our trenches deep, and we pretend that everything is fine, even when it’s not. Because of this, sometimes even those people with significant financial privilege, in the form of wealthy (or even comfortably off) parents or access to good financial advice, will insist on struggling on alone, preferring the stress and anxiety to opening up or asking for help. As fortunate as it is to be in a position whereby you could ask for and receive financial help, the theoretical ability to seek support does not serve much of a purpose if financial shame and anxiety make it impossible to actually do so.

			As well as the ability to access material help when needed, another thing that openness about money affords us is catharsis. Until I started spilling my darkest financial secrets to thousands of strangers, I was genuinely in the dark about how many other people struggled to manage their money, or had a complex relationship with their finances. For most of my adult life, I had genuinely assumed that the secret to being ‘good with money’ was something that everyone else had been imbibed with from an early age, that I was uniquely terrible at being an adult. Once I started talking about it, first in an anonymous confession on the internet, then more intimately with friends and family, I started to recognize the plethora of different ways in which a person can struggle with money, and just how common it is to do so.

			The five steps

			You might be asking how, after these last few pages, it’s possible to narrow something so utterly enormous and complex as financial wellbeing down to five steps, and that is definitely a legitimate question. All of the themes and issues that we will cover here will bear further reflection and introspection, but these steps outline a framework that I believe to be fairly universal – one that I hope will make you feel included, supported and maybe even a little bit inspired. That is not to say that this is an exhaustive account of the actions that need to be taken to achieve a full sense of financial wellbeing, or a peaceful relationship with money, or that you will finish reading it and be ‘fixed’. Like all good (I hope) personal development books, it needs to allow space for you to develop your own ideas and strategies for achieving this. If part of the problem with mainstream financial narratives is that they are too prescriptive, I certainly don’t want to be complicit in that.

			What these five steps will do is guide you to the places where you might have things to unpack, and give some structure to a journey that can often be difficult and confusing. They will give you scope to explore your own feelings and to connect the dots between what you do and how you feel; a jumping-off point to really get to the core of what is holding you back from achieving your financial goals, or making you feel anxious about money, or keeping you trapped in a cycle of emotional spending, or stopping you from achieving satisfaction no matter how much you earn or buy. If you dedicate yourself to completing each of these phases, are honest with yourself and open to the process, I promise that you will find it easier to navigate your relationship with money, to forgive yourself for slip-ups and to plan for a positive financial future.

			For each step, there are exercises and methods that you can try in order to gain insight or reframe your thinking around money, because this is very much a ‘doing’ book as well as a reading book. It is certainly not a ‘put it on a shelf and never look at it again’ book; that won’t help at all, and it’s what we’ve all been used to doing with our finances instead of facing them head on. You might find that making notes and journaling your response to some of the questions and prompts throughout the five steps gives you something to really grab on to when you’re looking to make changes, so that would always be my own personal recommendation, but it may not work for everyone.

			The first couple of stages of this process involve getting to grips with the deeper, more mindset-based elements of your relationship with money, figuring out the role of money in your life and tweaking it so that you can put it in its rightful place. The later stages are more practical, but still with lots of mindset work, helping you to understand your current behaviours and thoughts in order to adapt them into more positive and helpful ones. It’s a method that has really helped me reach a sense of peace and contentment with money, as well as driving material changes in the way I prioritize, spend, save and invest. I really hope and believe that it can help you too.
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