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To Kathy and Wyatt






Author’s Note

While all of the stories and anecdotes described herein are based on true experiences, the names, situations, and some details have been altered to protect individual privacy. Neither the author nor the publisher is engaged in rendering legal, accounting, financial, or other professional services by publishing this book. As a precaution, each individual situation should be addressed with an appropriate professional to ensure adequate evaluation and planning are applied. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability, loss, or risk that may be incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this work. The material in this book is intended as a general source of information only and should not be construed as offering specific tax, legal, financial, or investment advice. Every effort has been made to ensure that the material is correct at the time of publication.

Interest rates, market conditions, tax rulings, and other investment factors are subject to rapid change. Individuals should consult with their personal tax advisor, Chartered Professional Accountant, Certified Financial Planner, Chartered Financial Analyst, or legal professional before taking any action based upon the information contained in this book.






Introduction

Were you ever told that, as a woman, you could financially achieve anything, dream as big as any man, accomplish anything you set your mind to? And when you tried and didn’t succeed right out of the gate, what happened then? If you’re anything like me (and countless other women), you were warned not to mess up again. You might have even been blamed for trying. Maybe you were told that money isn’t your strong suit and that you should probably leave finances to someone else in your life. Perhaps people laughed and told you to “marry rich,” to count on others not only to bring in the purse but to control the strings for you, too.

Been there, heard that before. Many women have. And that’s not to say that women haven’t come far. Just think of your grandmother or great-grandmother. Could she vote? Could she own property? Did she have her own bank account?

We have come a long way, and that’s true in a financial sense, too. Today, women are more powerful and wealthy than ever before. Women hold 40 percent of global wealth.1 In Canada, women control one-third of the country’s financial assets. By 2028, Canadian women will control $3.8 trillion.2 American women already control 51 percent of their nation’s wealth—an estimated $14 trillion.3 That number is expected to increase to nearly $22 trillion over the next forty years.

Ladies: that triumphant news is worth a tip of the hat. But we still have so far to go. Believe it or not, younger generations are taking less charge of their finances than previous ones—even when the ladies are the primary breadwinners in their households! Fifty-six percent of women defer to a spouse on investments. Eighty-five percent of women who defer financial decisions to their husbands believe their spouses know more about money matters than they do.4 Often, this is grossly untrue!

Fear holds us back, and ignorance, too. Here’s the hard truth: you’re not truly free in life until you achieve financial equality and financial literacy. Even if you rely on a spouse for support, it doesn’t mean you can’t or shouldn’t understand finances and your money situation. Oh, and like I said before, young ladies, I’m looking at you. Why? Because 61 percent of millennial women are deferring to a spouse on financial matters.5

Old misconceptions and traditions die hard. I’ve heard the excuses from women of every generation:

“I’m not good with money.”

“I don’t get math.”

“I don’t have time.”

“What’s the point?”

Money is like oxygen. We all need it to live and to breathe easy. Would you let someone else control its supply? Deferring financial power has taken both a financial and a psychological toll on women. The proof:


	
Two-thirds of women whose partners are the primary bread-winners feel trapped.

	Seven in ten women wish they had more power in their financial futures.

	64 percent of women wish they had their own money set aside just in case.6




What does all of this tell us? Women often feel paralyzed when it comes to money management. We dread it. And because we dread it, we let others handle it. And sometimes, that’s not to our benefit. It also bears mentioning that women tend to hate negotiating when it involves money, especially when it comes to their salaries. This means we’re losing money that we’ve worked hard for, and we risk falling behind our male peers.

There must be a better way, right? The good news: there is. And I’m here to help. But first, let me tell you a bit about myself. My mom and dad split when I was eight years old, and my mom raised me and my two brothers on her own. Without any education or experience, she was thrust into the workforce to care for her family by herself. The only job she could find that allowed her to be home for us after school was as a waitress.

She worked hard to make sure we had food on the table. She was always incredibly frugal, but even she knew the value of a little splurge now and again. She loved flowers. She always said they brightened a room and filled it with richness. If there were flowers on our table, everything was okay. Each paycheque my mom received, she set aside a dollar for a few fresh carnations. I can see them even now, a few strong blooms in an old ceramic vase.

Those flowers kept my mother going; they inspired her and offered hope for the future. They connected her with a sense of plenty and possibility even when we had so little. Now when people ask me how they’re supposed to get through, how they can dig themselves out of financial holes when they feel hopeless and powerless, I tell them about my mother and her carnations. On a path from financial struggle to financial freedom, look for the small things that keep you going. Remember to see the flower, the brightness in the room, because that’s what will motivate you to carry on.

When it comes to money, there’s a sinister myth that one day your finances will simply be magically fixed. Please hear me when I say that this thinking needs to be disrupted. My mother’s life eventually got a bit easier, but it took years and years of working and learning for her to gradually find her financial footing. Remember this: what we appreciate appreciates. If you appreciate your earnings, they’ll likely go up. If you value each dollar you make, you probably will save some—and earn interest!

Let me share something an acquaintance said to me a while back. I told him I’d been feeling great since working with a personal trainer for the last couple of years. “Wonderful! Now you can check that off your to-do list,” he said.

I was confused. Did he really believe I should simply stop exercising just because I was feeling good? But then I thought of how people think about money, and instantly I could see the parallel. So many of us think we can fix our credit score or wipe out one debt, and then everything will be fine. But true and lasting financial security is more like exercising or eating right—it’s something you commit to as a habit, and when you do, you’ll reap the rewards over the long term. Don’t just save once and then ignore your investments. Don’t clear out that debt just to overspend the next time. Just as with your health, financial fitness is a long-term commitment.

Let me tell you something about “rich girls.” Rich girls know that a steady focus on finance pays the best returns. Rich girls know that spending and saving have to be balanced. Rich girls know you can’t live a good life if you’re staying awake all night worrying about money.

Maybe you’re thinking, “This isn’t for me. I don’t even want to be a rich girl.” Well, let’s talk about that. “Rich” doesn’t mean spending every moment of your day chasing money, power, and fame. It doesn’t mean having millions of dollars in the bank, either. Everyone has different goals. If you’re proud that you were thousands of dollars in debt and you changed your financial circumstances by becoming debt-free decades sooner than you thought, or if you feel good about yourself because you saved hard for an emergency fund by investing a little bit every month, guess what? You’re a richer girl than you were before in two important ways—richer in dollars and in confidence. Let’s have a look at some of the differences between rich girls and broke girls.



	Rich Girls

	Broke Girls




	Know little things add up over time.

	Spend until there’s nothing left.




	Prime themselves with positive self-talk and invest in their financial literacy.

	Get frustrated easily and hand off financial decisions to others.




	Pay attention to fees, charges, and debt interest.

	Rarely open bank or credit card statements.




	Know how to negotiate financial matters.

	Complain about not having enough money but avoid money talk.




	Research major spending decisions like buying a car, or renting or owning a home.

	Indulge in retail therapy when they’re upset or to keep up with peers.




	Consult financial professionals for help.

	Don’t know what a financial planner does.




	Talk money with friends and colleagues.

	Hide their money troubles and never ask for help.




	Automate savings monthly, no matter how small or large.

	Never save. When money is put aside, there is always a spree that gobbles it up.




	Never gamble. Have investments that are calculated and shrewd.

	Want to win money rather than earn it and are always looking to “marry rich” or find a scheme to end all their money woes.





In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn financial lessons through case studies of various women (none are real, but I hope they seem familiar). These composite women represent all of us. You’ll meet the woman who innocently let her loafer girlfriend move into her home a few years ago and didn’t realize she is now entitled to a large chunk of it, the wife who never paid attention to her finances until after her bankruptcy, and the entrepreneurial dreamer who needed a major wake-up call to make her financial fantasies a reality.

It is said that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result. If you’re caught on a negative financial hamster wheel, this book offers a way out. I hope to show you that you can build wealth on your own terms and change your habits around money, which will put you on a path towards financial security and freedom.

Here’s to your prosperity!






1 The Hidden Price of an Expensive Life


Mack was raised enjoying an incredibly privileged life funded by her parents—but she didn’t realize it back then.

When she was twenty-one, her parents felt it was time for her to make a go of things on her own. They cut her off financially, but she was fine with that. She was excited to prove that she could do things on her own. She landed a well-paying job out of university, but crushing student loans and credit card debt suffocated her efforts at independence. After more than a year trying to make ends meet, she was finally forced, at the age of twenty-nine, to move back home with her parents, who were good enough to take her in. So much for her dream of having her own place and strong finances by the time she was thirty.

Now she feels like she’s going backwards as she’s stuck watching all of her friends who, with the full financial support of their parents, are sailing through life with their country club memberships, fancy cars, and condos. It’s impossible to keep up with them, and the truth is she doesn’t want to. What she really wants is to prove she can make it on her own—but how?

WHERE SHE WENT WRONG

Misstep #1: Never Learning the Basics

Growing up, Mack knew money didn’t grow on trees, but she really didn’t know much else about finances. Her parents paid for everything she needed, plus copious luxuries that she assumed everyone had. She never had a job or an allowance as a teen, and she had a supplementary credit card on her parents’ account. For years, her parents had warned that she would be financially cut off once she was twenty-one, but they didn’t prepare her for what that meant.

The disturbing fact about financial literacy levels in Canada is that most people rate themselves high when their understanding is quite low. Having a false sense of efficacy could lead you down dangerous paths.

According to a recent report on Canadians’ confidence about their financial knowledge:


	78 percent of Canadians feel they’re financially literate.

	14 percent rate their financial literacy as “excellent.”

	64 percent rate it as “good.”



And yet…


	57 percent failed a test on basic financial literacy questions.

	Only 38 percent of women passed (compared to 48 percent of men).

	
52 percent of baby boomers passed.

	45 percent of Gen X-ers passed.

	31 percent of millennials passed.1




While millennials are most likely to rate their understanding of basic financial literacy as “excellent,” they failed the test overwhelmingly. Mack and most millennials are incredibly tech savvy, but their abilities don’t always translate into financial sense. This can leave them chasing wants over needs, paying heavily on debt, and ignoring the importance of saving for emergencies and their futures.

Misstep #2: Having No Concept of the Costs of Things

Because Mack never had to use her own money, she never developed a sense of what things cost or the effort that goes into earning an income. In her midtwenties, she once calculated how many hours she would need to work to buy a pricey new designer belt. She realized she’d have to work seventeen hours to afford something that sat in her drawer most of the time—and that didn’t include the interest she’d pay if she bought it on a high-interest-rate credit card.


How Much Is That?

When was the last time you calculated how much time you would have to work to buy products or services in your life? In our cashless, tap-and-go society, it’s easy to lose touch with how much effort it takes to earn the money that we spend so quickly. And don’t forget taxes: if you make $25 per hour, buying something for $25 isn’t just an hour of work once you factor in tax, which can range from 15 to 20 percent.




Misstep #3: Keeping Up with the Impossible

Shortly after graduating from university, Mack took six months to backpack around Australia. She saved up a little for the trip and worked odd jobs while she was there to survive. She realized she could be incredibly happy with very little, as she got a taste of the frugal life and found immense joy in activities that cost almost nothing. She took up surfing and yoga on the beach instead of partying and jetting off for expensive ski trips with her school friends. She joined communities of like-minded people who enjoyed living with less and appreciating the bounties of the Australian wilds.

But when Mack got home, her frugal ways went out the window and she found herself trying to live up to the impossible. Her friends and family were all still being funded by their parents and spending money that wasn’t their own, and she felt pressured to keep up with them. Naturally, this plummeted her into debt.

Misstep #4: Blowing Her First Credit Limit in One Trip

Just before graduating from university, Mack got her very own credit card. Why not? Who can turn down “free money”? She was approved for $2,500 and she deserved to treat herself! When her friends invited her along for an extended weekend in Whistler, she accepted eagerly. After all, she had this newly found money and it was essentially enough for her flight from Toronto, the ski tickets, and her contribution to the rental car and hotel.

But that credit limit went fast. On the evening before she returned home, Mack offered to buy everyone’s dinner and was embarrassed when her card was declined. Sheepishly, she convinced one of her friends to pick up the bill and promised that she’d pay her back later. She had no idea she’d spent as much as she had, and that was just the beginning of her problems. When she got her first statement, she learned the hard way what “minimum payment” really means. There was no way she could pay off the card, and so she was stuck paying off only the interest and carrying a huge balance of unpaid principal. This is when it hit her—there is no such thing as free money or a free trip or even a free lunch. She also suffered a blow to her credit score, one that felt impossible to fix with her minimum payments.

Misstep #5: Not Examining Her Monthly Obligations

Because Mack never learned to properly manage her own money or pay her bills, she never dug into her debts. She had more than $30,000 in student loan debt and three credit cards totalling $25,000, most of them high-interest-rate cards. Her rent set her back more than $2,000 a month, and that didn’t include her cable, subscriptions, and cell phone, let alone food or other necessities. These debts piled up quickly and soon she was using one credit card to pay another. She deferred her rent a few months, but the landlord demanded full payment after three.

In order to pay off her late credit card bills, student loan payments, and rent, Mack decided to take out a very costly payday loan. If she had been more financially literate, she would have known to defer some debt with her creditors or even negotiate a better interest rate. It could have bought her a valuable buffer of time and helped her avoid the punishing interest of a payday loan.

Misstep #6: Waiting Too Long to Move Back Home

Mack had vowed she’d never move back home, but she couldn’t keep up with the costly bills and heaping student loans. While she was in school, she didn’t have to make payments on her loans. But after graduating, she was shocked at how hefty the payments were. Because Mack ignored her debt, she didn’t dig into the government assistance that would have allowed her to defer interest on her government student loans during a time of financial hardship or suspend payments entirely until she was back on solid footing. If she had planned to move home sooner, she could have freed up much-needed income to pay her credit cards on time. She had initially tried to move into a smaller apartment with a lower rent, but her poor credit made it impossible to get approved. Many landlords will request a copy of your credit score, so poor dealings with credit can prevent you from renting as well as buying.

THE SOLUTION

Many of us weren’t taught about money in school or even from our parents. But as with any skill you’re looking to acquire in life, you need to start with the basics, figure out your blind spots, and understand where you’re at—and where you want to be.

Step #1: Learn the Lingo

If you’re going to enjoy the money game, you need to start with the basics. Don’t be embarrassed if you haven’t the foggiest clue about the difference between an RRSP, a TFSA, and a Bitcoin—that’s why you’re reading this book! The first move towards comprehending anything new is getting a super-clear understanding of the essentials. That way you’ll be able to prepare when you’re negotiating a mortgage or GIC (guaranteed investment certificate) rate, discussing investments, or getting a loan when you need to finance a new vehicle.


Step #2: Get Organized

Going digital has its perks and more companies are encouraging you to do so. But be sure to set regular calendar reminders to check your statements for accuracy, overcharging, and more.

Once you’re organized with your payments and due dates, if you see an income disruption on its way or simply can’t meet all of your obligations, get on a call with your creditor at least five to ten business days before the next payment’s due date. Keep in mind that automatic payments are set in motion with your creditor and can take several days to be stopped by their system. By getting in touch with your creditor well in advance of your payment due date, you’ll be in a much better position to receive a deferral agreement or even an interest rate reduction. You have far less power to negotiate alternative arrangements if you’ve already missed one or more payments.

When my cell phone provider enticed me to go digital with my statements and initiate automatic payments, I went many months paying my account without checking the statements. It wasn’t until a few months later that I realized I was being overbilled by $50 a month. Luckily, the telecom refunded the overpayments, but it could have taken me much longer to notice. Lesson: always check your statements regularly for errors. If you wait longer than thirty to sixty days with your telecom provider or credit card company, you may be left out in the cold if there are fraudulent or incorrect charges. Many won’t work with you for a refund past those timelines, but it’s still worth calling and seeing what’s possible.

If you elect to go paperless with your banking services, it’s even more essential that you hop online regularly:


	Check your bank account and credit card accounts every few days. That way, you can clearly see if there was a fraudulent charge or error. It can be tough to remember every purchase at statement time, especially if you have a spouse or teenage child using your accounts as well with a supplementary card. Remember, if you’re the primary cardholder, you’re on the hook.

	Scour your credit card statements. If you’re only paying your minimum payment, your credit card statement will tell you important details like how long it will take you to pay it off. Also check whether there have been any changes to your interest rate if you missed a payment. Most credit card companies will increase your rate if that happens.

	You only have sixty days with most banks to report fraud on your bank or credit card accounts. Stay on top of your purchases and consider setting up transaction alerts through your online banking account. This way, you will receive an email or text each time a transaction is made on your credit card or bank account.




What About Credit Monitoring?

You may have seen credit monitoring services offered by both Equifax and TransUnion, which claim to keep you protected from fraud and identity theft, at the cost of $11.99 to $29.95 per month. But since each lender only pulls one credit report, you’d need to subscribe to both companies’ offerings to be fully protected, which could cost you more than $500 a year. You’re better off saving the money and checking your own credit regularly. Look into your bank or credit card app, as most allow you to check your score and report for free as often as you’d like.



Be sure to either make a handwritten note of all of your cards or take pictures and email them to yourself. The latter is riskier because if you lose your cell phone, or your computer or your email is hacked, the pictures could be accessed. Memorize your PINs and passwords and never write them down anywhere or share them. If you do and they’re used (even by your spouse or child), you may not be covered in the event of fraudulent activity on your account.

Never throw out any documents that have your name, address, account information, or other sensitive details. Fraudsters may physically go through garbage for personal information, and improperly discarded documents will give them exactly what they need to potentially apply for credit in your name. If you don’t need to keep a certain document anymore, take care to properly destroy it so it can’t be used in the future.

Sadly, “friendly fraud” is an issue as well. That’s fraud committed by an ex-spouse, nanny, co-worker, assistant, renovator, or anyone with access to your sensitive information. Keep important documents locked up at home and don’t carry your SIN card or leave it lying around anywhere.


What’s in Your Wallet?

Check what you’re carrying around with you. Do you have more in your wallet and purse than you need?

You should only be carrying:


	One credit card

	One debit card

	Enough cash to get you through a day (more if you’re travelling)

	Your health card

	Your driver’s licence



Don’t carry:


	Your SIN card

	Your birth certificate

	A copy of your passwords





Step #3: Try a Thirty-Day Anti-Budget

I hate budgets. I think they’re like diets. Sure, they can produce results in the short term, but in the long term, they can do more harm than good. Instead, try a Thirty-Day Anti-Budget. It’s a simple exercise in choice, awareness, and behavioural change.





[image: Image]

Thirty-Day Anti-Budget

There are five steps:


	
Track. Track every dollar you spend for thirty days. You can write items down or use your bank app to track all of your expenses. Some apps do an excellent job at even breaking down the purchases into categories.
A note on third-party apps: There are a number of apps on the market that can help you track your finances. However, if they link into your banking or investment accounts and are not your bank app, proceed with caution. While it’s convenient to have one app tracking all your financial information, if you use third-party apps, you may nullify the fraud protection offered by your bank and/or credit card company.



	
Categorize. Once you have a thirty-day snapshot of your spending, look at the categories where you’re spending your money. A financial expert may say you should spend no more than $400 a month on groceries and eating out, but if your family is actually spending $600, that budget is never going to stick. What you’re creating here, without judgment, is your baseline of normal spending. Once you’re aware of it, you can see areas for improvement and cost-cutting.

	
Multiply. Take all of your categories and multiply them by twelve. This gives you an estimate of what you’re shelling out each year per category. You might be surprised by where your money is going. And that’s a major point to this exercise. One of my readers shared that when he did this practice, he realized he was spending more than $3,600 a year in Diet Coke—bad for his health and his bank account! He opted for a $200 SodaStream and is still enjoying the benefits.

	
Trim the excess. What waste have you identified? Perhaps you’re signed up for premium apps or subscriptions that you’re not even using? What about lesser identifiable money wasters, such as overpaying on your car or home insurance, too many roaming minutes on your cell plan, or a home phone and cable plan you barely use? If you’re enjoying what you’re spending your money on, that’s great! This exercise is all about choice and awareness. But if small dollars are slipping out of your hands on things that don’t bring you joy or utility, this is the time for a recalibration.

	
Reallocate. How can your spending be redistributed to serve you better? Logically, if you’re like Mack, paying down debt is your first step. But if you’re debt-free, perhaps you can use your savings for a much-needed vacation or a rainy-day fund.



[image: Image]




Let’s look at Mack’s Thirty-Day Anti-Budget per month and year:


	Rent: $2,000/$24,000

	Uber: $225/$2,700

	Meal delivery: $320/$3,840

	Dog food/treats/grooming: $180/$2,160

	Wine: $200/$2,400

	Subscriptions: $60/$720
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