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Praise for Feel-Good Finance



“With relatable acuity, Feel-Good Finance offers the wisdom and tools to free yourself from the emotional baggage weighing down your money mindset. You can heal yourself and your wallet, all at the same time.”


—Heather Boneparth, lawyer, coauthor of The Millennial Money Fix, and cocreator of the The Joint Account newsletter


“Whether you’re struggling with student debt, budgeting, or saving up for long-term goals, Feel-Good Finance will help you tune in to your mental well-being for a life of meaning and authentic connection. Understanding yourself and how you behave with money is necessary to financial wellness. We all deserve financial wellness and Aja walks us through the psychological side to making that happen.”


—Tiffany Aliche, New York Times bestselling author of Get Good with Money


“Feel-Good Finance is a breath of fresh air in a world saturated with finance books that often overlook the true drivers of our financial behaviors. As the cofounder of Trauma of Money, I see the crucial need for Aja’s approach, which goes beyond mere financial literacy to address the deep-seated psychosocial factors influencing our relationship with money. This book is an essential tool for anyone looking to heal their financial wounds as a result of collective, generational, or relational trauma and scarcity and reclaim generational wealth.”


—Chantel Chapman, CEO and cofounder of Trauma of Money


“Feel-Good Finance takes us on a journey we all need to understand and heal our relationship with money. With empathy and heart, Aja guides us through understanding the root of our money beliefs and empowers us with the tools to align our money with our values.”


—Farnoosh Torabi, author of A Healthy State of Panic


“Aja Evans takes readers on a journey through money’s deeper levels of meaning with warmth, wisdom, and wit. In Feel-Good Finance, she offers a practical guide to learning to heal and grow yourself, not just your bank account balance.”


—Amanda Clayman, financial therapist
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This book is dedicated to baby Aja and to
anyone who has ever felt bad about themselves
because of money. You are not alone.










Chapter 1



Where Shall We Begin?


It’s a night to remember as you’re out for a celebratory dinner with friends. The wine is flowing freely, and the shared dishes keep coming. As laughs and conversations die down, the check arrives at the center of the table. The energy shifts almost immediately. You’d barely notice it but for the slight pause in the conversation. Someone’s hand reaches, kicking off the chain reaction of everyone making a show of bringing out their wallets and purses. You’ve just landed smack-dab in the middle of the ultimate question for a night out: Who foots the bill? Or at least what portion?


So many of us have done this dance, navigating how to pay the bill at a group event—whether it is a birthday dinner, bachelorette party, or reunion group meal. We often find ourselves stuck in our feels, downing our last mimosa and wondering how the ten-person bill is going to be handled. Not having the conversation about the pending bill beforehand can lead to some dicey situations, but those discussions must be had. Across the internet, these conversations are less uncomfortable, perhaps due to the anonymity the web provides. Whether on podcasts or online forums, folks often ask the tough questions: Does the host of the party pay? Should the person being celebrated contribute to the bill? Does each family pay for themselves or split the entire bill for everyone? Were the attendees all aware of the price of the restaurant before going? What happens if you don’t drink? The list of scenarios is endless.


When I first moved to New York City in 2014, I was offered a job that paid $60,000. To be honest, before I actually started living in the city and collecting my paycheck, I thought I would not only feel rich, but I would be rich. (Our ideas about high income rarely end up panning out the way we envision them.) In 2014, the US Census Bureau reported that the median individual American salary was $53,657.1 So, in the grand scheme of things, $60,000 was a lot of money for a single person without many responsibilities—more than the combined income of some households. I would have plenty of money, I thought.


I spent accordingly, going out for happy hour with friends, making it rain at brunches, shopping, and traipsing around New York as if I did not have to worry about anything. I was wrong; I most definitely needed to be worrying about money. At the time, I kept my car and the note that went with it. I was, and still am, paying off my student loans. I was commuting once a month via car to Boston to maintain a relationship with my now husband, and on top of all of that, I was attempting to maintain a lifestyle that, frankly, I could not afford.


I wouldn’t have been able to articulate it at the time, but it felt important to keep up with my peers; if I couldn’t afford something (that I deemed reasonable), it felt like some deep insult to my sense of self. When I went out with my friends, who frequently had larger salaries than mine, I felt like I needed to blend in, look the part, and belong. At the time, this meant throwing down my card at the group dinner, agreeing to split the check, and ignoring my urge to tally what everyone got and compare. As much as I wanted to bring it up, something stopped me. I wasn’t yet brave enough to push against the barrier inside of myself. I also wasn’t ready to admit to myself that these consistent actions would ruin my mood and my financial well-being. Don’t get me wrong, I was having a blast, but I was swiping on hope and a prayer, trying to check my balance on my BlackBerry under the table and moving money to escape overdrafting.


And I purposely hadn’t even gotten a cocktail like everyone else. I only got water.



Our Money Stories



The narratives we develop around our money are based on a variety of factors, including our lived experiences, the experiences of our family members, and even intergenerational and historical trauma. Financial literacy and money management aren’t often skills we are all explicitly taught in adolescence, and while personal finance gurus have told us it’s “all about education,” my experience says that it is most certainly not just about the numbers. While financial education is important, how you understand yourself and how you interact with money will always play a role in what you do with it and how you ultimately feel about it. The vast majority of us are financially struggling not only because of what we do with our money but because of how our feelings impact our behaviors and, therefore, our wallets and bank accounts.


Like many of my peers, in my twenties, I felt like I should be more ready, more prepared, or more on top of things. The fact that I had entered adulthood, scored a “big girl job,” moved into an apartment, and was becoming more self-reliant made me feel like I should know exactly what to do. The messages I internalized from a young age told me I was an adult at eighteen. So, as a newly minted “adult,” being thrust into the “real world” armed with my degrees, I was supposed to have some amorphous internal guide directing me toward all my wildest dreams. Unfortunately, adjusting to that level of responsibility takes time, even if the major responsibility is for yourself. This feeling increased tenfold when I became a parent. To be honest, the level of confidence, maturity, and direction I feel at thirty-seven is what I anticipated feeling in my midtwenties.


In talking to people, both personally and professionally, I have learned that at some point we have all felt like we should be looking to someone more senior to be in charge when, in fact, that someone is you. It is interesting how our child mind views wealth compared to reality, a reality that’s further complicated once we start learning about taxes, interest rates, and debt-to-income ratios. For many, no matter their age, the display of cars, clothes, vacations, and homes feels like insight into how much money someone has, but what I started to understand in my midtwenties during my financial awakening was that being rich and being wealthy were two very different things. Being rich to me is more about wealth signifiers, the aforementioned material items and luxury goods that signify someone has discretionary money to spend. Being wealthy is more about the money you don’t see—high net worth, valuable assets, and smart investments. It’s the money that isn’t liquid or easily spent, that can be passed on for generations. There are plenty of people who are extremely wealthy but don’t “look” rich. And this is where people get caught up. Instead of having conversations about the nuanced nature of actual wealth, finances, and our own experiences with money, we put these discussions off for another day that conveniently never comes and focus our attention on material items we’ve gained or hope to attain. And this lack of in-depth money conversations is likely the culprit behind our ill feelings toward money as a collective.


Here’s the truth: Talking about money is hard. People have a variety of unspoken rules and expectations about how to handle all types of money situations, often rooted in their own personal narratives and history with money. And we so rarely talk about it. But that ends here. Oh yes, friend, we are going to talk about money and—shocker—I want you to dive into understanding your relationship with money and really swim around in it. Why? Because we need to be able to talk about money to change how we think about it and disentangle from all our unhealthy money mindsets and narratives.


Think of this book as your financial awakening and the tool kit to begin addressing what you uncover in the process. The information we’ll cover here will help you change how you think about and behave around money so you can live your best life, whatever that may look like for you. Instead of feeling uncomfortable, confused, or unsure about your finances, you will have the tools to explore the origins of your relationship with money, understand how your current money mindset came to be, and choose the financial behaviors that work best for you so you can feel confident in your money moves now and in the future. By the end of this book, you will be able to effectively save, spend, and invest, all while enjoying your life without fear of stepping on an emotional land mine of past money baggage that leaves you harming your financial health.



A Financial Awakening



My financial awakening began during the Easter holiday in 2015. I made the drive from Astoria, New York, to my aunt’s house in Crown Heights for dinner. Among the kids running around, pots clanking, and gospel music playing in the background, I had an opportunity to catch up with my cousin, Man (Tim to people outside of the family), who’s a few years older than me, married, and well into growing his family. I, a single woman with no children, had the audacity to complain to him about feeling stressed, mainly financially stressed. (Looking back now, the “problems” I had then make me giggle. Not that twenty-somethings don’t have problems; they do, but the irony isn’t lost on me about the difference in issues given our ages and level of responsibility. Shout-out to Man for being patient with me and my blind spots.)


As we caught up, he casually mentioned that I might want to learn more about personal finance; at the time I knew nothing. He shared, “It can be hard when you’re on your own, but learning about money and paying more attention to it could really help you harness that financial power.” He didn’t know it, but that small conversation changed the trajectory of my life and shifted my perspective just enough for me to try something new. I went home and began consuming whatever content I could find about debt, investing, and money management. He and I now joke about how our families are probably completely burnt out on how much we can sit and talk about money. What can I say? The family finances are better for it.


It did not take long for my love of personal finance to start bleeding into my work as a therapist. I found myself inviting the conversation about money and the feelings it brought up into sessions with my clients. What were they struggling with? How were they feeling about their money? Were they feeling as bad as I had felt before I got my money in check? Spoiler: They were, and I needed to help. The more I talked about it, the more I realized how much people were suffering. And here was one of the more fascinating parts: It wasn’t only about what they did or didn’t have but also what they started to tell themselves as a result.


As I did the work of diving into myself and realizing how deeply my mindset and behavioral patterns impacted my life, I continued to make connections about how our psychology influences how we behave with money. The snippets of traditional financial advice I had internalized in the past—“money isn’t emotional; put your feelings aside and just look at the numbers,” “focusing on saving is the best thing you can do for yourself,” and “women should not worry about money,” to name a few—had wronged me and countless others. You can try to separate money and emotions all you want, but it’s kind of bullshit. Anything a human does, touches, or thinks about has the potential to be emotional. To separate the two is to ask us to ignore parts of our instincts, to deny our human nature. I saw the connections so clearly in my personal and professional practices, so why did it still feel so strange to talk about? Why weren’t we talking about the very thing we all have to navigate in some way, shape, or form? Why weren’t we having open and honest conversations about money with our loved ones, partners, family, friends, or colleagues? What was stopping us?


What I found through my work was that our collective fear, shame, and vulnerability was stopping us dead in our tracks from being more open. We’re taught, in so many words, that money is taboo, a secret to discuss only with those closest to you, if that. And in the Black community, that better only include family . . . and not just any family—strictly the adults around you. But it goes even deeper than family taboos.


I saw a post on LinkedIn a while back that went into detail about the seven reasons why people are poor. Of the seven reasons, only one scratched the surface on the gross injustices surrounding a “lack of access to jobs and resources” that occur in this country. Instead, this writer chose to quickly skate over the systemic inequalities and inequities that exist in the United States for anyone who’s not a white male. As I continued to read, I felt my body getting warm with anger. When I was at my brokest, I quickly realized how expensive it was to simply exist without spending astronomical amounts of money. The looks I have gotten when I share what my upbringing looked like versus the expectation of what every Black woman’s experience must have been like, sadly, no longer shocked me. We are not a monolith! Life was good, but it was most definitely not without struggle. It’s quite ignorant to ignore what so many of us have had to go through—systematic racism, discrimination in the workplace, microaggressions and backhanded compliments, and lack of relatable mentorship, to name a few—while continuing to show up to work, live, exist, and attempt to thrive just like everyone else.


All of this plays a part in informing our mindset and relationship with our finances, and as you can see, for the most part, this foundation was laid for us without our consent. That is why I wrote this book. I cannot and will not, for another second, sit and listen to the rationalization of wealth inequality being reduced to mere mindset, a lack of emergency funds, and spending above your means. Yes, those things matter and can have massive impacts on your ability to grow wealth, but they do not exist in a silo. The financial circumstances many people find themselves in today are also cultivated by a need for survival, denial of access, limited opportunity, and the necessity to cope with a system that was not built for everyone to thrive.


Rewriting Your Money Story


Understanding how the financial system, human psychology, and personal experience combine to shape your money mindset and money narrative will ultimately impact how you behave with your money and how you feel about it. Your money mindset is the lens in which you think, perceive, view, and understand money, while your money narrative, or money story (I will use these interchangeably), is the culmination of all your lived experience with regard to what you have observed and learned about money. It includes the financial experiences of you and those around you. In a nutshell, your money story is how you make meaning about money through what you have experienced. Any intel you receive about money and finances adds to your money story.


Understanding your money mindset and money narrative is a critical part of your financial journey. Although financial education is important, it is only one piece of the puzzle. Financial education needs to be coupled with understanding yourself and your background. It helps to understand that, even when you have the best laid plan for your finances and are working the plan, life can and will often get in the way. Not only life, but you (yep, I said it) will often get in your own way, and most of the time it will be without your even knowing it.


There’s a lot to unpack here, so think of this book as your personal financial therapy session with me. Throughout these pages, we will explore your personal history and feelings about money with the goal of raising your awareness and, therefore, helping you be more intentional about your money moves. This book is for you if . . .


•you continue to feel bad about past money mistakes.


•no matter how hard you try, you feel like you won’t ever get to the place you want to be financially.


•budgeting, underspending, or overspending have made you feel uncomfortable or bad about yourself.


•you feel like you will never get it right and don’t know why.


I can promise you, you are not alone. Together, we are going to approach your relationship with money from a different angle, the emotional one, connecting what you may be feeling when you make money moves to how it impacts your mental health.


First, we will walk through the teachings and experiences that contribute to your money mindset through historical, personal, and psychological contexts. We’ll explore the messages about money your family and ancestors may have been exposed to, which contributed to their behaviors and perceived financial capabilities. We’ll delve into some of our most innate desires and needs as humans, focusing specifically on the impulse to feel connected and the impact this can have in the financial realm. We’ll shine a light on why you do the things you do with money or, in most cases, don’t do the things you think you “should.” Then, we’ll explore the process of understanding where the messages, narratives, and beliefs around money developed and how the culmination of your life experiences created your current money mindset.


Next, we’ll address five common limiting beliefs I work through with myself and my clients and how they impact what you do with your money. The anxiety that arises from an expensive group dinner is but one example of how our money stories impact our lives. From hoarding your money for a rainy day to spending it all to keep up with the Joneses, we’ll cover a range of money mindsets that may be holding you back. Throughout each chapter, I will offer financial guidance to help inform what you can do to start changing your finances and mindset for the better.


And finally, we’ll wrap everything up with your very own step-by-step guide to true financial wellness, including:


•Getting financially naked


•Defining your money goals


•How to handle debt


•The importance of different bank accounts


•Creating a money plan


•And much more . . .


So, get comfortable, get some water, and maybe get some tissues. We are about to embark on a journey to financial wellness that will help explain why your relationship with money is the way it is and where those feelings and behaviors may be coming from. Now, let’s get down to business as we begin with this question: Why do so many of us feel like we are bad with money?











Chapter 2



Historical and Personal Context


Like many things in life, but particularly in therapy, reflecting on the past allows us to better understand both the present and future. I take a psychodynamic approach in my practice, which focuses on the psychological roots of emotional suffering and is centered around self-reflection and exploring problematic patterns and relationships in the client’s life.2 It took me a long time to truly embrace it, but now that I have, I can’t unsee its value. In everyday terms, the psychodynamic approach allows my client and me to dive into their histories to figure out where their beliefs started and how they have been integrated into their current thoughts, behaviors, relationships, and life overall. In understanding how they have lived and reacted in the past, I am able to recognize patterns that may or may not be showing up in unhealthy ways. I frequently incorporate other approaches, like cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), which focuses on the person as a whole, into my practice, but I find, particularly when I am diving into money, that going back to the past is a must, and I always do my best to make it fun. We can find ways to laugh through parts of the pain.


Our relationship with money is no different from other patterns, habits, and behaviors we display within other parts of our lives. Our ways of being most frequently develop in response to our life experiences, so it is only fair that we first examine our personal history within a broader historical context, both individually and systemically, as it informs where we are today.


Let’s level with the current money landscape and be honest in saying that the racial wealth gap is atrocious. White families hold ten times the amount of wealth that their Black and Latinx counterparts do.3 Liz Mineo, a staff writer for the Harvard Gazette, stated in her piece, “Racial Wealth Gap May Be the Key to Other Inequities,” that the racial wealth gap “represents, scholars say, the accumulated effects of four centuries of institutional and systemic racism and bears major responsibility for disparities in income, health, education, and opportunity that continue to this day.”4 Sadly, the gender wealth gap provides similar numbers, with the average American woman earning about $0.82 for every dollar a man makes.5 While the statistics for Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) are worse than the gender wealth gap, none of this will do! We know that the racial wealth gaps are horrendous and continue to get worse as other marginalized identities are considered.


In spite of these life-altering inequalities, and a whole host of other implications, we have been fed a narrative that money isn’t emotional. You already know I completely disagree. How much our identities impact who we are, the amount of money we can make in society, and what we do with that money cannot be separated from the nuances of finances in general. And all of this naturally leads to big, valid feelings. So much comes up for my clients when we start getting into the weeds of their finances, and I imagine the same will happen with you. So I urge you to give yourself an opportunity to feel. Give yourself the space, alone time, and grace to allow whatever emotions may come up to just be. Don’t try to rationalize yourself out of the thought or feeling. Instead, allow it to be there. Be present with the emotion—feel it. If you need to cry, cry. If you are angry, be angry. Allow yourself to sit with the feeling and let it move through you. This is often a challenging part of the process for my clients, and in particular Black women, because so often we’ve been told, verbally or otherwise, to not show emotion, and when we do, it is taken for weakness. Many of us have not been afforded the luxury of displaying our vulnerability enough. I want to make it clear that our relationship with money is about more than just the numbers, and our very valid reactions to the numbers—our feelings about money—develop in direct response to our life experiences.


In this chapter, we will dive right in to get to the root of where these feelings come from. We’ll begin to uncover the origins of your money story and identify the impact it has on your money mindset. We’ll look at how your collective trauma, family life, upbringing, and lived experiences combine to form your money story and how this story solidifies to become your money mindset. The narratives we hear over and over often become our beliefs. I’ll also provide an example of how all these components alchemize through my own personal money story, including my upbringing in downtown Albany, my yearning for Abercrombie & Fitch, and the beginnings of my financial awakening.


But before we can begin examining our personal contexts, we need to take a closer look at our shared historical context. After all, history influences how we conceptualize the world around us. So in the wise words of BLACKstreet, “What we gonna do right here is go back, way back. Back in time.”


A Brief History Lesson


Strap in, friends, things are about to get heavy for a minute. As we know, the history of Black people in the United States is obviously fraught with tension, violence, pain, and suffering. But despite all the pain, there have also been bright spots. Our history is filled with cultural wins like Madam C. J. Walker becoming the first self-made Black millionaire, the election of Barack Obama, the gifts of Beyoncé, Oprah, and Rihanna, and Robert Smith wiping out the debt of the 2019 Morehouse graduating class. (Be like him and grow your wealth to help the community, but be better and make sure you pay your taxes.) Even with these triumphs, including the growth of Black wealth and so many other amazing advances, we have to be honest about where it started and how far we still have to go.


The lasting impact of slavery is continuously felt in how Black people are treated and viewed to this day, especially in the context of its economic impact. Dissecting the landscape in which we have been attempting to build financial stability is an eye-opening exercise. The level of wealth created from the slave trade and its supporting industries is astronomical—truly mind-blowing. Slavery literally turned the United States into a successful capitalist country. The output in cotton production nearly doubled between 1790 and 1859, creating a billion-dollar global industry. To put that into perspective, that would be equivalent to around $39 billion today. The results were so monumental, in fact, that the industry of slavery (which feels painful to say) was the United States’ biggest industry, bigger than banks, railroads, and factories combined.6


Throughout time, we have constantly battled our collective history and its impacts on our ability to build wealth. As much as I want to dive into specific examples of how Black wealth has been stifled, crushed, or stolen, it is hard to reduce the magnitude of centuries of history to a few short paragraphs. Instead, I want to focus our time together on dissecting how the historical context of our lives influences and affects how we think, feel, and behave with our money. To do that, we have to explore not only our minds but also our bodies. Why? Because the body keeps score.


What does that mean? Well, our trauma can be coded into our DNA and “saved” in the body. How? While there is a lot of research still to be done, especially focused on people of color (I am looking at you, academia and those that fund such research), researchers have learned that if a parent experiences high stress and/or traumatic events during pregnancy, the potential for the baby to experience depression, PTSD, and suicidality go up. In fancy academic terms, “transgenerational epigenetic transmission is defined as the transmission of genomic information from one generation to the next without changing the main structure of DNA.”7 That is right, folks—stress and trauma can literally be passed down genetically through generations, with each cell encoded with the trauma of our ancestors. This has nothing to do with lived experience or information learned growing up; the change in DNA is simply the starting point of life.


This is extremely important to keep in mind when we think about how Black people are treated under this country’s systems. We shall not be fooled by the global phenomenon that is Hamilton; there was no room for the opinions of Black people, people of color, or women when the US financial system was created, though Lin-Manuel Miranda’s version is most definitely a version of truth I would prefer. Looking at the financial and emotional implications of the origin story of Black people in the United States is a part of all our money stories, no matter your racial or ethnic background. I know this is a hard realization, but being aware of the potential privilege and influence of the past on our present lives is absolutely necessary.


And remember, what we may be calling “history” is not relegated to the distant past. I was shocked to learn that all women were denied access to open a bank account without connection to a man until the 1960s. Friends, that was not long ago! My mom was born in the late 1950s, positioning her to be a middle schooler when she got her first bank account. When I was told this nugget of information, I of course had some questions. Did she know she was making history walking into the bank with my grandmother? How did she feel? What was her experience like? Shit, were people staring? My mother had no idea she was part of the first generation to have a bank account without being tied to a man. Not to mention being a little Black girl prancing into the bank to open an account in the ’60s. She said she felt nothing but pride walking into the bank with her brothers and my grandmother to open her account. That is fucking beautiful.


The shift in thought over time has been immense. It is only with decades of effort, advocacy, shifting, learning, and growing that enough change has taken place to get us where we are today. Understanding that people are complex and hold various ways of identifying continues to be a place of growth for us. Intersectionality, the connection of how holding multiple identities combines to create patterns of oppression, will always be in play when we talk about money. As much as we may want or try to avoid it, identity will always influence how we are seen and how we see others, which can have ripple effects on all areas of life.


From the Collective to the Interpersonal


Why does all this matter? History influences how and what we learn, ultimately adding to how we conceptualize the world around us. Your views are informed by everything you take in from people, media, overheard conversations, and images; all information is information, no matter how big or small. This, once again, is no different with money. Can you imagine the messages your family could’ve passed down about money throughout the generations if they were given the space and opportunity to visibly heal, emotionally and financially, from the civil rights movement and before? This is how our money mindsets and money stories begin. Every bit of information you received from other people when you were young—feeling tension in the house as payday grew closer, feeling pressured to perform at school to meet the demands of your parents, or even assuming that, as a woman, you could not or did not need to make money—informed how you think and behave around money today. This applies not only to how it works but how you work with it.


Tiny humans are sponges that take in everything. Nothing gets erased or filtered out simply because it isn’t the best information. Everything you experience goes into formulating your money mindset and, eventually, your money story. Watching how others (our parents, for a lot of us) earned, spent, saved, and talked about money laid the foundation for how you would interact with it. Children start to grasp the concept of money around three years old. I remember watching my daughter at this stage, and—yikes!—it was a time for my partner and me to be really mindful of how we spoke about and behaved around money so we could pass down healthier money relationships. The groundbreaking study “Habit Formation and Learning in Young Children” found that our money foundation is solidified between ages seven and nine.8
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