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For anyone who’s ever said ‘I really need to be better with money’. Let’s take that off your to-do list.
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Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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Good With Money


Good With Money is a label that we all want to wear. You probably know someone who others would describe as Good With Money—perhaps a sibling or a friend. If you’re reading this book, it’s probably not how you’d describe yourself. But that’s all about to change.


For as long as I can remember, I was a hot mess with money. I didn’t have a juicy savings balance, I’d constantly fear looking at my bank accounts and I often wondered where the heck all my money went. It honestly felt like every time I left the house I’d return £100 worse off. I’d try to set budgets, I’d make grand claims about how I was going to start saving money and be one of ‘those’ people who have it all together. But every single time, I’d end up back where I started, or worse. Living pay cheque to pay cheque, constantly running into unexpected expenses, taking one step forward and two steps back and throwing the towel in when it got too overwhelming. I just couldn’t get ahead. I’d hear people described as Good With Money and a distinct twinge of shame, panic and guilt would rush over me, because I knew I was the absolute antithesis of that celebrated ideal.


But now, I can say I am one of those people. I can say I’m Good With Money—and you’re going to be able to say the same after implementing the learnings in this book. It was a slow process at first, but over time, I managed to master my habits, dig deep into my behaviour and the emotions that went with it, and gradually, things started to change.


In this book, I will talk about money in ways you might not have considered before. We’ll look at why it’s actually really hard to be Good With Money and the barriers you need to overcome to change your finances once and for all. I’ll help you to reframe your financial perspective so you can see money differently, understand yourself better, build habits that you can actually stick to and, ultimately, start feeling like you’re in the driver’s seat of your finances.


Good With Money will take you on a journey of self-discovery and teach you the why behind your own financial challenges. We’ll look at why it’s so hard to keep track of where your money goes (spoiler: it’s not your fault), why you’re so emotionally entangled with money, how your upbringing can impact your financial behaviour and the cycles that keep you stuck.


Then we’ll get down to business. You’ll learn to reclaim your decision-making, stop wondering where your money went, quit wishing you could go back in time and undo all your spending from the weekend, and start managing money in a way that makes sense and makes you feel good.


What being Good With Money is not


Before we dive in, I want to touch on what being Good With Money is not. You see, there exists this blurry line between being Good With Money and being really frugal.


Being Good With Money isn’t about how much you’ve got in your savings or whether or not you shop at the pound store. It’s not about reusing your toilet paper or never buying lunch. It’s not about being wealthy (though it can certainly get you there) and it’s not about being a numbers whizz.


Being Good With Money doesn’t mean becoming the type of person who always packs a sandwich everywhere they go, takes public transport to save a couple of bucks, cuts their own hair and would sooner see the dark side of hell than pay for a facial.


That said, I have absolutely no issue with packing a sandwich, taking a lunch, riding public transport, cutting your own hair or opting out of certain luxuries as long as this is part of a conscious decision that your money is better used on other things. Essentially, being Good With Money isn’t about depriving yourself or living by a rigid rulebook. Thank goodness for that, right?


What being Good With Money IS


Being Good With Money is about doing money your way. It’s understanding why you do the things you do with money. It’s being so deeply connected to your finances that you know how your money can best serve you. It’s feeling that you control money, rather than letting money control you. It’s using money to support you in the pursuit of your best life, while knowing that you’ve done what you can to set yourself up for the future. It’s knowing how to prioritise your money to balance enjoying life now with looking after future you.


Being Good With Money means taking an active role in your finances and making the decision to be in the driver’s seat. You don’t need to be perfect. You can be Good With Money even if you’re paying off debt. You can be Good With Money if you’re going through a rough time financially. You can be Good With Money even if historically you’ve been everything but. You can be Good With Money on a low income, a middle income or a super juicy high income. In fact, it’s in your interest to get Good With Money before you earn a super juicy and jacked-up high income so that you can maximise that sweet, sweet dollar.


Before we get started, I need to level with you. Learning to be Good With Money doesn’t solve the gross inequities that exist in a capitalist world. It doesn’t fix the broken system that denies society’s most vulnerable their basic needs. It doesn’t change the fact that 99 per cent of the world’s wealth is hoarded by 1 per cent of the population. It doesn’t change the fact that being born into generational privilege remains the most effective way to get ahead.


I have shed a lot of tears during the writing of this book for that very reason. I’ve questioned whether I should even write it. I really wish a book could fix the system. But while I can’t give you a trust fund (how good would that be?!), what I can do is equip you with the tools and information that helped me turn my finances around by learning how to spend, save and manage my money effectively, and build up a level of financial confidence by working with the things in my control.


The aim of Good With Money is to give you the reddest, hottest crack at making the most of this one wonderful life that you get to lead. I want to set you free from money anxiety and shame, give you control over your circumstances, help you make the best decisions you can with the information and resources you have, and get you unstuck and off that financial hamster wheel once and for all.


I’ve broken this book down into five parts. In Part 1, we delve into the external world, and explore the ways we’re held back from financial confidence by everything from diet culture to advertising to social media. Then, in Part 2 we’ll go inwards, exploring how your baked-in factory settings get in the way of your being Good With Money. Part 3 is all about taking back your power, confronting your sabotaging money patterns and reprogramming the way you think and behave. In Part 4, I’ll teach you how to build your own financial ecosystem using the Good With Money method, and you’ll learn the practical systems and structures you need to keep your new habits going. And in Part 5, we’ll look ahead to the rest of your life, and explore how your new Good With Money status can open doors to things you never believed were possible for you.


So why am I the person to take you on this journey? Firstly, I know what it’s like to feel as though you’ll be a hot money mess forever, and I’ve been on the journey of turning my finances around myself. But I’ve also spent the last five years talking about money online, helping people uncover the why behind their financial behaviour and improve their relationship with money.


I’ve taught over a thousand people how to build positive money habits in my masterclasses and workbooks, built a following of over sixty thousand people on social media, and had the privilege of being in the ears of thousands of listeners every week via The Broke Generation podcast. My obsession with the emotional, psychological and behavioural aspects of money then led me to undertake graduate study in Financial Psychology and Behavioural Finance, and obtain a designation as a Certified Financial Behavior Specialist® (FBS).


Trust me when I say this stuff is my true passion. I want to help as many people feel Good With Money as I possibly can, and it’s my hope that this book is the resource that’ll change your finances for good.


Before we begin: a question


Imagine that tonight, while you were sleeping, a miracle occurred and you woke up able to say you were Good With Money. What would be different? How would you notice the change had occurred? How would you feel? How would your life be enriched?


Grab a notebook or open your notes app and write down anything that pops up for you when you think about this. Don’t worry about right or wrong. This question is designed to help you think about money in a different way, outside of the numbers and the practical stuff, and tap into what money means to you, and the life that awaits you on the other side of this book.


Keep that notebook or notes app handy—some parts of this book contain exercises or reflections that you’ll wanna scribble down.




PART 1


Give yourself a break


The very first step to becoming Good With Money is to give yourself a fucking break. And I mean that in absolute earnest.


There is so much ‘should’ and ‘shouldn’t’ when it comes to money. We should be saving, we shouldn’t be buying that, we should only be spending this percentage of our salary, we shouldn’t feel so down about house prices.


The result of all this shoulding and shouldn’ting is a big steaming pile of shitty shame. And we don’t ever want you feeling any kind of shame about money, so rest assured, this book is not about guilting you into doing things differently.


In Part 1, I’m going to give us all the break we need by talking through some of the many factors that explain why we find it hard to be Good With Money. From modern technology to the media to advertising strategies—there are a myriad of things that get in the way of our attempts to master money. Some of these things you might’ve considered before, other things might blow your mind and have you going, ‘OH MY GOD, THAT MAKES SO MUCH SENSE.’ And I’m not going to lie, there will be parts that make you angry. Rage is hot—embrace it.


But what this section is aiming to do is make you breathe a big sigh of relief. Relief that, hang on, it’s not actually your fault, you’re not broken, you’re not an entitled brat who’s been getting it wrong all these years (despite what boomer media might tell us). And after you breathe that sigh of relief, you’re going to be fired right up to get Good With Money on your own terms.




Cellulite cream and cabbage soup


For a huge portion of my life, I could rattle off the number of calories in a Mars bar, tell you which type of pumpkin had the least carbs and regale you with my reviews of different diet teas, but I had no idea what my bank balance was, or what was in my savings account. Actually, I probably could’ve told you what was in my savings account, because it was sweet fucking nothing.


I was born in 1991, and as anyone else who grew up in the nineties will know, diet culture was everything and everywhere. Carbs were the devil, low-rise jeans cuddled our belly fat and everything that entered our mouths could be reduced down to good or bad, on-plan or off-plan, worthy or unworthy.


I’m an only child and I was raised by a single mother. Since it was just the two of us, I was always a bit more of a grown-up than a kid—probably because there was less separation between the adults and the children, and more just me and my mum making it work on our own. One thing I remember clearly is that so much of what we ate was defined by the diet that was in vogue at the time. The Cabbage Soup Diet, WeightWatchers, Slimming World, calorie counting, whatever the stars of popular soaps were rattling off in their ‘what I eat on set’ interviews with the weekly gossip magazines. Like many women, I was, by extension, either on a diet or aware of dieting before I’d even hit puberty.


You’re probably thinking three things right now.




	Thanks for the reminder of that hellish time.


	Isn’t it wild how the stench of cabbage soup never really leaves you?


	What the fuck does this have to do with money?





Great question. Actually, a lot.


The healthy eating, nutrition and weight loss sector that’s become known as the ‘wellness economy’ was valued at £946 billion in 2020. And it’s growing. If you thought diet culture died with Justin and Britney’s relationship, think again. Capitalism’s cash cow is alive and well.


In fact, while we’ve been busy posting #bodyacceptance quotes, the diet industry has been working on an almighty yet subtle rebrand. Over the last decade or so, analysts have been tracking the diet industry’s pivot from ‘diets’ to ‘health’, and they can tell you that it’s working. When it comes to making money, it doesn’t matter whether it’s a weight loss shake or a meal delivery service promising healthy, balanced meals for the busy woman; the first step is always to convince us that there’s something wrong with us, in order to sell us a solution. And that right there is what all of this has to do with being Good With Money.


For far too long, our priorities have been misdirected and manipulated for profit. We spent our formative years being told that nothing tastes as good as skinny feels. That a moment on the lips means a lifetime on the hips. That showing cellulite in public is the ultimate sin. And that the only numbers worth caring about are the ones on the scale, the ones on the label of our jeans, and the ones on the back of the packet.


We’ve been told that what’s important is how much we weigh, how long our eyelashes are, how many steps we do in a day, how much cellulite we have, how to get the guy, dressing for our body type (shoutout to my fellow pears) and who is still in the running towards becoming America’s Next Top Model (okay, this one actually did matter).


What we weren’t ever encouraged to care about were things like being happy, understanding wealth or retirement or business, prioritising money, compound interest or building financial security.




Impossible standards


I want to take a brief journey back in time to talk about female financial participation. Historically, women have been denied financial autonomy in countless ways. In Australia, where I live now, women couldn’t get a bank loan without a male guarantor until 1971. Until 1966, married women weren’t permitted to remain in the workforce after marriage. In the UK, women couldn’t open a bank account in their own name until 1975. In Ireland, women couldn’t own their own home outright without a man until 1976.


Over the years these formal restrictions have unwound, and for a lot of us reading this book, all we’ve ever known is the degree of financial autonomy that we have today. We can get our own jobs, open our own bank accounts, and rent or own our own homes (costs aside). But despite legislative changes to financial practices, the patriarchy still keeps a watchful eye over where our money goes by finding ways to consistently move the goalposts on what a woman should be. The feminine ideal went from mother to career woman, object of the male gaze to ‘one of the blokes’, housewife to girlboss. No matter what, there is always a standard to live up to. These ever-changing standards manufacture an endless list of problems, for which there is always a fix available for purchase.


Effectively, we’re conditioned to hand our money right back to the patriarchy by paying for the new range of diet products, buying male-owned women’s magazines to see whose cellulite looked the worst on their summer holiday or find out what Jo from S Club 7 ate in a day, or shopping the trending style because it promised to slim our waists.


The collateral damage: our self-worth and our net worth


Billion-pound industries aside, there’s more to the money side of our diet-fuelled childhoods than meets the eye. Growing up in the toxic era of diet culture that ravaged the eighties, nineties and noughties, under the ever-changing standards of what a woman should be, many of us developed a deeply damaged view of ourselves and our worth. In some cases, that has also had a huge effect on the way we see money.


Convincing an entire gender that their value lies in their thinness and their appearance was one of the patriarchy’s more lucrative ideas. Create the problem, sell the solution. Bingo.


Because where our focus goes, our money flows. If you love art, you’ve probably spent some sweet coin on a nice brush or a bougie set of pencils. If you love fashion, you probably like spending money on clothes. If you’re trying to learn a language, you might splash out on a course (or, if we’re back in the nineties, a Rosetta Stone CD).


So it’s no wonder, then, that when your focus is your weight, looking thin and fixing yourself, your money flows towards those things.


When I think back to the things I spent money on in my pursuit of thinness . . . A few bucks every week on celebrity magazines revealing the secrets of Tyra Banks’s meal plan, and selling the promise that it’d get us her body (no mention of wealth, privilege, time or genetics, obvs). Ten pounds on some cellulite cream dubbed ‘the next big thing’ by a women’s talk show host (which, by the way, was so fucking weird. You put it on, sat down and waited for it to get all hot and burny. Look, it promised you’d lose weight sitting on your ass. You can’t blame a girl for trying it).


I used to spend about £50 a month on this slimming tea that you drank morning and night. Annoyingly, this actually did ‘work’, in that it deflated my belly and made me feel quite light, though that was solely down to the fact it had laxative properties.


Putting aside the fact that I was paying 50 bucks a month to risk public diarrhoea, what all this came down to was a vicious cycle of spending on a problem that simply didn’t exist. It was a manufactured problem that conveniently convinced me to pour money into buying a solution.


Diet products do really well at upholding this cycle. They are never going to work long term. But while there’s a lot of focus on the health implications of yo-yo dieting and losing weight and gaining it again (and rightly so, it’s catastrophic), there’s not all that much commentary around how much this costs women in future financial confidence. Not only do we lose money that could’ve been used elsewhere, we miss out on so much more. We’re told our worth lies solely in how we look. It serves the patriarchy well for us to outsource our self-worth to a jeans size or a number of wrinkles, because these standards are keeping us distracted, and keeping us spending.




‘You don’t look five-star enough’


When I was 21, I went for an interview in London for my first ‘proper job’. It was in the marketing department of a five-star hotel, so I slid into my nicest Zara dress, did my hair and off I went. The only problem was that I was absolutely streaming with some sort of flu. My body hurt, I was snotty and congested (think Emily at the benefit in The Devil Wears Prada), and the last thing I wanted to do was go to London for a job interview. But such was the competitive state of the job market, I could hardly cancel because I had the sniffles.


Despite my stuffy nose, watery eyes and the threat of a cough creeping up on me for the entire hour, I actually interviewed really well. They seemed to love me, and I had experience working in hotel marketing thanks to a placement I’d done for uni.


I had a hunch I was going to get a second interview, and I was right. Yay, go me! There was just one problem: they didn’t like the way I looked. Well, in their words, I didn’t look ‘five-star’ enough.


The horror.


I should probably clarify they didn’t say this to me directly. It reached me because an old co-worker of mine worked at this place, and before my second interview, he reluctantly let me know that my physical presentation was the only problem they’d had with me. Some people say he shouldn’t have told me, but to be fair, he just wanted to help me out by giving me a nudge to dial up the corporate vibes for the next interview.


I was pretty hurt and angry, but probably not angry enough. This was 2013, and, look, we let a lot of stuff go back then. But how dare they comment on how I looked?!


I turned up to the next interview with a slicked-back bun, a pencil dress and a sassy attitude. I got the job, and then turned them down. Ha! While I wasn’t necessarily in tune with how fucked up it was for them to mention my appearance, I did know that I was going to struggle there if appearance ‘standards’ were so strict that a snotty nose could count against you.


This wasn’t the only time in my career that my appearance has been called into question. I was let go from a restaurant job because I didn’t look ‘polished’ enough. I was continually pulled up on being dressed inappropriately at another office job (literally all I was doing was existing in a curvy body, wearing clothing that wasn’t any more scandalous than anyone else) and a London recruiter once called to tell me that a prospective employer ‘couldn’t believe’ what I was wearing. I was wearing a white shirt through which you could see a very faint pattern detail of my bra. *gasp!* What’s worse was I’d really turned it on for that interview. I thought I looked great. But I was a curvy size 14, my teeth were crooked and I had boobs that instantly sexualised any attempt at corporate dressing that I could afford with my £6-an-hour income.


Much like we were conditioned by the diet industry to spend our money on being as light as possible, we’ve had decades of further conditioning around the standards we need to meet to be employable, costing us money in both the resources it takes to maintain these standards, and also the money we lose when we can’t.


We’re paid less, and with that smaller amount of money we need to spend a lot more than a man to remain good enough.







‘Are you wearing the—’ ‘Chanel boots? Yeah, I am.’


The media we were surrounded by growing up also played a part in our fractured relationship with money. From gossip magazines and reality TV to sitcoms and movies, the narratives we marinated in were anything but conducive to women’s financial empowerment.


Transformation porn


‘Transformation porn’ was a hallmark of women’s media for much of my adolescence. You know, the stories with the big reveal moment when the woman is finally worthy because she’s lost weight or hidden her tummy or had her hair done or fixed her teeth. Watching these shows further solidified my belief that the most critical priority in my life needed to be a thigh gap, and that I was one rebrand away from finally being good enough. Whether it was Trinny and Susannah teaching women how to hide their bellies with waist belts, America’s budding Next Top Models in their makeover episode or Andi Sachs in The Devil Wears Prada in *that* iconic scene where she gets a makeover from Nigel and stuns the whole of Runway, we came of age drooling over transformation porn.


Nothing sets us squealing like the big reveal of a transformation. We thumbed through them in magazines, we dreamed of our own rebrand and any time anything went wrong in our lives or anyone hurt us, what were we encouraged to do? Give ourselves a makeover. Capitalism loves a heartbroken woman with a credit card. We developed an entire culture around reinventing or rebranding ourselves after a breakup, so much so that the concept of reinvention bled into every area of our insecurities.


We get hopped-up on changing ourselves from the outside—and spending money doing it—but we forget that we’re still the same person on the inside. We cut our hair, change our clothes, get a manicure, buy a new lipstick, and probably, in more modern times, get Botox or fillers. We do all of this in an attempt to reclaim our identity, to take back some sort of control, to squash down the crushing pain of not being enough.


But no amount of Victoria Beckham bobs, or hair extensions, eye-widening mascaras, plumping lip glosses or sculpting dresses will help us heal that pain, or change the person we are. And the longer we believe that we need to change, the longer we’re kept in that cycle.


One rent-controlled apartment on the Upper East Side, please!


Our favourite TV shows were a big part of our generation’s coming of age. They gave us an idea of what life would be like in our twenties or thirties, and got us excited for adulthood. Yet somehow I’m still waiting for my flashy magazine job and gorgeous inner-city apartment that I can comfortably afford along with a thriving social life and a model-worthy wardrobe.


There’s a lot to be said about how money is depicted in fictional media. Despite there being entire teams of people hired to work solely on the continuity of the plot and the characters, money somehow slips through the net. I guess to some degree it has to. Sex and the City would’ve hit differently if Carrie’s financial behaviour was at all plausible, wouldn’t it? What these shows did, though, was give us a false understanding of what it meant to be a grown-up. Of what our ‘normal person’ salaries could really afford us and the types of lifestyles we could lead.


I don’t know about you, but growing up watching shows like Friends and Sex and the City, I’d admire these characters with jobs writing for a newspaper or working in a restaurant or in fashion and living these comfortable lifestyles filled with shopping sprees, trendy apartments and cocktails. The affordability of these things was seldom mentioned. Again, I understand why to a degree, but it all contributed to our avoidance of the financial side of existing.


What sitcoms do really well is depict a relatable, everyday experience of unremarkable people just going about their lives while simultaneously representing an experience that’s, financially, almost utopian. Characters very rarely have money issues, and if they do they’re short-lived. There’s almost never financial conflict, stress or worry, and rarely any evidence of their financial priorities or how they manage to afford coffee-shop coffee and bills and cocktails and designer footwear. Lifestyles are rarely compromised due to financial constraints. And, perhaps most notably, people from different jobs, backgrounds and levels of privilege can seemingly all exist together with not a sniff of financial incongruence.


There was that one episode of Friends where Joey, Rachel and Phoebe (the actor, the waitress and the masseuse) admit to Ross, Monica and Chandler (the palaeontologist, the head chef and the . . . transponster? If you know, you know) that they can’t afford to go to a popular concert and that their salary discrepancies have been an issue for a while. But after a brief altercation, the issue of money isn’t mentioned again.


There was also that episode of Sex and the City where Carrie realises she’s a bit of a hot money mess compared to her friends. She wants to buy her apartment but has no savings. The bank calls her an ‘undesirable candidate for a loan’. And suddenly she’s abundantly aware of how her financial mistakes have set her back over the years. Carrie famously claimed that shopping was her cardio, discovered that she had spent more than £20,000 on shoes and declared that she liked to keep her money where she could see it—hanging in her closet. In fairness, we do get a glimmer of financial stress in this episode, even a whiff of the privilege conversation, as Carrie snaps at Charlotte, who got outright ownership of her Park Avenue apartment as part of her divorce settlement. But the financial conversation is over as quickly as it started. Carrie borrows the money from Charlotte and everything moves on as if nothing ever happened. Carrie doesn’t seem to adjust her financial behaviour and continues to live an aspirational lifestyle.


Now, I’m not blaming these shows for our generation’s financial woes. Sometimes a bit of incongruence is necessary in order for a story to capture an audience, but I think it’s an important reflection when looking at the state of financial literacy and financial engagement among the millennial generation. The messaging we grow up with plays an important role in the way we come to understand the intersection between money and lifestyle, and the implausibility of our favourite characters’ financial experiences could’ve had, to varying degrees, an impact on how we viewed our own finances in early adulthood.


The shopaholic trope


Remember the days when shopping was a legitimate hobby? When women would aspire to have girly days trotting around cities or malls with bags and bags of purchases stacked up on each arm? Going shopping with my friends when I was sixteen was as much about living out my dream of being like Cher from Clueless or Rachel from Friends as it was about hunting down a new blue mascara (what was I thinking?!).


Relating to the women portraying these financial behaviours only serves to keep us behaving that exact way. It’s no wonder that women who grew up in a shopping-obsessed narrative continue to hold the belief that retail therapy is the answer to our problems.


Even if these messages didn’t infiltrate your understanding of money all that much, you certainly weren’t often seeing women engaging in positive money management.


On the rare occasion that money was mentioned in the TV shows that reigned when we were young—speaking more specifically to the fictional ones—the women we looked up to were generally portrayed as financially reckless at worst, and financially disengaged at best. In How I Met Your Mother, Lily Aldrin was portrayed as the shopaholic with secret credit cards, and Barney Stinson fulfilled the role of the admirable wealthy bachelor. Lily was shamed for her splurges, but the price of Barney’s life-size storm trooper wasn’t ever questioned.


We didn’t see women navigating their careers against the gender pay gap, we didn’t see anyone budgeting or hear any whisper of a spending plan. We didn’t know people’s financial priorities, how they afforded their lifestyles (probably because they simply wouldn’t have), or what kind of financial help they may or may not have had.


I want these memories to remind you that the stage was never set for us to be Good With Money. If you’ve spent more of your life wishing for a thigh gap than you have building up a pot of savings, it’s absolutely not your fault.




The playground of consumption


One of the biggest challenges facing our generation is the messaging we’re constantly surrounded by from the external world. Throughout history there have always been temptations and opportunities to spend money on things we don’t need, of course, but over the last decade, a culture of consumption has permeated every aspect of our lives.


We live in a time of immediacy. A thought can be turned into a social media post in seconds. We know exactly where our Uber is at any given time (and we crack the shits if we don’t). We see someone using a product and before they’ve even finished telling us what it is, we can be on the webpage and adding it to our cart.


It’s a far cry from the world we grew up in. We would send texts without read receipts, wait until off-peak call times to ring a friend, book a taxi with no idea when it would arrive, wonder how old a celebrity was without immediately googling to find out, or order a pizza with zero ability to track its journey to our house.


Back then, you’d see outfits on TV or in magazines and if you wanted to get them, you’d need to physically find them at a local store. If there wasn’t one in your town, or they didn’t have it in your size, then no dice—unless you fancied a road trip. Now, we see a photo or video of that outfit online and can order it right to our door with just a few clicks. All before our brains have even registered whether we actually want or need it.


All of this immediacy has made us reliant on having our needs met in an instant. Every answer is just a google away. Anything we want can be ordered in seconds.


Over time, we have become accustomed to this swift transition from wanting to having, and have started to need more and more stimulation. It’s like a game of Hungry Hungry Hippos inside our heads, chomp chomp chomping for satisfaction.


It’s why we get bored of that dress we couldn’t wait to tear open after one wear. It’s why we think we need four pairs of almost identical but kinda different boots. It’s why we have multiple makeup palettes. It’s why we get more excited by the thought of a takeaway than by the food that actually arrives (more on that later).


We’re coasting through our lives on a consumption-fuelled mission for more, more, more. And the external world is giving it to us—for the small price of our financial safety.


Being Good With Money requires us to make positive financial decisions in our everyday lives. Every pound we spend is a pound we don’t save, every purchase is a choice between having and not having. But in the modern world, our ability to make good decisions is being tested more than ever.


How we buy


If you were sitting at a pub trivia night and one of the questions was ‘In what year was the first product bought and sold on the internet?’, what would you guess? Well, open up your trivia bucket because I’m about to drop the answer and it’s probably a lot earlier than you’d have thought: 1972. (If that question ever comes up at a trivia night and you get it right because you read this book, send me a DM, okay?)


In 1972, a group of students at Stanford University and MIT conducted an online transaction using APRAnet, the very earliest iteration of the internet. The product? A small quantity of weed. (Classic.)


They only used the internet to arrange a meeting place for the transaction, so many argue it wasn’t really true e-commerce. That didn’t happen until 11 August 1994 in Philadelphia, when a man entered his VISA details on the internet, purchased a CD for USD$12.84 and subsequently received it in the mail. Aside from the Stanford students’ weed mission, this was the world’s first e-commerce transaction. The following year, Cadabra Inc.—the company we now know as Amazon—launched as an online bookstore, and the world changed forever.


Interestingly, not everybody realised the significance. The New York Times ran an article about the Philadelphia CD transaction, titled ‘Attention shoppers, the internet is open’, but it wasn’t front-page news. In fact, it was hidden away several pages into the newspaper, as though it was just another story of a dude geeking out with his mates. Most people thought nothing of it.


That’s how I remember much of the conversation about e-commerce and the internet growing up. I can vividly remember hearing someone say, ‘They say you’re going to be able to buy stuff on the internet. I can’t understand why you would? I’d never put my card details into the computer, how ridiculous!’


. . . yet here we are.


Less than 30 years ago, shopping online was something we didn’t think we even wanted, and now it’s part of our everyday existence.


Depending on how old you are, you might have some memory of how things used to be in terms of shopping, consumption and spending. Maybe you remember getting your pay packet from your first job in cash with a handwritten slip of paper, or you remember putting your card details into the internet for the first time (I did it in the mid-2000s, when I ordered a pair of pink flip-flops with campervans on them for Mum’s birthday. I was so terrified that I withdrew all the money from the account at the ATM in case hackers somehow got my details and stole my money.)


How rapidly things have changed.


In many ways, the evolution of e-commerce isn’t a particularly bad thing. Technology evolves and it puts products and services in the hands of consumers. More companies can reach more customers, and our needs can be met more easily and quickly as systems and services evolve.


But there is a more sinister side to the explosion of e-commerce that I believe impacts our ability to be Good With Money. The widespread commercialisation of just about everything means that the world we live in is peppered with opportunities to hand over our money. We can buy anything, any time, and get it delivered, all without having to leave our homes. While this is convenient in many ways, think about the fact that at one point in time, our homes were a safe haven from spending opportunities. Now, all of that temptation follows us everywhere we go. We can drop the equivalent of a week’s rent scrolling on our phones when we’re unable to sleep, make a major purchase while waiting for a train, or get tempted into buying something we didn’t know existed five seconds ago with a simple tap on social media. We get effectively no respite from the endless opportunities to spend, and we’re able to turn to spending whenever we have the slightest urge. You only have to look at the Covid-19 lockdowns of 2020 and 2021 to see how easy it is to spend money from the comfort of our own homes.


The evolution of e-commerce has meant that the friction between us and consumption has been all but eliminated, with just about every facet of the transactional experience optimised to make it easier for us to spend money.


Think about the way we pay for things. In stores we’ve gone from having to write cheques or withdraw cash, to being able to swipe a card and sign, to being able to use a PIN number, to being able to tap a card, to being able to tap our phones. Online, we’ve gone from typing in our card details, to having those card details remembered for us, to being able to check out with the double-click of a button or a scan of our faces.


While it’s nice to have a seamless experience, all of these ‘improvements’ to the way we transact make it easier to spend more money. There’s a concept in human behaviour called ‘the pain of paying’ that captures the negative emotions we feel when paying for a product or service. When we’re acutely aware of the money we’re parting with and we’re connected to the fact that we’re handing it over, we’re less likely to spend. And, so, while we all love to travel light thanks to Apple Pay and Google Pay, these ‘upgrades’ to our transaction experience actually serve to reduce the pain of paying by creating psychological distance between us and our money. The less in touch we are with the act of handing over money, the more we spend and ding, ding, ding! The less we have available to save.


Buy Now Pay Later


In 2016, Klarna partnered with Arcadia Group to bring ‘Buy Now Pay Later’ to the UK. We didn’t know it at the time, but the way we consumed was about to reach a whole new level of fuckery. You could now buy something that cost £100 in small, regular instalments without taking out a credit card. No credit checks were done and you could sign up in a matter of seconds. What’s not to like about that?


Well, a lot. The industry blew up to become multiple different providers offering credit with all the pros of borrowing and none of the cons (or so it seemed). People were lining up to open an account and chucking sneakers, tech and fast fashion hauls in their carts, ready to slice and dice into payments they could actually afford. But BNPL marked a dangerous turning point for consumption.


Now, I know hating BNPL isn’t an original idea, but I want to talk about the way BNPL has changed how we behave.


The more widespread BNPL has gotten, the more accustomed to using it, or at least knowing it’s an option, we’ve become. BNPL is incredibly attractive to our brains thanks to anchoring bias. When a price is broken down into four instalments, we risk allowing our brains to anchor to that lower number and draw conclusions on affordability based on that smaller amount, rather than the broader impact of the full price. As a result, we make decisions on bigger purchases as though they’re much lower in cost.


Our purchase decisions depend greatly on the perceived value or enjoyment we’re getting from a product and the number of obstacles we might need to overcome to acquire it. By conditioning our brains to consider a £100 purchase as though it’s actually a £25 purchase, BNPL providers have shifted our decision-making processes.


There is solid proof that BNPL helps us spend more. Retailers actually make more money when they offer BNPL. Read that again: retailers make more money when they offer BNPL. Not only do more people convert—make a purchase—but the average amount they spend is higher too.


This is the biggest reason why I always encourage people to really dig deep when it comes to their use of BNPL. Even if you’re paying off all your instalments on time, you might be spending more than you would have if it weren’t available.




The multiplatform problem


As the BNPL sector has grown, more and more providers have sprung into the market. Such is the nature of capitalism, I guess. But this is where the issue of BNPL has quantum leaped into dangerous territory. In the absence of a credit check, a customer could conceivably open five or six or seven different BNPL accounts with different providers. A £1,000 limit might sound relatively harmless in isolation, but when multiple accounts land in the hands of one vulnerable consumer, a larger amount of debt can form, and fast.


The debt we accrue through BNPL is arguably much more messy than other forms of debt, like credit cards or personal loans. These platforms don’t generally work on a balance accumulation model. Rather, you pay off each item individually on its own repayment schedule, which can get chaotic.


Say you open four BNPL accounts, each with a credit limit of £1,000. Your total debt potential is now £4,000. For each transaction, you make four repayments. If you make four transactions on account one, you’ve got sixteen repayments to make on that account alone. Make a further two transactions on account two, and there’s eight more. Make an additional three transactions on account three, and there’s twelve repayments there. And then one final transaction on the fourth account, giving you four more repayments to factor into your mental load. That’s forty repayments to be made across ten transactions.


Keeping up to date can create a lot of chaos in your money management system and leave you open to mistakes that could cost you in late payment fees.





Our obsession with NOW


How annoying is it when you tap your card for your morning latte and the little circle loading thing goes round and round and round? Or when you type something into Google and the answer you’re looking for doesn’t just pop up? Or when you open Instagram and the pictures aren’t fully loaded?


Annoying.


But why is it SO frustrating? It’s literally only a few seconds! To put it simply, the evolution of technology has primed our brains to want everything right now.
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