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To my immigrant parents:


Thank you for leaving the only life you ever knew behind to give me a future you could only dream of. Your sacrifices became the foundation of the opportunities I was given, every story I tell, and every half-baked idea I dare to chase. This book, and all that I am, exists because you believed that your only child could carry the weight of two hearts’ worth of ambition. I love you.


To my husband, aka Boo:


You are the greatest man I have ever met. You are my fiercest advocate and most trusted confidant, who sees greatness in me even when I cannot see it in myself. You push me to play bigger, dream louder, and never settle for anything less than extraordinary. Thank you for holding my hand in every triumph and through every challenge. Marrying you was the best decision I’ve ever made. I love you.


To my future kid(s):


I didn’t have rich parents, but you will. I love you.










A note for international readers



Money can feel confusing, intimidating, and – let’s be honest – sometimes like it was designed to keep you out of the room. That’s true whether you grew up in New York, Newcastle, New South Wales, or anywhere else in the world. Well Endowed was written to change that feeling. At its core, this book is about helping you feel conﬁdent, capable, and in control of your ﬁnancial life – without shame, jargon, or gatekeeping.


If you’re reading this edition outside of the US, you might notice that some of the speciﬁc tools, accounts, and resources referenced in this book are rooted in the US ﬁnancial system. There’s a glossary at the back, but while the names of products may change (a 401(k) here, an ISA there), the most important parts of this book were never about the labels. They’re about how you think about money, how you build habits that actually stick, and how you create frameworks that work no matter what currency is in your bank account.


Because money psychology is universal. The fear of ‘doing it wrong’. The pressure to keep up. The guilt around spending. The anxiety of not knowing where to start. These feelings don’t stop at borders, and neither do the solutions. Understanding why you make the ﬁnancial choices you do – and how to make better ones consistently – is the foundation of long-term wealth everywhere.


Throughout Well Endowed, you’ll learn how to align your money with your values, set up systems that build security and stability, and focus on progress instead of perfection. You’ll learn why building wealth isn’t about being ‘good at maths’ or being born into the right family, but about having clarity, conﬁdence, and a plan. These principles apply whether you’re discussing money in your relationships, saving for a ﬁrst home, or ﬁguring out how to invest for the future in a way that feels right to you.


Think of this book as a guide, not a rulebook. You’re not expected to copy every strategy exactly as written – you’re encouraged to adapt them. Take the frameworks, the mindset shifts, and the habits, then plug them into the ﬁnancial tools available to you wherever you live.


My goal with Well Endowed has always been simple: to help you feel less stressed and more empowered about money. You’re not behind. You’re not bad with money. And you’re exactly where you need to be to start. Let’s get you Well Endowed – on your terms.










Introduction



In the fifth grade, I got a part in the school play. We were putting on Annie, and young Vivian Tu was cast in the role of . . . Orphan Duffy.


And I was pumped.


Understand, this play was the hot ticket in town. Kids were desperate to get a part, to the point of crying and getting their parents to call the school and complain when they were cast as “random orphan number five” with no lines.


But not me. Because I, Vivian Tu, was lucky and talented enough to get a speaking role.


Ironically, I don’t remember a single line of dialogue or any of the songs. But I do remember what happened after the show: Everybody’s parents showed up with flowers, a camcorder, and a big Mom-and-Dad hug at the end.


Everyone’s parents but mine, that is. Because they had to work.


For my parents, being Chinese immigrants, coming to this country (and not speaking the language at first) meant jumping into an environment where they felt that they were in constant survival mode. They had worked hard to get here, and they kept working, hard and often, to make ends meet and provide for our family.


Certainly, their prioritization of money bought me some creature comforts. They kept a roof over my head and food on the table—and eventually paid for my education. My parents did not spend money on themselves, but they did on me. They would buy me the newest Neo-pets game, Fruit Roll-Ups from the grocery store, and even an MP3 player when they first came out—whatever little things I wanted. Sometimes it seemed as though that might have been in exchange for feeling bad about missing the ballet recitals and the soccer matches. All because they had scrimped and saved and worked All. The. Time.


That was why they missed Annie. They missed my stage debut as Orphan Duffy. When the performance was over and all the other parents were mobbing the hallways and congratulating their kids, my parents were waiting outside in the car to pick me up and take me home.


In that moment, I made a mental note: I’ll never do this to my kid.


Because to young Vivian Tu, nothing was more valuable than having that time with her parents.


Fast-forward to more recent times. I had just treated my parents to a luxury vacation overseas. And when I say luxury, I mean I spared no expense—we’re talking first-class tickets from the United States to Asia, the baller suite at every hotel, prepaid Michelin star meals. For the final leg of their trip, I’d booked them flights to come visit me in New York on their way home. Their first morning here (after they took a li’l jet lag nap), we went out for dim sum. By the time we wrapped up, I still had another hour or so free before my next meeting.


And what did I do in that moment, as my parents—whom I rarely got to see now that I was an adult—were hanging out in my living room?


I opened my laptop to answer emails.


Thankfully, halfway through checking my inbox, I paused and had a little What the hell am I doing? moment. Yes, I’d spent all that money on gifting them a vacation—one I knew they’d enjoyed and had been thrilled to receive. And I’d earned that money by working hard—which was what I was about to pick right back up doing on my laptop. But I failed to realize that the most valuable part of the grand voyage probably wasn’t the plane tickets, the eighteen-course tasting menu, or any of the other things I had leveraged my monetary wealth to obtain. It was my time. With them. The thing young Vivian Tu had been so desperate to have.


Now, you could choose to see this as a story about toxic hustle culture, but it’s actually a story about value; not just getting or having money but using it to get what you really want out of life. It’s about what it means to apply that wealth to something that actually matters: not fancy stuff (or a ton of zeroes in your bank account) but security, stability, and time, for us and for the people we care about.


The conclusion I came to in that moment was this: I know the price of everything but the value of nothing.


As someone who prides myself on being financially savvy, whose entire brand and business is built on expertise in that area, that was . . . kind of an alarming conclusion to reach.


As Your Rich BFF, I teach people how to be smart with money. I’m an ex–Wall Street trader and financial educator, after all. And I’m the bestie to a community of over 10 million people online and around the world who are helping one another get rich and stay rich. I firmly believe that not only can everyone learn the basics of financial literacy, they should.


In my first book, I laid out the essentials of how money—earning it, banking it, investing it, borrowing it, and (alas) paying taxes on it—works. I taught you how to maximize your income, grow your savings, wind down your debt, and more. I taught you basically everything I know about how to be smart with money.


And being smart with money is great—it’s crucial, really. But to get the most out of your money, to put your money to work creating a life in which you and your loved ones are safe, secure, and stable, you need to be wise with money. You need to spend strategically.


That’s what this book is all about. If Rich AF was about “how to maximize your money,” Well Endowed is about “how to maximize your life using that money.” It’s the essential manual for how to spend your money in a way that builds wealth and aligns with your larger, long-term life goals. After all, it’s not enough to have money; you need to leverage it. You need a strategy for how to use it wisely so that you can secure the life you want, spend time with those you want to, and pass down a financial legacy. You need to understand the value of your dollars, your time, and the people in your life.


If all that sounds intense, I get it. This stuff is important—but with me, it’s not going to be boring or serious. (I mean, I made the title a dick joke. I’m basically a twelve-year-old boy.) So jokes about family jewels aside, I do want you to become well endowed. In this book, I’ll give you the behind-the-scenes, inside-track intel on how to navigate big-ticket money decisions. Think of it not just as the insider’s guide to things such as sharing finances with a partner, kicking the tires on major purchases (literally), and setting up retirement and end-of-life plans but also as a guide to optimizing your mindset.


Now, I am one of the least woo-woo people you will ever meet. I am not talking about manifesting wealth with your thoughts or cleansing your money aura or whatever. I’m talking about understanding what you want, why you want it, and what you’re willing to do to get it—because ultimately, value is nothing more than a measure of how you feel about the money you spend. And no spreadsheet is going to be able to total that up for you. Yet even though money exists to bring us that value in life, strategically using that money is a basic life skill we tend to write off—or aren’t taught in the first place.


I know that people can master the financial basics and still . . . struggle. Not struggle to pay their bills or make ends meet so much, but struggle with the bigger, life-ier decisions that can’t necessarily be solved with a good budget or a better understanding of investing. It’s these often overlooked decisions that are the key to obtaining true wealth in the physical and emotional senses. They have long-term repercussions—and almost no one talks about how important it is to get them right from the get-go:


Should I buy a house now, or should I wait for rates to drop?


Can I justify car payments? And should I lease, finance, or buy a vehicle outright?


How are we going to handle our finances if we get married?


Can we afford a kid? A dog?


What is a trust, and should I get one?


What will happen to the people I love most if I get sick and can’t work?


These aren’t questions of “How much will this cost me?” but questions of “Is this worth it to me?” And that’s a much harder kind of question to answer.


Anyone can read a price tag and see how much something costs. Maybe there’s a little fancy math involved if there’s a loan, maybe there are some terms and conditions to pick apart, but at the end of the day, it’s cold, hard numbers. Anyone can master the basics once they know the rules. But learning the rules to figure out the value something has to you? Where you can spend your money to get the most of what you want in the future and the least of what you don’t? That’s a lot trickier.


For one thing, a lot of us are living in very different environments from the ones we grew up in—but we’re still holding on to the values we learned through osmosis in childhood. I don’t mean values such as “Treat people with respect” and “Stand up for what you believe in”; I mean the value of a dollar to you. Unfortunately, very few of us have frank money conversations with our families; no one taught us things such as how and when it’s “worth the money” to buy versus rent or have one, two, or no cars (or kids). If our parents did give us advice about “getting your money’s worth,” it might not be relevant to us by the time we need it; your parents may have been able to have two kids and a home by age twenty-five, but you might be thirty-five and struggling to make the rent. Conversely, you might have grown up in a paycheck-to-paycheck house and now pull in a healthy six figures. Even if you’re still chilling in the same tax bracket you were raised in, odds are that your relationships, home, job, friend group, and/or general lifestyle don’t exactly map to those of your family of origin. Bottom line: More often than not, we don’t end up getting the guidance we need on how to use our dollars wisely.


For another, the odds are good that you’ve run into a life scenario that you just didn’t know was a thing. For example, when it comes to strategic money-planning stuff such as trust funds, prenups, owning multiple properties, making an estate plan, and so on (things that, not coincidentally, have been low-key gatekept by rich people for years), you might straight-up not know what your options are. (And even if you’ve heard of them, they can be exhausting or intimidating to figure out.)


Finally, there are those big, life-y things you know are “worth it,” that you might intellectually understand have value, but just . . . never get around to doing. You feel too (fill in the blank: poor, old, unimportant, stupid) to (fill in the blank: make a will, get a mortgage, plan your retirement). Or you feel as though you’re too far down the road with whatever choices you already made and are too embarrassed to course correct. Or you’re just plain avoiding the inescapable reality of death. (Sorry if I’m the one to break it to you, but you will die one day, RIP.)


My point is that it’s no wonder most people don’t have a real, meaningful understanding of how to leverage their money to get the most value. Leveraging those life decisions well can result in long-term growth of your assets, your money, your time, and your life. If we don’t know how to spend strategically, we get in over our head (or stick our head into the sand), and when we don’t know what to do, we default to what we learned while growing up. (In my case, that was “When in doubt, work.”) We don’t know about or fully understand the legal and financial tools at our disposal to safeguard the money we’ve earned.


The result? We end up spending money on the wrong things, not spending money on things that could really benefit us in the long run, and generally failing to get what we really want when it comes to our financial goals and our life.


Well, not anymore.


Here’s how this book can help: I’ll start off here with a little value system detox, breaking down how and why we got to this place of confusion, mixed messaging, and downright ignorance about what is actually worth our hard-earned money. Then I’ll show you how to get the most value from yourself—by evaluating how and why you buy things, understanding how to calibrate your internal sense of time spent versus money spent, and more. After that, we’ll dive into the big life decisions, from buying a car or a home to tying the knot and having some kiddos to planning for the future of yourself and your loved ones. I’ll give you the strategic tools and tricks you need to make the best decision for you and your future every time. I’ll show you how smart, value-based spending on almost every life decision can grow your money in a way that will enable you to have the time and the ability to secure your future and your legacy—which will allow you to secure the most valuable thing there is. And, spoiler alert, it’s not a thing at all. It’s people. The time to be with them. And the ability to take care of them.


That is the best and most critical way to deploy your dollars in life. Yes, the traditional markers of wealth—luxe vacations, VIP dining experiences, shopping sprees, and bottle services—are great (trust me, they are), but tell me that you wouldn’t trade all of that in a heartbeat to get a few more good years with someone you lost too soon—or even just another few good years for yourself. I know it’s hard (or morbid) to futurecast and think in those terms, especially when there’s all that good stuff to spend on within reach right now. But I guarantee that before you realize it, one day will become now, and the diagnosis, the accident, the natural disaster will be real and right in front of you. And you don’t want to wait until then to realize what’s truly valuable, the one thing you can’t get more of: time.


Young Vivian Tu knew that when she desperately wished her parents weren’t so busy with work. Present-day Vivian Tu, I’m happy to report, got the memo and shut her laptop to spend some more quality time with her parents. Having the people you love together, healthy, happy, and secure; what else do you want from life, when it comes down to it? What else could be more worth your hard-earned cash?


That, besties, is value. That is ultimately what every dollar you spend should be working toward—that sense of security, stability, and time with the people you love. Because that? Is truly priceless.









Part One


Optimizing for Value


Real talk: The first step in securing true wealth is looking out for you. This starts with a value-based detox to help you change your mindset. Only then can you learn to optimize how you think and live in order to maximize your income, your savings, yourself, and your life—not because you can’t rely on other people but because you are the only one who can know what you want, don’t want, and care about deep down inside. (Not to mention that if you don’t take care of yourself, your self will fall apart—and then how will you be able to get any enjoyment out of life?) Understanding what’s worth your hard-earned money—why and how you buy things—requires reclaiming your mind from the con of consumerism and recalibrating it to recognize how to optimize the value of time spent versus money spent.


So let’s drill deep on what it means to get right, think right, and do right by yourself so that you can tackle the rest of your life (social, financial, and otherwise) in the best possible shape and state of mind.










Chapter One



Deinfluencing Your Brain


While I was growing up, my parents and I very rarely went out to eat, but when we did, we would go to a Chinese buffet.


But that was not just dining out; it was a competitive sport.


I, as a child, always wanted to start with carbs, which anyone who competitively all-you-can-eats knows is not the correct strategy. So while I went right for the pizza and fried rice—which of course were right up front so as to lure you in—my parents would basically slap my hand away: “That’s not how you eat at a Chinese buffet.”


Instead, we had a system: We would stand next to the seafood section and wait for the server to bring out crabs, lobster, shrimp, and fish from the back. We would stock up on those, then eat our way through them before moving on to the meats. After that, we were allowed to have vegetables, but only the expensive ones such as snow peas—not salad. Finally, if we could still breathe or button our pants, we were allowed to have carbs. By the time we left the place, that buffet would have lost money on us; that was how ruthlessly efficient we were at eating.


Looking back, those buffets were probably $23.99 per person, which might not seem like a lot now but was a huge luxury for my parents back in the day. And while as a kid I never understood why I had to start with shrimp and work my way down to noodles, I now understand that my parents, given their financial situation, wanted to maximize the value for their money.


For me, because of the life lessons I was taught at a Chinese buffet, optimization feels like a birthright. The idea of maximizing value for money, no matter what temptations are trying to lead you astray, has been deeply ingrained in me. But it’s important to acknowledge that most people don’t receive an education on the difference between value and price or how to see (and ignore) the signals that are trying to derail you from your prudent financial path. And when you don’t have a strong and grounded inner sense of what’s worth your money, it is easy—nay, trivially so—for corporations and marketers to swoop in and try to convince you why their product is worth your money!


So here’s the rewind: We didn’t get to this point of misvaluing things out of nowhere. It wasn’t an accident, but it also wasn’t some kind of moral failing on our part. It has been a slow burn, and it’s been a long time coming.


I’m going to unpack just why we tend to value the wrong shit, how consumerism became the bedrock of our modern society, and how marketing manipulates us into using our money in ways that don’t actually get us the life we want. Before we go any further, I’m going to give you a little lesson that is part economic history, part media studies, and part sociology—as well as some inside intel from my time in ad sales. I’ll tell you this not to scare or shame you but to lay the foundation for how you can optimize your money and find security and stability, even when this is the context you’re operating in. Optimization is the bedrock of understanding how to get rich and stay rich—both in material items and in life. Without it, we cannot distinguish between needs, wants, and what will actually bring us value.


These days, I don’t go to a ton of Chinese buffets, but the last time I was back home, I went to one with my parents. Without thinking or asking, I got my first plate of food and returned with eighteen oysters. You would have thought I had won the Nobel Peace Prize the way my dad was beaming at me when I sat back down. I’ve really seen that kind of pride from him on only a few occasions, such as my college graduation and when I got my first job.


The point is, once you understand the forces in play around you, learn the rules of the game, and understand how to use them to get what you want, you’ll make optimization second nature.


Consumerism Is a Long Con


You know how on historical TV shows, you often see the same character wearing the same outfit for the entire season? Like, even the rich-as-hell Crawleys on Downton Abbey had a limited wardrobe they’d rotate through.


The thing is, when you’re watching those shows, it seems normal, right? You think, “Okay, this person is living their life in this one dress,” not “Ew, look at this dirty loser wearing the same dress for six months.”


Now compare those historical dramas to another television classic, Lizzie McGuire. Lizzie is cornered by mean girl Kate, who tells her, “Lizzie McGuire, you are an outfit repeater”—the most wounding thing possible. (Of course, Lizzie, by the end of that episode, is like, “I may be an outfit repeater, but you’re an outfit rememberer, which is just as pathetic!” Touché, girl.)


But Kate’s kind of right: However comical it is, there’s an expectation that we need a new outfit for every event we attend. This isn’t just expensive and isn’t just terrible for the environment; it isn’t really necessary: the average American woman owns at least a hundred items of clothing.1 Do I genuinely think that if someone sees me in the same navy blue blazer twice, they’ll assume I . . . what, don’t wash my clothes? I have a washing machine. Dry cleaners exist.


So how did we get here? Why do we own, buy, and lust after so much more stuff than we need or even want?


Clothing’s an easy place to see this play out, but the reality is that in every aspect of our lives, we live in a consumer culture in which, basically, you are what you buy. Consumerism is like the Matrix: It’s everywhere, it shapes our reality, and we’re not trained to see it for what it is. But once you do see it, you can dodge some serious bullets.


Seeing consumerism for what it is isn’t easy. It’s foundational to the way we live, baked into our society for generations now. To unsee it, we need to look back at history—and probably not history the way your textbook taught it.


Let’s start with the Industrial Revolution, when the horse and buggy was still a thing but big factories were starting to open up shop. As mass manufacturing started to make goods faster and cheaper, there was more stuff available to buy and at drastically lower prices. At the same time, newfangled things called mail-order catalogs (the TikTok shops of their day) were bringing shopping to people’s living rooms with Parcel Post and Rural Free Delivery (the Amazon Prime of their day) making it easy for even farm dwellers to have the latest goods.2 Meanwhile, in cities, department stores such as Macy’s and Gimbel’s created an entirely new shopping experience—as in, they invented the idea of shopping as an experience, with elaborate displays, welcoming environments to linger in, and restaurants and tea rooms to keep shoppers’ energy up.3


Suddenly, shopping wasn’t a chore; it was a pastime. Prior to that, the idea that shopping was in and of itself a fun activity did not cross most people’s minds.


Now, there’s a little problem with shopping as a leisure activity: You can do it only if you, you know, have money to spend. Realizing that limiting factor, retailers debuted installment plans, which allowed people to buy now but pay later (with a little interest tacked on, of course), and Americans jumped at the chance, especially to finance a new category of consumer good, the automobile.4


So by the late 1920s, America was full of big stores crammed with shiny stuff to buy for no money down. What could go wrong?


The Great Depression, that’s what, and also World War II. Times were tough, but that extended period of economic hardship ultimately created an even bigger pent-up desire to buy nice things again when the dust settled. And buy people did.


In the postwar period, Americans were prospering, thanks to government programs such as the GI Bill, and with that economic stability came a whole new way of life: new houses full of new appliances in new suburbs, where you needed a new car to drive around. Plus, because fewer and fewer families relied on their older kids for unpaid labor, young people between the ages of thirteen and eighteen suddenly had leisure time and pocket money, and marketers quickly cashed in on that “jackpot market” with a boom of teen culture–focused goods from saddle shoes to prom dresses.5 And with almost 86 percent of American households owning a TV by 1959 (up from just 9 percent in 19506), mass advertising could now find people in their own living rooms and show them all the latest and greatest goods they were missing out on.


The way we bought things got simpler, too. The layaway buying plans of the early twentieth century got a technological upgrade in the form of credit cards. Now, rather than having to maintain a line of credit at every individual store, consumers could carry a single American Express or Diner’s Club card to charge all kinds of purchases simply and quickly.7


The late 1960s and 1970s saw the rise of more and more dual-income households in the middle class and above (whereas previously a home with two adult earners usually had two adult earners only if they were seriously strapped for cash). Add to that the increasing pressures of maintaining whatever the midcentury equivalent of a Pinterest-worthy home was while working a career, and a whole new market for convenience products emerged: cheap, designed to be disposable, but handy in a pinch.


By the 1980s, owning stuff as a status symbol was basically a given. The so-called yuppies (young urban professionals) dropped their paychecks on designer sportswear and fancy sushi dinners to show off, while teenagers flooded to shopping malls as their default hangout.


In the 1990s, big-box stores—Target, Walmart, Bed Bath & Beyond—became the new hotness,8 not only promising shoppers that they could get everything they needed in one quick stop but also enticing them in with gimmicks (Kmart blue light special, anyone?) and limited-time sales (Black Friday officially became the busiest shopping day of the year). That was also the era of “it” toys such as Beanie Babies, Furbies, and Tickle Me Elmos that successfully created so much hype that people would pay four-figure sums (in nineties dollars, no less!) to own them—or really to be able to brag about owning them.


But obviously, the biggest game changer was the internet, which gets us to more or less where we are today. What started with the convenience of being able to buy or bid on something from the comfort of your own home has now become the default way to shop for pretty much anything, and from one-click buying to double-tap to Apple Pay, retailers and platforms are always looking for ways to make it easier for you to part with your money.


When companies realized that consumers were getting away with paying for software and hardware just once, they changed the game up; now everything from Photoshop to printer ink comes on a subscription service, we upgrade our phones every year even though it’s pretty hard to see the leap from one version to the next, and we get roped into yet another hamster wheel of consumption. I’d call it all a big conspiracy, but let’s be real: It’s pretty obvious that they’re doing this. And we play right along: Instead of replacing a dead laptop battery or getting a blouse repaired at the tailor’s, we throw them out and just buy new ones—which is terrible for the environment and our finances.


That said—and with the history lesson over—being trapped on the consumerism hamster wheel is not a personal failing or flaw; it’s not even in any one person’s, or even one company’s control. Ultimately, consumerism is driven by the simple fact that companies are for profit, and the goal of every for-profit company is to make money for its investors. That’s it. It’s not to create good products for you, it’s not to change the world; it’s to turn a profit. Companies are legally obligated to make decisions that will benefit their shareholders; they don’t have to do anything to make your life better. When push comes to shove, they don’t reeeeally care about you that much, except insofar as you represent money to spend. But they sure want you to think they do. They want you to think that their products are not just the best but something you need. And they have many ways of getting into your head. Let’s first talk about consumerism brainworms: advertising.


The Psychological Aspects of Advertising and Consumerism


In Rich AF, I talked about how we don’t learn basic financial literacy in schools. Well, guess what else we don’t learn in schools? Basic media literacy, the ability to see the message behind the message: to read between the lines, be appropriately skeptical, and understand how the content (including and especially the ads) you scroll through influences your thoughts, choices, and even mood. Media literacy is crucial these days because advertising is everywhere, and it is fine-tuned to a scary degree to get you to buy stuff.


How do I know? Because that used to be my job.


When I worked in Ad Sales at BuzzFeed, I worked with brands that tried to tug at your heartstrings—because a vacation’s not just a vacation but a chance to create priceless family memories. I worked with brands that embraced the hustle culture and appealed to corporate employees by emphasizing maximizing their efficiency and becoming better at work so they could earn more money. I worked with brands that promised that the sooner you buy its skin care products, the sooner your life will be good, finally. I worked with brands that promised “If you buy this mattress, you will never have a bad night’s sleep again.”


Basically, we used every marketing tactic in the book. And notice that most of them aren’t just saying, “This product is the best at what it does; buy it.” That’s because advertising isn’t supposed to prove that something’s the best; it’s supposed to create a need.


Here’s the deal. Every single product has what’s called a total addressable market, or TAM. Say you’ve got an eczema cream: There are only so many people on this planet with eczema, so that’s the start of the TAM. But of those people, some people can’t afford the product, some people’s insurance companies won’t pay for it, some people’s doctors won’t recommend it. The TAM is everyone who has a need that a product can fill and who is able and willing to pay for it.


When a company starts out, it can reach only a very small portion of the TAM organically—through word of mouth, basically. By using advertising and marketing, however, it can reach more of its TAM, spreading the product gospel. But not only that: By using psychological tactics, companies can actually bring people into a TAM and expand the available pool of potential buyers. Ultimately, the goal isn’t just to tap into as much of the existing TAM as possible, it’s to expand the TAM as much as possible.


This is where advertising tactics can be particularly powerful and persuasive. It’s why Pedialyte started partnering with influencers to soft-promote its children’s rehydration solution as a hangover cure. It’s why Ozempic went from being an effective diabetes treatment to a weight loss solution to a way for skinny celebs to get even skinnier. The bigger the TAM, the bigger the potential profit.


If you don’t know what those tactics are, it is so easy to get sucked in by them (I know I still do sometimes). So let’s run down just how and why advertisers mess with our heads and get us to pay for goods and services we may not need.


Emotional Appeal


We spend money to feel good—or not to feel bad—and advertisers know it. That’s why instead of just giving you the facts about how good a product is and letting you come to a rational conclusion, they tap into feelings: happiness, fear, nostalgia, empathy.


A luxury car ad uses fast-paced cuts to get your pulse racing. A charity ad shows you sad puppies in cages to make you feel compassionate. An ad for hard seltzer shows you hot young singles having fun at a pool.


The images, clips, colors, and music that come together to form even the blippiest of short-form ads do not arise by accident; they’re tailored to a specific emotional vibe that you’re supposed to associate with a product or service’s producer.


Things to ask yourself:




	Do I want the product in the advertisement, or do I want to be a character in the advertisement?


	Am I projecting personal changes that may come as a “result” of purchasing this product? Do I realize that this is actually quite unlikely?





Beauty Standards and Gender Norms


So much of our existence as human beings has been deeply impacted by the marketing world, and the media in general. We’ve been fed an unattainable beauty standard based on celebrities who say, “Oh, I just gua sha!” when they’ve actually had a facelift.


If you ever partake in retail beauty and “hot girl” stuff, I probably don’t have to explain the mentality. It’s like “If I get lash extensions, I’ll be hot.” “If I get lipo, I’ll be hot.” “If I have this moisturizer, this serum, this mascara, this lip gloss, I’ll be hot.” You won’t be any hotter than you are now, unless you’re making massive plastic surgery changes, in which case more power to you, but it’s not necessary.


It’s not just our ideas about what it means to be attractive and successful that come into play. I’d argue that our modern concept of what it means to be “feminine” or “masculine” comes mostly from advertising, too. To wit: Men didn’t start giving diamond engagement rings until De Beers launched a campaign that basically made doing so the expectation (and shamed you for being too cheap not to spend money on a diamond), and women started shaving their legs only because razor companies wanted to sell twice as many razors and made up a gender norm around it.


It gets to the point of absurdity: Take my husband’s deodorant, which is called “sports drive.” What does “sports drive” smell like, I ask you? Or the shaving cream I once bought in “cashmere rain” scent, which makes equally no sense because neither cashmere nor rain has a particularly distinct smell.


Bottom line: The human need to be accepted and admired is powerful, and by making their products the key to that magical land of perfection and ideal form, advertisers can squeeze juuuust a little more money out of you.


The reality is that of course you don’t need one more product to be hot, beautiful, or pretty. You need to address the root concern: Why do you want those things? Is it to gain the attention of others—your peers, or potential or actual partners? Is it because you feel inadequate at something—work, life—and are trying to buy your way to confidence? The solution isn’t to buy another thing; it’s to buy therapy.


Of course, it’s more than okay to want to make changes to be your most beautiful, confident self, but you need to know why you’re doing it: Is it from a place of confidence or a place of insecurity and fear?


Things to ask yourself:




	Do I ever find myself trying to overcompensate for my perceived shortcomings by throwing money at a problem?


	Are there parts of me that I do not like? If so, before I use money to fix the issue, is there a way I could improve the situation that is already under my control and free of charge?






Social Proof


If you’re contemplating making a major purchase, what’s the first thing you do? Read reviews, right? Or otherwise just get trusted, unbiased opinions. Companies know this. They splash their home pages with everything from five-star reviews to real-time (well, “real-time”) notifications that “Sara from New Jersey just bought the Odette Settee in Espresso!” to fabricate a sense of “Real people are really buying and liking this.” Or they run ads featuring “real customers” (together with tiny disclaimers at the bottom stating that the people were paid for their time and not just, like, brand superfans). Especially for “disruptors” or relative up-and-comers in a given industry that don’t yet have the name recognition and trust that Coca-Cola or Starbucks has, social proof can subconsciously make people feel as though that product and its maker are trustworthy (while maybe also engineering a little FOMO to boot).


Things to ask yourself:




	Do I know a real live human person who owns this product and likes it?


	Do the celebs and influencers promoting this product use it themselves, or does this feel like a onetime cash grab?





Anchoring Bias and the Decoy Effect


In a famous study from 1974, psychologists asked participants what percentage of African countries belonged to the United Nations. But beforehand, they gave people a random number. What they found was that people’s answers varied depending on which random number they heard before hearing the question.


This is anchoring bias at work: the idea that when you’re in a decision-making situation where you aren’t fully sure what to do or what the “right” answer is, you anchor yourself to the first suggestion you’re given. This typically shows up in a situation such as salary negotiation: If your interviewer throws out $70,000 as a starting salary, you might subconsciously anchor to that number and counter with $75,000—even if you were hoping for $85k minimum.


Manufacturers and retailers love this bias. It’s why they slap those “original price” stickers on sale tags: to make you think that you’re not spending $120 on a jacket, you’re saving $80 on a jacket that was $200! (Never mind that it probably never isn’t on sale.) They’re selling you the illusion of a deal as much as they are the product.


The decoy effect is another principle that companies deploy to hinder our ability to compare factors such as price and size. For example, one of my favorite pastimes is watching a movie in theaters, and my favorite thing is obviously the snacks, but those snacks are famously priced using this trick. Say a small popcorn is $9, a medium is $12, and a large is $13. If you’re the average person, you’d opt for the large, right? (I would.) This is the decoy effect in action: If the options were just small and large, you’d likely pick based on the amount of popcorn you wanted, but when there are three options, people rely on comparison. Since the “decoy” of the medium size is present and it’s only a dollar less than the large, you’re tricked into thinking that the large is the best value overall, and the theater gets more of your money.


Things to ask yourself:




	How often is this product or service on sale?


	Am I buying this thing because I need/want it or because it feels like a “good deal”?





Reciprocity


To see this one in action, look no further than Costco. You’re strolling through, pushing a cart full of bulk-buy toilet paper and laundry detergent, when a friendly employee hands you a sample of fancy cheese. You didn’t even want cheese, but now you feel the urge to buy a block. Your social brain is wired to reciprocate, to give something back because someone gave you something for free. Before you know it, the cheese is in your cart.


The same thing happens with those “We’re giving you 15 percent off!” emails; you weren’t even thinking of buying a new pair of boots, but knowing that the company was generous enough to offer you a discount? You feel compelled to return the favor. Or “Try for fourteen days for free”—sure, you could return that pair of leggings, but the company was so nice to let you try them out and they’re pretty nice even if they’re a bit out of budget, so . . .


Things to ask yourself:




	Is the product or service something I’d buy if I hadn’t been given a sample or discount?


	Even if I’m getting a good deal, will I actually use said purchase in my day-to-day life?





Gamification


Those “Buy ten, get one free” punch cards are so last century. Companies have turned buying their products into full-on minigames, complete with points, levels, challenges, and rewards, which turns our natural human instincts for achievement, competition, and gratification into forces for spending.


Take Starbucks, for example. You earn “stars” for each dollar you spend, which takes the cash amount you’ve forked over and turns it into a fun abstraction, divorcing it from feeling like “real” money. Making more purchases promotes you from basic-ass green tier to deluxe gold tier, which taps into your competitive side. And you’re bombarded with limited-time “challenges” and power-ups that leverage the feeling of FOMO and get you to Act Now. Plus, the app’s visual tracker taps into the feeling of being “almost there” and ordering just one more cold brew to hit the next level. It may feel like just fun and games, but it’s real-life money flowing from you to the company, and it works: these days, 40 percent of Starbucks’ total sales are due to its rewards program.9


Of course, Starbucks isn’t the only culprit. Everyone from Chipotle to Sephora uses these tactics, and damned if they don’t work.


Things to ask yourself:




	Do I find myself increasing my spending on certain brands or at certain times of the year based on extra incentives?


	If so, had those incentives not existed, would I frequent the business as often or purchase as much?





Diversity Sells


In recent years, there has been a huge shift in how companies present their products. Not only are the models and actors in the marketing campaigns looking less and less like the flawless white housewives of the 1950s, but some companies are going so far as to address and acknowledge social justice issues outright. Which is heartwarming, and also 100 percent money motivated.


Diversity sells. The reason that every birth control and yogurt ad features a range of beautiful women who look as though they’ve come from a meeting of the United Nations is not that drug companies or dairy producers are suddenly megawoke; it’s because audiences beyond middle-class white people have gained considerable spending power, and they’re trying to court their dollars.


That’s not to say that these campaigns can’t have positive effects if they serve a genuine need (makeup products for a wider range of skin types, products that are usable by people with physical impairments) or donate some funds to a nonprofit cause (though you best believe that the companies are getting tax write-offs for their donations), but don’t be fooled into thinking that big corporations are doing this out of the goodness of their hearts.


Things to ask yourself:




	Does the business I am giving my hard-earned money to truly believe in the causes and social initiatives that matter to me, or has this been a more sudden or recent development?


	If a business does claim to support certain causes, has it put its money where its mouth is through charitable donations, community programming, or investment in those causes?





Targeting


I saved the biggest and most sinister tactic for last: targeting.


When I worked at BuzzFeed, advertisers would work with us not just to run ads on BuzzFeed itself but to pay for certain audiences. We would target by geography. We would target by age. We would target by gender. We would target by ethnicity (not directly but through aligning with content targeted at certain ethnicities). We would target by sort of made-up demographics such as “household CEO,” “pet parent,” and “tech enthusiast.”


In other words, we weren’t just promising sales volume. We weren’t just saying to marketing agencies, “Hey, we can get your products on a website that gets 10 gazillion eyeballs a month.” We were saying, “We can get you in front of 2 million Latino millennials living on the East Coast,” or “We can get you access to 3.5 million stay-at-home moms with kids under five.” We were precise. And we could do it because we had data. So much data. On everybody.


To be sure, companies have always targeted their advertising by dem-ographic (we’ve all seen Mad Men). But back in the preinternet days, the data any company—any stranger—could get about you was limited. You could get a name and address from a phone book (remember those?), documents such as marriage certificates and home deeds from county records, maybe a person’s political affiliation, and then you could always make some educated guesses based on those facts. If a person signed up for a store loyalty card, that was a big one, too: Yes, they’d get a discount on their weekly box of Cheerios, but in return, General Mills knew that they were a loyal customer.


Now, though? When you visit a website, there’s a tiny tracker on the page called a pixel: it’s literally that size, a 1 by 1 pixel, typically in the corner, and you can’t see it. But that pixel sticks to you like a barnacle and follows you around even when you visit other websites. It links your clicking and browsing and searching activity to your social media accounts, then throws that all together with the demographic info you fed into Facebook and basically fills in all the little details into a paint-by-numbers picture of you, the consumer.


These tracking pixels are why when you browse a store website for a pair of shoes, those shoes then follow you around the internet. You read an article, and there in the middle of it are the shoes. You’re scrolling Instagram, and boom: shoes. By the third or fourth time you see them, you might think that it’s divine intervention, as though the cosmos wants you to have them—and so you buy them.


But no; it’s the internet overlords who want you to buy the shoes. They want to sell them to you because when you buy the shoes, Google gets paid (for selling your search data), the affiliate marketer gets paid (for driving you to the shoe website), the shoe manufacturer gets paid (for selling you its product)—everyone is incentivized for you to spend money.


Even crazier is the fact that with the rise of social media, companies have found ways to weave together entire personas. So they don’t have to assume, Don Draper style, that a Le Creuset pan should be advertised to upper-middle-class women. They can target foodies. They can target chefs. They can target couples who just got engaged and are probably looking to upgrade their stuff with a wedding registry. They can even target people who have searched for “le creuset pans.” So not only are they targeting people who’ve already looked at a product and making that product stalk them like Joe Goldberg in You, they’re also targeting anyone with a high likelihood of wanting the product before they even know they want it.


This stuff works. How could it not? Surprise, surprise, the girl whose boyfriend is googling “engagement ring sizing” might be in the market for a white dress very soon. Surprise, surprise, the eighteen-year-old whose best friend just bought a laptop for college might also want a laptop—and maybe some bedding and a minifridge for their dorm, too. Like a lot of other people, I knew that I was leaving some kind of breadcrumb trail behind me, but I didn’t know the extent of it until I started working in digital media sales.


The thing is, even as someone who has seen the back end, who has helped set up campaigns to target people, I still fall for them. I tell myself, “Come to think of it, I really do need this For Love & Lemons dress that I’ve now seen eighteen times.” Yeah, no shit—you saw it eighteen times because you lingered on the website for a full three minutes. Companies know they’ve got you hook, line, and sinker—one little nudge, and you’ll pull the trigger. So if it feels as though marketing is getting into your head—well, it is.


Things to ask yourself:




	Have I cleared my browser cookies or cache in a minute?


	Do I really need this, or can I just not escape seeing it on the web?


	Have I tried putting the item into my cart, X’ing out of the tab, and seeing if I remember it seven days later?





How Social Media Makes Marketing Even Worse


I am not a social media doomer—obviously. This is not me being like “Internet bad” or moralizing about screen time. But I also recognize that social media has crafted a perfect environment for marketers’ psychological tricks to multiply exponentially, like a petri dish for consumerism. So I want to highlight a few ways in which we as a generation of consumers are uniquely subjected to forces driving us to spend more money.


Social Media Warps What “Regular” Means


Back in our parents’ generation, it was about keeping up with the Joneses. We looked across the street with binoculars at those in proximity to us, roughly people who did the same things, worked the same jobs, had the same amount of money, and we compared the little minutiae of life. We knew who had the flat-screen TV or who got the new station wagon, but only within our little geographical area.


Now it’s a different ball game, because since social media has been introduced, suddenly we are able to look behind the curtain at the most intimate moments of other people’s lives. We can see how they live, where they live, what they do, what they eat, even if they’re wildly outside our peer group. Suddenly we’re seeing a level of wealth that is unattainable for 99.9999 percent of the population, and keeping up with the Joneses has become keeping up with the Kardashians.


But it’s not just the ultrawealthy who alter how we see our lives. Social media has an insidious middle ground of “relatable” influencers: MomTok vloggers with spotless suburban kitchens, travel Instagrammers taking lavish vacations despite being “normal girls.” They’re normal people in that they’re not celebrities, but at the same time, they’re not normal normal—and, unfortunately, that’s making us think that a happy life is very different from the one we have.


Social Media Builds Up the Bandwagon Effect


This can lead directly to a psychological principle known as the bandwagon effect, which is hopping on the bandwagon and making decisions based on what everyone around us is doing. When you see everyone else in your neighborhood driving a Tesla, you start to think you need one, too. When you see girls on Instagram carrying a new designer bag every day, you may feel compelled to buy a few yourself. And when you see people going on vacation weekend after weekend, you might start to think that that is normal and you should be doing it, too. What we don’t see is how many of those people have large amounts of credit card debt or that their lavish vacation might actually involve eight people staying in one room. Because you don’t see the army of things going on behind them, the assistants and hired help and family money or whatever’s underpinning their lifestyle, you think, “I guess I have to buy the KitchenAid mixer and the Ninja CREAMi because she did.”


Social Media Is a Series of Highlight Reels


When you’re near your neighbors, the literal Joneses, you see not just the fancy parts of their life; sure, you see their new SUV, but you also see that the husband and wife do not talk to each other and don’t seem very happy or that they’re both working twelve-hour days to be able to afford their lifestyle.


But on social media, you get to see only the car. You don’t have to see the rest of a person’s life because you don’t live next door and it’s artfully kept out of view. The highlight reel deprives you of that dose of reality and the effort it takes to get those things.


Social Media Is Trying to Make Money Off of You


Speaking of earning money: Your incentives and those of the people and brands you follow are probably not aligned. You don’t realize that the reason your favorite influencer has an unlimited budget for cool knickknacks from Anthro and the Stanley cup with all the doodads that go on top is that she’s making affiliate revenue when you purchase those items. The tiny text in their bio or on their site saying “Hey, just so you’re aware, we may or may not make money from any of the links you click on,” the one that most people ignore? That’s why they promote the products they do: They’re getting a cut. This is true even of “review” websites such as Wirecutter, the Strategist, and my alma mater BuzzFeed: from “best humidifiers” to “best travel credit cards” to every Christmas list roundup, you better bet they’re making money when you click. Most companies’ incentives are not there to help you be a smart shopper; they are there to make money for shareholders, to be a for-profit company, and to generate cash.


What to Do About It: Understand Why You Buy


Let me tell you a story that both is and isn’t about ripped jeans. When I was in middle school, I went to the mall with my girlfriend, and we ended up each buying the same pair of ripped jeans. After I got home, my mom found the receipt in the bag, and it basically started World War III. My mom and I had the biggest fight. She chewed me out hard, saying that those stupid ripped jeans weren’t practical, they were so expensive, and I didn’t understand the value of a dollar. Now, as a child, I had only one argument, which was “But . . . but . . . Lindsay bought a pair, too!”


My mom wasn’t having it. “Yeah, well, Lindsay’s dad’s a lawyer, and your parents are not millionaires.”


I stormed up to my room, distraught and sobbing. I wanted those jeans so badly, and now I felt humiliated.


That was when I first realized, starkly, that money is different for different families. It was a really painful experience but one that shaped my worldview and path going forward. Because that was also when I made the decision never to be limited by a lack of money. While some kids wanted to chase their passion for being an art historian, I wanted to chase money because I deserved ripped jeans. That was truly the impetus; my mom told me that my family wasn’t wealthy, and because of that, I felt I didn’t deserve ripped jeans, even though my girlfriend had bought the exact same pair. That really hurt.


Obviously, those ripped jeans are not something I’ve kept and cherished forever. But as I said, this isn’t really a story about ripped jeans; it’s about the psychology of value.


There’s a theory that says whatever you felt you lacked as a child is what you try to purchase as an adult. For example, when I think about my childhood—ripped jeans aside—at a certain point, there was enough discretionary income to satisfy my material wants. But at the same time, both my parents worked, so I didn’t see them much. And because I didn’t spend enough time with the people I loved and cared about while growing up, I now spend all my money on vacations and experiences to be with friends or my partner. I overdo it on those.


For other people, if their parents were bad cooks, they spend money on going out to eat or fancy kitchen gear. If they always felt bored at home or had risk-averse parents, they might become event people, going to concerts, skydiving, backpacking around the world. (Ironically, years later, my mom told me that while she was growing up, she hadn’t had money for nice clothes and the kids at school had made fun of her—so now her impulse is to spend any extra money on beautiful outfits. Go figure.)


Regardless of that theory, the truth is that how we value things, and how we use money to obtain that value are ultimately driven by our psyche. Most of us can cover our material needs enough to keep our human body alive; we may not have the swankiest apartment or the fanciest clothes or the organic-est food, but we can keep the machine running for another twenty-four hours. For everything beyond that, our emotions more than our animal needs tend to take the wheel.


That’s why understanding the consumerism soup we’re all swimming in and the mind games advertisers and media use is only half the process. The other half is understanding ourselves and what it looks like for us to pursue security and stability.


Ultimately, we have only so many days on this planet, and it’s up to each of us to make the most of them—to play along with the rules of the game and still get as much as we can out of them. On planet Earth and in our capitalist society, that means having money and spending it. And because we have only a certain number of hours in a day and during those hours we can garner only a finite number of dollars, we have to be mindful of how we’re spending them. If we’re not, we might spend them on the wrong stuff—stuff we might enjoy in the moment but come to regret spending money on in the long term.


Time is the only resource you can’t buy more of. Every one of us is born with a finite amount of time, and it only gets smaller as we go on. You can be born poor and die rich or be born rich and die poor. You can be born middle class and die middle class. It doesn’t matter; time is the thing you can’t get more of. And the last thing you want to feel at the end of your limited time is buyer’s remorse.


So let’s close out this chapter with a little introspection. Ask yourself:




	What am I trying to achieve with my money?


	I don’t mean like “I want to have groceries in my house” or “I want to own a Lambo.” Work backward from the material to the emotional: If you spend a lot on date nights, is it because you want to be closer to your partner? If you drop thousands of dollars on your work wardrobe, is it because you want to be better respected in your professional life?


	What am I insecure about? What did I lack as a child, and what could I be compensating for now?


	I’m talking about deep-down kinds of insecurities—not just “I hate the way my teeth look when I smile” but “I never felt pretty growing up.” Marketers are eager to prey on those feelings, so recognizing them in yourself (and thinking about how you can really use your money to contend with them) is a huge step forward.


	How am I spending money to gain time?


	Whether that involves getting more time back in your day or creating more quality time with the people you care about, this is a key question. Lifestyle upgrades and material things are all well and good, and I’m not arguing for not spending on them. But it’s terrifyingly easy to take the people around us for granted and assume that we’ll have access to them forever, and if we don’t consciously make a point of spending our money to safeguard ourselves and the people we care about, it can just not happen, and then it’s too late.





Money Management To-Dos for Chapter 1





	Keep an eye out for psychological tricks in the wild: The next time you see an ad, be it as you’re swiping on your phone or as you’re waiting for a bus, see if you can identify which of the mind games described in this chapter is at work.


	See what dirt advertisers have on you: For each of your social media accounts (the major ones, at least), navigate to your account settings and look for a section called “Ad preferences,” “Personalize your ads experience,” or something similar (it probably won’t be easy to find, sorry to say). Poke around in it and see just what demographic attributes the site is using to target you—you might be surprised (or horrified). You can (and probably should) opt out of as many targeting categories as they’ll let you, so go ahead and do that, too.


	While you’re at it, the next time you find yourself refreshing your feeds for the millionth time that day, open your email and unsubscribe from all the marketing emails you see. Do this for thirty seconds a day, and you will drastically cut down on the amount of marketing you’re served.


	Ask yourself the three “Why do you buy?” questions, and think deeply about your answers. Write them down if you feel so moved.
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