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IN PRAISE OF ECHO HUANG AND OWN YOUR FUTURE

“Echo Huang is a consummate professional and world-class investment advisor. This comprehensive financial guidebook is the result of years and years of hands-on experience, observation, and learning. Her broad and deep knowledge of the complex intricacies of financial planning shines through, and it is abundantly evident that Echo is not only a CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ (CFP) Professional, but also a CPA and Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) charterholder. Though her book demonstrates mastery of technical detail and financial savvy, what is perhaps most impressive is her passion and caring for guiding individuals through the complex maze that is financial planning. Furthermore, Echo walks the talk, as she is the living embodiment of the ‘American dream’—in her financial advisory practice and in her personal life.”

Clayton W. Chan, Esq.

Chan, PLLC, Law Offices, Estate Planning

“Growing up in a small village in China, Echo Huang had dreams of traveling the world. Through her formal education and corporate experience, but more so through her drive and tenacity, Echo gained in-depth knowledge of wealth and tax planning techniques while also developing the principles that guide her decisions. Echo’s book, Own Your Future: One Woman’s Story of Immigration and Financial Freedom, is the perfect mix of storytelling, inspiration, practical advice, and can-do attitude that will propel its readers to write their own stories of financial strength.”

Cory Kiner

CPA, E.T. Kelly & Associates, LLC

“The courageous journey of a woman who ‘dared to dream’ and from humble beginnings has become a top-rated wealth management leader. Seizing every opportunity for development and finding her sweet spot led to her own financial independence. Own Your Future helps demystify the sometimes scary investment world with helpful guidance, easy to follow steps, and wise all-around financial counsel. A must-read if you want financial peace of mind and a ‘return on life.’”

Tito Wouda

VP of finance, General Mills, Inc.

“After reading this book, I immediately gave it to my twenty-one-year-old daughter, who will be graduating from college this coming spring. Not only does this work provide an outstanding introduction to the strategies and tactics of personal finance, but it is also full of fascinating and personal stories of how a young woman realized her dreams by developing a series of personal principles. This is a book for anyone who can use both deep insight and many practical tools to develop a self-directed and independent future.”

Barrie Froseth, PhD

Retired, General Mills, Inc.

“Echo has a rare combination of technical expertise and empathy. This enables her to provide a unique perspective on wealth management that is both informative and motivating!”

Jerry Young, Retired controller, General Mills, Inc.

Julia Young, Former finance manager, General Mills, Inc.
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To my mom, Huiying, who has given me intelligence and the courage to try new things: There’s no way I can pay you back, and I cherish the time we spend together.

To my only child, Nina, who is talented and imaginative: I want you to know where you came from, and you have all the power you need to accomplish whatever you dream.

I love you always.


 

FOREWORD

Echo is an amazing role model for all of us. She is my favorite example of someone who has vision to see the future, owns her personal choices, and makes things happen.

She starts with her personal history, where she traces a path from China to the United States. We learn what turned her into a woman of action instead of one who just lets things happen to her. Strong forces of economic reform swirled around her family in the 1980s. Her mother’s Russian language skills pulled them out of the agrarian countryside into the newly created Special Economic Zone in Shenzhen. Echo also discovered the travel writings of Sanmao or Echo Chan, a female Taiwanese author, who inspired her to dream of the greater world. All of this opened opportunities to a young woman with “intelligence and the courage to try new things.”

She learned how to dare to dream, respect education, set goals, and make plans while remaining adaptable. She always works to improve her position and learn lessons along the way in order to be ready to seize the next opportunity. She also values the wisdom of others. We can all learn from these guiding principles.

I love the clear and transparent approach that she provides to wealth management in this book. She starts with the honest understanding that the industry can make things more complex than they need to be—which can be especially off-putting for women, especially those that did not have the loving inspiration of Echo’s mother and the writings of Echo Chan to shape their self-confidence.

Echo unveils the industry’s secrets one by one in a simple fashion. She shares why it is important to understand your current starting point, to review current spending patterns, and to identify goals before making a recommendation. She shows how tools like the Echo Dashboard can make your financial outlook transparent, for today’s details and for your long-term trajectory. She teaches us about the common behavioral biases that can get in the way of our goals and how important it is to ensure that short-term beliefs, emotions, and impulses don’t impact long-term investments with the help of the steady hand of a trusted advisor.

One of her goals is to educate and inspire more people to start planning now to own their future, as well as to inspire other women to join the profession. Echo breaks it apart into the basics and provides true insight into what will make a difference. Not for just anyone. For you. Your dreams. Your situation. I am positive that it will give you the confidence to follow your dreams!

As someone in a common circle of trust, I benefit from her candid questions. “Natalie, what do you want out of your life? Are you optimizing your choices? How are you following up on this dream?” She regularly reminds me to be intentional in the choices that I make. It is such a gift to have this in my life—a wonderful gift that she shares with you in Own Your Future.

—Natalie Doyle, senior vice president, Aristocrat


 

INTRODUCTION

The term “wealth management” doesn’t only apply to wealthy people. You don’t have to be wealthy to start managing wealth; you can start growing it now from right where you stand. Too many people don’t understand the roles and responsibilities of financial advisors or financial planners and therefore fail to take advantage of opportunities to grow their wealth. Some financial advice books are too complicated, and others are a little too basic, but this book aims to give you the tools and education to think properly about your money, to identify who should be on your financial team, and to offer insights into what each of them should deliver. As you’ll see in chapter 3, wealth management can be complicated, but it doesn’t have to be.

This book is a natural extension of the blog I began three years ago to educate people about wealth management and offer useful tools that can be used to make financial life more organized. Over time, it became apparent that there was a need to compile this information into one book that presented each step of the process. In the following pages, I will be pulling back the curtain on the profession as a whole and showing you how to make it work for you as well as whom and what to trust. We have all heard about investment managers who have done wrong by their clients. While these scoundrels make the news, they are thankfully few and far between. Today, the CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER (CFP®) designation requires holders to have undergone about two to three years of study and three years of working experience in financial planning.1

This book will show you who should be on your team, what the responsibilities of each are, and how they should be working together in a holistic way to help you reach your financial independence day. Additionally, for those interested in a career in finance, I will show that it is possible to have a successful career doing what you love and still be kind and ethical.

In the following chapters, I will be sharing my story and my background—how I was born in a poor village in China with no running water, how I had dreams that nobody else could understand, and how I learned that anything is possible if you set your mind to it. The first chapter describes the formative lessons I learned in life and shares that knowledge with you. Chapter 2 recounts my early experiences in the United States, my new learning opportunities, and the processes of solidifying of my values of meticulous planning, daring to dream, seizing opportunities as they arose, and creating opportunities to network. I’ll look at different steps that can be taken to help you find solutions to any problems you face.

Chapter 3 begins our look at financial planning and shows that wealth management can be complicated but doesn’t have to be. Chapter 4 explores behavioral biases and how to recognize them and make behavioral and attitudinal adjustments to create a better future. Chapter 5 then explains how you can achieve your financial independence day by setting goals that will help you prepare for retirement, what questions to ask yourself, and what plans to make in order to put a date on the calendar to declare: “This is my financial independence day.” In chapter 6, we look at investment planning, including risk tolerance and how to think about investing from a global perspective. Chapter 7 takes a look at your dream team, who should be on that team, and how they should be working together.

The next chapters look at your current financial situation. Chapter 8 looks at tax strategies and offers tips on what you should consider in your tax plan. Chapter 9 looks at what estate planning is and why it’s an important part of your overall financial plan. It will ask some questions that you need to think about, such as what should be included in your estate plan and when you should seek professional help. Chapter 10 examines long-term care, what it is, and why it should be part of your overall plan. It also suggests questions to consider when devising this plan and what type of advisor you should turn to for help when needed.

Finally, chapter 11 looks at charitable giving, not only why it can work for you in terms of efficient tax strategies, but also in terms of giving back to people in need and using this as a way to enhance quality of life for yourself and also for the beneficiaries. Chapter 12 summarizes and concludes the book.

The following pages will show that just because you may be in a difficult situation one day, this doesn’t mean you will be there forever. This was important for me to recognize as I was growing up with the restrictions of mainland China. The key was finding role models and reading many books to learn ways to move forward. I have benefited from some great inspirers and influencers on my journey.

I have three purposes in writing this book. The first is to educate and inspire more people to start planning now to own their futures. The second is to reveal how wealth management is done by a fiduciary financial planner so that readers can decide how to choose the right financial planner to partner with. The third is to encourage more women to choose this profession to address women’s unique challenges. On my path, two women in particular have had a great influence on me. They have in turn inspired me to influence other women in a positive way, especially those who are thinking about a career in wealth management or those who are struggling to manage their finances. Traditionally, financial services has been a male-dominated industry; even making financial decisions in the home has traditionally fallen onto men. In the following pages, I hope to show women that they can not only step out and become financial planners, but they also can actually take a very proactive role in managing their own finances to achieve their dreams and create the kind of quality of life that they want.

Own Your Future: One Woman’s Story of Immigration and Financial Freedom is the story of how a poor immigrant came to live the American dream and how you can too. It tells my story of how success came as a result of resilience, vision, and gaining wisdom by surrounding myself with inspiring individuals. It’s a story of dreams manifested as a result of the guidance offered by my seven core principles: daring to dream, being adaptable, respecting education, setting goals, utilizing smart and deliberate planning to achieve success, seizing opportunities when they arise, and benefiting from the wisdom of others.

After accumulating over twenty years’ experience in the trenches, not just in investment management but also in private and public accounting, I am confident the following pages will be educational and useful for your financial planning goals and hope that many of the principles and stories I share will give you new ideas or at least encourage you to try something new that has the potential to improve not only your portfolio, but also your life.




 

CHAPTER 1

Echoes of China

Growing up in a poor village in the People’s Republic of China was a world away from my life today in the United States. Back then, my dream to travel the world was a source of amusement for the rest of the village, where few people made it as far as high school and even fewer moved away from the place they were born. No one from my village would believe the story of my life: how I moved with my family at twelve years old to Shenzhen, where I finished school and got a great job in a bank, which was the envy of my childhood friends, or how I later managed to find a way out of China to arrive in the United States with only $800 in my pocket and a place in an undergrad finance program at an American university. No one could have dreamed that it was possible to go from running to school through snake- and leech-infested rice paddy fields in rural China to being a five-star wealth manager with over $100 million assets under management in a major US city within twenty-seven years. No one, that is, except me.

Early Life and First Guiding Principles

From my earliest days, I yearned to see the sky from different places all over the globe. This is why Xintian, which is Chinese for New Skies, was an appropriate name for the village in which I was born in 1971. Traveling the world was a pie-in-the-sky dream for a young girl in a poor village in the southern part of the People’s Republic of China, where we had neither the money to take a vacation to the next town nor the political freedom to leave the country, but I still looked at a map and said, “Someday I will travel around the world.” The other villagers laughed at me, but I was determined somehow, someday, to fulfill my dream. My first guiding principle, therefore, was formed at an early age: dare to dream.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 1

Dare to dream. Sometimes we have to be daring to dream. A crazy goal will help you extend your reach. During my teenage years, the globe-trotting female Taiwanese writer Sanmao opened my eyes even more to this idea. She was proof of the importance of finding your inspiration, daring to follow your dreams, and refusing to allow others to dampen them.

The village where I lived in my early years (Jiantou) was small by Chinese standards. There was no reliable electricity, and we had to get water from wells. People built small one-story houses out of mud bricks that farmers made from the soil in their fields by using sticky mud, stacked and dried to make very large blocks.

I was fortunate to have a little more than most other kids in that rural village; this was because my parents had college degrees, and their housing was provided by the school. They each had a steady salary, and we had enough to eat and nice clothes, including skirts that my father and mother made together.

The other villagers were farmers or laborers of some kind, which meant that most of the time, they were growing vegetables and rice. We were surrounded by rice paddy fields. Every day, the village farmers waded through these fields, up to their knees in mud. They harnessed water buffalo to plough the marshy fields. None of these farmers could afford modern equipment. Water buffaloes were their tools, not tractors. Once finished with plowing, these farmers had to transplant the rice seedlings to the rice paddy fields once they showed three to four leaves, which was made all the more arduous because of the leeches that infested the waters into which they waded up to their knees. I was more afraid of snakes than leeches. The subtropical climate was heaven for snakes. They would just appear on the path, slithering along in front of me. Every morning, I ran to school as fast as I could through those paddy fields.

There were no televisions in our village, but some people had battery-powered radios. These were our only connections to the outside world and world affairs. Bigger villages had outdoor movie theaters, where people could watch black-and-white movies, which were usually government propaganda films. Other than that, we were very isolated.

For a child, however, it was a happy life. We didn’t have much to worry about. We had very few toys, but we had plenty of trees to climb. We made candles using bamboo by putting a string into its hollow center and pouring wax around it. We made kites using old newspapers. We didn’t have glue, so we used sticky rice as glue and then tied the kites with thin strips of bamboo. Necessity, they say, is the mother of invention, which was why, from a very young age, I learned to respond to circumstances by being inventive and adaptable. Therefore, early in life, adaptability became the second of my guiding principles.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 2

Be adaptable. Even the most deliberate and best-laid plans need some flexibility. Always be adaptable.

Sociopolitical Climate and New Guiding Principles

When I was a child, the state supplied schooling up to middle school. Most Chinese children could go to these state-run schools if their parents wanted them to have some education. It wasn’t mandatory that they attend, and many didn’t because their families needed them to work on the farm. This meant anyone who finished middle school was doing well, but education largely stopped there. Few families could sacrifice farm work to education. Fortunately, our family was different.

My maternal grandmother, Jingtai, grew vegetables and rice to support the family—this was something everyone had to do in those days to support themselves—but her main source of income was from midwifery, which she learned from her mother. She was born in 1909 when no women in poor villages could go to school. She was illiterate until my mother taught her how to read and write much later in life. Her midwifery skills were greatly valued by others, as was she for being brave and diligent, especially for trying new ways to revive sick babies. Her courage was instilled in my mother and me in turn.

My maternal grandfather, who had a school maintenance job, passed away when my mother was in high school. My mother was top of her class and had ambitions to go to college, even though sending a girl to college was very unusual in those days when society favored boys over girls. However, in a family imbued with a willingness to make any sacrifice for education, my two elder uncles rallied to support my mother in finishing her education. Her determination to get an education paved the way for me to later realize my dreams. The success she achieved as a result of deciding to focus on her education forged another of my guiding principles: respect for education. Her pivotal decision to forge ahead with her schooling would eventually get our family out of the paddy fields and ultimately allow me to become the successful financial services business owner I am today.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 3

Respect education. Education means continuous learning. It doesn’t stop when you graduate. It’s important to constantly study to learn new skills and acquire more knowledge.

My parents met in 1969 while attending Huanan Teachers’ College in Guangzhou, capital city of Guangdong Province. They married in 1970. I was born in 1971, and two sisters followed me in the next three years. This was before the one-child rule was implemented in China. In those days, the government decided where skills and diplomas were most needed and assigned people to those locations. As a result, my parents were assigned to teach in separate villages, and I lived with my mother and maternal grandmother in Jiantou, two hours away from my father, until I was eight years old.

Because my father had to remain two hours away to teach in his village, my grandmother lived with us to help my mother, who had a full-time job as an English teacher, raise her children. As a result, my grandmother greatly influenced me. She told me stories about the village in her dialect, Hakka, which was the only language I spoke until I learned Mandarin when I started school at six years old. I helped her grow vegetables and raise chickens for eggs. Eggs were a precious food, so much so that when I received a perfect score in an exam, my grandmother rewarded me with two eggs! Today, in Minnesota, my daughter Nina, who doesn’t like eggs at all, thinks this is very funny.



My mother’s pivotal decision to forge ahead with her schooling would eventually get our family out of the paddy fields and ultimately allow me to become the successful financial services business owner I am today.





Winning those eggs taught me a valuable lesson at a young age: it’s important to set goals. On August 31, the night before a new school year, I would lie awake at night setting goals. Some goals were just to meet new kids. Later, these were to become the top student, who won two eggs. Setting goals was instilled in me from a young age and has steadied me through life ever since.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 4

Set goals. The desire to set and achieve goals is key to knowing how to prepare and when to grasp opportunities as they arise.

Teenage Years and Final Guiding Principles

When I was eight years old, my parents moved to a bigger village called Lankou. They were finally able to work in the same school, and I was finally able to see my father every day. Lankou was a land of luxury compared to Jiantou. We had running water and electricity. For the first time, I saw a glimpse of modernity, and I wanted more. Four years later, at twelve years old, I got my wish when we made an even more transformative move to the city of Shenzhen.

My parents spent two years applying for jobs in Shenzhen. Opportunities were few in China and not to be squandered. It was hard to know what opportunities might arise because they were hard to come by within the restricted framework of life in China in those days; nevertheless, my parents persisted in preparing the groundwork to advance once a situation to do so arose. From this experience, I learned the importance of meticulous and deliberate preparation in order to be in a position to grasp an opportunity when it arose. This is how I later managed to graduate from college within three and a half years with a high GPA.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 5

Meticulously prepare for every single thing. Set a goal and lay out a plan with different time frames and deadlines. As your plan advances, assess whether anything more can be done or any lessons can be applied.

In the early 1980s, people called Chinese politician Deng Xiaoping “the architect” of a new brand of thinking that combined socialist ideology with pragmatic market economy. He made Shenzhen the first Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in China. This was a form of capitalism within the socialist society. He offered different tax incentives within this zone to attract foreign investment. His policy of “reform and opening up” transformed what had been a small fishing village on the border of Hong Kong with a population of less than fifty thousand people, to a major city in Guangdong Province of twenty million, and from small one-story houses to sky-scrapers similar to those of Hong Kong. Deng had a huge effect on Chinese people in terms of lifting them out of poverty. It was one of the fastest-growing cities in the world in the 1990s and 2000s.2 It hosts the Shenzhen Stock Exchange as well as the headquarters of numerous multinational companies. It’s also a leading global technology hub, often called the next Silicon Valley.3

My parents could see that Shenzhen was the place to be, but regulations within the education system as well as government control made it very difficult to move. It took a lot of effort to go through the levels of authority to get the ear of someone who could made decisions. It wasn’t enough to plead that the move would be good for you; you had to convince those in authority that the move would be good for others too. This meant they needed to demonstrate some kind of uniqueness or special talent.

For my mother, this turned out to be the Russian language. In 1983, the burgeoning city needed teachers to help it modernize. My mother had been teaching Chinese, math, singing, and English in a small village, and my father had taught physics before being promoted to principal. My mother had majored in Russian in college but never had a single Russian student. Living in a small village a thousand miles from Russia, she had never even met a Russian. However, having this language expertise made her application stand out, so she persisted until she convinced someone that she had a unique skill set that justified her move to the city. My father was also given a job in the same school, Futian Middle School.

I give my parents a lot of credit for driving so hard to get those jobs in such restrictive circumstances. Their story evinces what I tell people I meet in major US cities today—that one of the keys to success is seizing opportunities as they arise.

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 6

Seize opportunities. Almost all opportunities come with some risk, but risk can be mitigated by planning and calculation. Once you are prepared, it’s important to seize every opportunity that arises.

My childhood friends were limited in terms of opportunities, but my parents’ and grandparents’ drive made sure that we got out of the village and into a global city where education and cultural exposure was possible. Their decisions benefited me greatly. They offered me a place from which I could jump off.

My mother taught me the importance of independence and preparation, even when we don’t know what opportunities may appear. She taught me not to let an opportunity pass me by. All opportunities involve risk, but this can be a calculated risk. Often, you just need to be decisive and assess the risk as you go. My mother was also a great example of adaptability in the way she worked and planned her way out of rural life by positioning herself to move to Shenzhen. She is an independent woman who achieved success by being adaptable and learning new skills. My mother has always been a strong female role model. Without her actions and inspiration, I wouldn’t have made it to college to study business or into the Bank of China later.

Principles in Practice

Moving to Shenzhen was exciting for a teenager who had come from a small village to a city of seventy thousand people. Enormous buildings were being constructed around the clock. Over the next twenty years, the city ballooned to fifteen million people, making it a metropolitan melting pot. From the antenna on our balcony, we got Hong Kong TV, which gave me some exposure to Western culture for the first time. Until then, I had only heard government propaganda on the radio in our village. Now, even though I couldn’t cross the border to Hong Kong because at that time it was a British colony, I could climb to the top of my parents’ apartment building and see a city that offered me a glimpse of the global stage.

Shenzhen renewed my commitment to my first principle by reviving my childhood dream to travel to far-flung regions of the world. It shook me out of the rural mind-set of the South China Communist state and made me savvy to the workings of capitalism and the Western world.

The move to Shenzhen, however, wasn’t without challenges. My parents had three daughters born within four years, and while college tuition wasn’t exorbitant, certainly not compared to the fees of an American university, the sundry items, such as books, travel, dormitories, and food, added up. In the village, my parents were comparably well off, but in Shenzhen, they were not. In this burgeoning commercial city, teachers didn’t earn a lot of money, which meant having all three daughters in college in four-year degree programs would be a huge burden. I needed to find a solution to manifest my third principle of respecting education in order to succeed.

By the age of fourteen, I knew I wanted to go into business, mainly because I wanted to be independent and, as the firstborn child, I wanted to share the financial burden facing the family of raising two younger siblings. I decided to go to the Shenzhen School of Business and Economics, which offered a three-year diploma in accounting. This was financially manageable compared to the far more expensive path of going to senior high school, taking national exams, and going to university.

Thus, by being adaptable, I became a seventeen-year-old with a diploma in accounting in a city that desperately needed accountants. As a result, I landed a great job with the Bank of China in Shekou, a seaside town about thirty minutes away, earning more money than my parents, who had college degrees. The Bank of China was the only bank in those days that handled foreign currency exchange, and working with foreign currency was quite an accomplishment for a seventeen-year-old. I put my English to use when helping foreign customers exchange currencies. In addition, the bank provided housing for employees, which gave me a great amount of independence at a young age.
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