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			Advance Praise for All the Presidents’ Money

			“Presidents’ personal finances open a window to their souls. In Gorman’s perceptive telling, presidents pair up in unexpected ways: Truman and Coolidge were both worrywarts. Eisenhower and Truman both wanted to reduce taxes on their book profits. FDR lost $24,000 in the lobster business. This book is the right gift for anyone in finance or accounting.” 

			—Amity Shlaes, New York Times bestselling author of Coolidge

			“In this powerful book, Gorman examines the financial lives of American presidents and uses that as a platform to lay out clearly something that we all need to understand: the opportunity set for most Americans was greater in the past. But the insights she provides do not simply serve as a warning, they give us the understanding needed for a better future.” 

			—Richard Vague, author of the Wall Street Journal bestseller 
The Paradox of Debt: A New Path to Prosperity Without Crisis

			“Few topics are more humanizing and relatable than an honest review of our relationships with money. In a fresh take on presidential history, Gorman lucidly examines the personal finances of those who have sat at the apex of national power and influence, resulting in stories of humility, grief, prudence, splendor, and extravagance. The power of All the Presidents’ Money is that within a few pages it becomes clear that every president demonstrates a thoroughly modern and relatable range of experiences with money and money management despite being the most powerful people of their respective times. The takeaways become more poignant when considering their mindsets toward debt, future discounting, and entrepreneurship, and how those are balanced on a wide-ranging continuum of financial fragility, outlook, and opportunity. This hard-to-put-down account should be required reading for anyone taking a personal finance or US history course.” 

			—Dr. Billy Hensley, CEO, National Endowment 
for Financial Education

			“All the Presidents’ Money delves into the financial lives of America’s presidents, revealing the behaviors and decisions that shaped their fortunes. As someone who studies behavioral finance, I found her insights both fascinating and instructive. This book is a compelling read for anyone interested in the intersection of history, psychology, and finance.” 

			—Dr. Daniel Crosby, author of The Soul of Wealth 
and The Behavioral Investor

			“Wow! Presidents are just like us. They worry about money, too! Or they don’t worry...and go broke on bad gambles and good wine, as the case may be. This is a fascinating book, a fun read, a financial history lesson, and I’m sure one that will have tongues wagging in Washington.” 

			—Bruce Littlefield, New York Times bestselling author
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			To my husband Roger for all the love and support. 
You are my life. We are ours.

			And to my nephew Elliot. May the hurdles in life be enough to make you ambitious but not too high as to keep you from the American Dream.
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			Introduction

			Lobsters.

			Louie Howe was focused on the lobsters.

			As he sat down at his desk in the spring of 1924, he prepared to write another response to the attorney in Maine, Ensign Otis. He knew that despite everything going on, this business endeavor was important to the Boss. And right now, the Boss—otherwise known as Franklin Delano Roosevelt—was struggling to recover from polio.

			There were fourteen main providers of lobsters in the United States, but the group that had stood out to FDR was Witham Brothers Inc., who had a plant in Rockland, Maine. The Witham Brothers had been in the business since 1912 and had not only consistently turned a profit, but their profits rose year after year. They were looking to expand and needed cash, and it seemed like a good deal at the outset. Not only did they have a strong balance sheet, but their lobsters had the reputation of being high quality. Furthermore, the Witham Brothers had patented their containers that allowed them to ship lobsters as far as San Francisco.

			The deal FDR had put together in early 1921 was simple: he would invest in the lobster company and acquire shares for approximately $10,000. This capital infusion would allow them to provide fresh lobsters all around the United States. But by having control of one the biggest lobster farms in the country, they were also hoping that they could make a profit when the price of lobsters went up.

			And FDR enjoyed investing in start-up ideas. True, his record on investing wasn’t that strong. He had lost money on something called General Air that sought to establish a dirigible airship service between New York and Chicago. But this one, he had told Howe, was a good one. Unfortunately, six months after making the investment, FDR was stricken with polio.

			Howe studied the letter from the company. At this point, three years in, it was not looking good. The Witham Brothers had misread the situation. They ran their business as a consolidator of smaller lobstermen. These smaller lobstermen were used to being paid cash right away. They didn’t have the patience or cash flow to wait for the price of lobsters to rise.1

			This misjudgment of the workers, along with haphazard accounting, had made this investment a mess for Howe to clean up. And now the attorney shared the bad news: “It is my opinion, after working up every outlook for assistance, that nothing can be worked out here that will come anywhere near getting Mr. Roosevelt’s money back for him, and that he would receive no cooperation or consideration from the other creditors if he attempted to go ahead and work out their problems along with his own,” wrote Otis.2

			A few weeks later, after Howe updated the Boss on the situation, FDR himself wrote back. “I do not want, and cannot afford, to put another red cent into the company in the way of cash…I am a creditor to the tune of nearly $16,000, not counting my original investment in the stock of the company.”3

			By the time FDR got out of the lobster business, he had lost $26,000. That doesn’t sound like much, but it’s close to $450,000 in 2024 dollars. Clearly the transaction frustrated him, but it wasn’t enough to really damage his personal finances. After all, he had significant trust funds to fall back on.

			Why the Presidents?

			When you go through the correspondence and paperwork of FDR’s direct investing, it’s hard to believe that the transaction happened just over a century ago. But the truth is, that is one of the most interesting aspects of the personal finances of the presidents: most of their money problems are just like ours.

			Sixty-one years before FDR got caught up in lobsters, another man was assessing his finances before a big move. Abraham Lincoln was leaving Springfield, Illinois, for his inauguration in Washington, DC, on February 11, 1861. He was going to be leasing out his twelve-room, Greek Revival–style home on the corner of Eighth and Jackson. It was one of the nicest homes in Springfield, and Lincoln was designating his local insurance representative Robert Irwin to handle his bills. He listed his net worth at $10,000—or $292,000 in 2024 dollars.

			It was a far cry from the young lawyer who came to town with two saddlebags of possessions in 1837. Even when he married Mary Todd, they could only afford to lease a room at the Globe Tavern on Adams Street for four dollars a week. But over the years, he scrimped and saved. He even purchased the home on Jackson Street when it was a one-story cottage, and slowly renovated it to the stately house it is today. And it helped that Mary’s family was wealthy and was willing to assist them.

			Finally, fast forward to the 1930s, where college student John F. Kennedy was very focused on where every penny went. Kennedy had grown up with money. His father, Joseph Kennedy, had set up trust funds for all of his nine children with a philosophy that they would be able to remain independent.4 Yet despite the wealth to fall back on, Kennedy was never a spender. Even his closest friend, Lem Billings, noted that he was “very close with a buck.”5

			Billings recalled that during their summers in college, the Stork Club was the scene in New York. The club would attract the most attractive people. And they held fun events like Balloon Night where balloons were dropped from the ceiling containing $100 bills and tickets for free meals or a free bottle of champagne.

			As exciting as being at the club was, for Billings, it was a financial stretch for his budget. Yet this never deterred Kennedy. Billings recalled that they would “order one drink at the table and then Jack and I would excuse ourselves and hurry over to Third Avenue. There was a bar where we would have a few beers and come right back. I only bring this up because Jack Kennedy tried to live within the budgets of his friends.”6

			FDR, Lincoln, and Kennedy are all revered for their leadership. In fact, two of them, FDR and Lincoln (along with George Washington) usually rank in the top three presidents. But despite their abilities as presidents, all came from such different backgrounds.

			FDR was born into great wealth, and lived off a trust fund managed by his mother. Lincoln started out as one of our poorest presidents. Yet he worked hard to learn how to manage money, diligently saving US Treasury bonds during the Civil War. Even though Kennedy also came from great wealth, he was known for being frugal when it came to money especially since “everybody thought he had it made.” He would even “give orders to the butlers at the White House not to open bottles of champagne until the last one was finished” as a cost-saving measure.7

			When it comes down to who of the three was most successful with their personal finances, the truth is it was probably Lincoln.

			The stories of how the presidents handled their own personal finances are fascinating. Every presidential cycle, the potential contenders release their finances and submit paperwork explaining their financial lives. It’s gotten to the point where there are law firms that specialize in helping with these disclosures. The subject is interesting partly because we want to know whether the individuals who run our country are fiscally sound, and partly because these financial disclosures often reveal more intimate (and at times, embarrassing) details of their lives.

			We have a long history of our presidents being on our money—going all the way back to 1813 when James Madison appeared on $5,000 Treasurer bearer notes (and George Washington resigning his commission on the back).8 In 1869, the US Treasury decided to put George Washington and Thomas Jefferson on the one and two-dollar bills respectively.9 Since then, we have become accustomed to the presidents being the “face” of our currency, but ironically, we have little insight into how the presidents learned the skills to handle their personal financial matters. In fact, we don’t know their individual money stories at all.

			Many of our presidents have been self-made and came from humble beginnings. Like Lincoln, they were able to climb to the top of the economic and social ladder in this country through a combination of ambition and skill—the classic American success story. But others struggled with a lot of the same issues we do with money today. Would you believe that Dwight D. Eisenhower supplemented his army salary for years with a one-hundred-dollar monthly stipend from his father-in-law? (And by the way, Ike would not want you to know that.) Conversely, William McKinley, upon winning his first law case, tried to give back the twenty-five dollars his senior law partner had paid him, as he felt it was too much.10 (McKinley wasn’t focused on money as much as the social mobility his career provided.) Or that Lyndon B. Johnson would write to a friend in the early 1940s that “I waked up worrying about money” yet still bought $195 custom-made suits on a regular basis ($4,000 in 2024 dollars).11

			Financial Fragility and Financial Resilience

			In the academics of personal finance, two concepts that are regularly studied are that of financial fragility and financial resilience. In fact, when you read articles about personal finance, thematically, most focus on how we can evolve from a position of fragility into one of resiliency. It is a journey that most Americans struggle with—and it isn’t getting better.

			In modern times, we define financial fragility as “being unable to cope with [an] emergency expense in a short period of time.”12 A 2013 Federal Reserve study showed that only half of all Americans can handle an unexpected $400 expense.13 Think about that—it could be something like a car repair or a sick child that could tilt many Americans into fragility. In fact, the number improved dramatically to 68 percent in 2021 and the Federal Reserve attributed it to the increase in the Child Tax Credit.

			Financial fragility has been a constant for a majority of the US population since before the founding of the country. The United States started as an agrarian nation subject to the whims of nature. Most of the population teetered on fragility, and this fragility has not lessened with time.

			Researchers noted certain patterns when tracking fragility. Fragility occurs typically in situations where there is lower income, lower education levels, and lower financial literacy. While it impacts all genders and races, it is no surprise to learn that women and minorities have a greater struggle. In fact, women have a 42 percent chance of being financially fragile versus men at 30 percent.14

			Financial resiliency is the bookend of financial fragility. It is the “ability to withstand life events that impact one’s income and/or assets.”15 Researchers typically point to a variety of factors that create such resiliency, including being positive, flexible, focused, organized, and proactive. Resiliency allows one to navigate the ups and downs of personal finance without forcing an individual into fragility. It is a learned skill, but as you can imagine, those with access to higher incomes have an easier, more direct path to achieving resiliency.16

			In working with successful high-net-worth individuals, I focused on their financial decision-making, their ability to be resilient, and the key attributes that got them there. I also saw individuals who, despite the high level of income they generated, struggled to make that resiliency connection. They were wealthy but competed against the pull of fragility. It was often my role to coach them around these damaging behaviors.

			The question became how to best share the insights I have gained about financial decision-making. I had no interest in writing a typical personal finance book because it’s not a genre I typically read. The nuts and bolts of “how to” doesn’t hold my interest. Further, storytelling about individuals who are not known to the public is harder to connect to. But it is only through storytelling that we can truly relate our financial situation to others. The book I wanted to write was more of an intersection where personal finance met history.

			So, I returned to what has interested me since I was six years old: the American presidents.

			The Presidential Financial Journey

			The American presidents are a complex group to tackle. While they live in a mud-slinging reality on the way to and through their presidency, the moment their term ends, they become historical figures carved in stone.

			But they started out as ordinary men, and their early money stories put them on a financial path that allowed them to climb the American political system. Many of them made the journey from fragility to resilience. Financially, they failed at times—and at other times thrived. For most, the journey was not linear, and the real lessons were in the peaks and troughs.

			In deciding to focus on the presidents, to put their financial journeys in context, it was important to ask questions regarding the eras during which they lived. I had to define their specific money stories and more importantly, ponder the question of whether, if they were born today, they would find their financial journey the same, easier, or harder.

			In many of the presidents’ stories, financial fragility is a common theme. However, what is different today is that, for previous generations, there were ways to overcome fragility, especially through access to education, by either college or apprenticeship, in fields such as law. This access required financial decision-making, but it did not come with the same steep financial consequences that we see today, as evidenced by the student loan crisis.

			For presidents like Ronald Reagan, Herbert Hoover, and Bill Clinton, access to education became their springboard to achieve a higher financial level in society and break the bonds of financial fragility. What kept them there was the ability to utilize skills they had developed early due to their money stories. You will see this theme appear again and again throughout this book.

			Keep in mind that not all presidents started financially fragile. For example, Thomas Jefferson came from a wealthy and educated background, yet financial stability remained elusive—even on his deathbed. Thus, another theme that appears in these stories is that sometimes education and wealth cannot override outside and family influences. In such cases, financial fragility ends up as a destination instead of a starting point.

			As we learn the stories of these presidents, we will find that the ability to be resilient was developed by some and not by others. Further, resiliency is a skill that is sometimes learned by watching what not to do.

			Ultimately, financial strength is a function of experience coupled with personality and determination. From these money stories, we learn not just the financial beginnings of our presidents, but we gain an appreciation of the context for our own financial journeys.

			Methodology

			All of the presidents have been extensively studied, but examining their personal finances is a little more complicated, and biographies tend to gloss over that aspect of their lives.

			In writing this book, my job was to search different presidents’ stories for the occasional mention of a number or dollar sign. Once I could narrow down on a story, then it became a bit of a scavenger hunt through primary source documents to find more of the details.

			Once you get to the original sources, you realize that the presidents are just like us. They talk about money all the time. And they worried about it. From Grover Cleveland’s handwritten will to James Monroe’s carefully cultivated shopping lists, they are all caught up in their own personal financial dramas. Further, through many of the oral histories available at the presidential libraries, their friends and families recount the money stresses they experienced. Money isn’t easy for them, just like it isn’t easy for us.

			But while connecting with their stories is important, it was also shocking to discover how many of our presidents had made money from slavery. Twelve of our forty-five presidents were slave owners—more than a quarter of them.17 Slavery is a horrific institution and one we should not want to glorify. As a result, while there are presidents who had very strong financial skills, we need to keep in perspective how their wealth was created.

			Finally, in working through the presidents’ personal finances, we need to keep in mind how much inflation can have an impact on numbers. Whenever possible, I tried to convert numbers to 2024 values in order to give context and scale to the story. For instance, when Richard Nixon started at Whittier College in the fall of 1930, tuition was $250. For our modern eyes, this is incredibly low. That $250 in 1930 has the buying power of $4,600 in 2024 dollars. But Whittier College’s 2023–2024 tuition is now $66,500. So, in this case, not only has the buying power changed, but there is a relative change in the cost of tuition almost a century later.

			The Impact of Stories

			But even with my passion for history and the presidents, in order to write this book, I also had to have an interest in money. Over the past twenty-plus years, I have had the good fortune to work with wealthy individuals and their families in managing their financial lives while working at Goldman Sachs, BNY Mellon, and finally my own boutique practice. While my background in law and finance enables me to provide expertise to these individuals in navigating their personal finances, I have been given a front-row seat in how Americans create wealth today. What I have found is that wealth is more than simply a reflection of someone’s financial success. It is a fascinating story of talent and hard work, layered with the element of luck. I can’t tell you how many times I have worked with someone with an eight- or nine-figure net worth who started out with very little. Peeling away the layers of these stories, I have realized that there is no single core belief or experience that enables an individual to succeed financially. Rather, there are both positive and negative experiences, usually beginning in childhood, that impact how individuals make financial decisions.

			Here is a list of what I have found to be the main factors that contribute to the way an individual makes such decisions:

			Education

			Grit

			Risk-taking

			Future self

			Confidence

			Values

			Charity

			Marriage

			But then something funny happened when I was writing this book; I noticed a group pattern in the occurrence of these traits. Some grouped together differently than others. Further, when considering a certain trait, such as grit, it was important to tell stories of those with and without that trait and how it impacted their financial journey.

			The first group are what I would call The Basic Building Blocks: Connecting with your future self, education, budgeting, and risk-taking. These foundational traits are accessible to most of us.

			But skills aren’t enough. We have to examine what I call Meaning and Money. Life is long, and there are a lot of experiences that impact how we react to money. As we accumulate assets, we attach values, confidence, and charitable impact to wealth. Navigation of these areas can make a difference in how your financial planning plays out.

			Finally, there is the last category: The Wealth Builders. Early on in my career, I heard a radio interview with a well-known CEO. His advice was succinct: All your happiness in life comes down to two decisions: what you do and who you marry. Seems obvious, but it stuck with me. And I looked at my clients. I saw the ones who really were different financially had three characteristics: they had married the right partner, they had grit, and they were able to navigate luck.

			So, as you read these sections, you want to be focused on mastering The Basic Building Blocks. If you are lucky enough to have one of these skills, embrace it. Meaning and Money are reminders that your financial philosophy has an impact on your satisfaction. And as for The Wealth Builders, if you have any of them—or all of them—you are well on your way to financial stability.
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			Part I

			The Basic Building Blocks

		


		
			Chapter One

			Thomas Jefferson Cordially Invites You to Dinner 

			(or How Your Future Self Impacts Your Wealth)

			William Plumer was impressed.

			It was by far the most sumptuous dinner party the Federalist senator had been invited to during his time in the capital. Sweetmeats, European cheeses, exotic fruits, and other delicacies were served during the many courses, and naturally, because Thomas Jefferson was the host, the wine was superb. In fact, it was not unusual for there to be eight wines served at such a dinner party.18 As Plumer later wrote to his wife, it was “the best I ever drank, particularly the champagne, which was indeed delicious.”19

			While Jefferson’s guests indulged themselves that evening on the meal cooked by Honoré Julien, his steward, Etienne Lemaire, pored over the household ledger.20 He wrote out in French, roquefish (rockfish), esturgeon (sturgeon), and gallon d’huîtres (a gallon of oysters), along with their respective pricing.21 His ledgers also took note as to the wines being cellared and stored including Chateau Margaux and Hermitage.22 He was confined to a monthly budget of $500, but given the president’s predilection for French food, it was not uncommon for a single meal to cost $50—an unheard-of amount at the time. Extravagance and foreign-food influences abounded. Lemaire had to make the numbers work even though he shared with his household contemporary Edmund Bacon in 1809 that “Mr. Jefferson’s salary did not support him while he was President.”23

			Such a bacchanal came with a hefty bill, and in an agrarian economy, the upkeep of this extravagant lifestyle would prove to be a challenge. But costs were a minor irritation for the president who had long believed that informal dinner parties often brought the best political results.24 When Lemaire presented the monthly ledgers for sign-off, the president would barely glance at it.

			As a financial manager and tax attorney, I sympathize with Lemaire. When you work with someone who can’t stop spending regardless of what you do, it’s like watching an accident in slow motion. You try to trim around the edges to prevent them from really hurting themselves financially.

			Over time, Lemaire tried to influence the president to make changes, as did the president’s daughters. Jefferson was convinced to cut his wine bill over the last years of his presidency from $2,600 in 1804 ($68,000 in 2024 dollars) to $75.58 in 1808 ($1,850 in 2024 dollars).25 But his love of entertaining in high style—serving his guests the best in Havana chocolates, Parmesan cheese, and Maille mustard—could not be stopped.26

			The year 1826 was the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, and that year an announcement of a lottery appeared on page 2 of the April 29 edition of the Saturday Evening Post.27 It read:

			Messrs. Yates and McIntyre [of New York City] have the management of Mr. Jefferson’s lottery. There are 11480 chances at $10 each. The books for subscription were opened at Washington on Saturday, and it is said the tickets will be ready for delivery in a very short time.28

			The lottery prize included mills, acres of land, and Monticello itself. A lifetime of poor money management had finally caught up with Jefferson. He was in debt for over $100,000 (or $2 million in 2024 dollars).29

			It seems absurd that such a revered president could end up in dire enough financial straits that he would be forced to auction off his possessions. Yet, a lifetime of poor money management had taken its toll, and Jefferson’s predicament was a good example of what I call the failure to connect with your future self. Many people are simply not able to look ahead and see the person they will be in the future, and as a result they make financial decisions based on a very near-term perspective, a.k.a. present bias.30

			In financial planning meetings, we often ask questions like: Where do you see yourself in ten, twenty, or thirty years? What does an optimal retirement look like? What are your greatest financial concerns? In studying those who make sound financial decisions, researchers find that those who can answer these questions with relatability, vividness, and optimism have a strong connection to their future selves.31

			Jefferson and His Wine Obsession

			If Jefferson had had access to financial planning help in his time, the concept of connecting with his future self might have sunk in. One problem was that in Jefferson’s time, the average life span was around forty years.32 From his father to his wife to his children, death was commonplace for him. His future self—decades into the future—probably seemed like a stranger to him. If you asked him where he saw himself in thirty years, he would probably have said quite simply, “Dead.”

			Jefferson had no way of knowing that he would make it to what was then considered the very ripe old age of eighty-three. In his mind, the future wasn’t that far ahead of him, so he was good at negotiating with himself about finding a way to pay for things tomorrow. Eventually, however, the reality of his situation did sink in, and in a letter to his granddaughter that he wrote in 1811 entitled “a dozen Canons of conduct in life,” he listed, “Never spend your money before you have it.”33

			As news of the auction became public, Jefferson’s family members sought to help. A few years prior, in 1822, Jefferson had gifted his grandson, Francis Wayles Eppes, his Poplar Forest plantation.34 But once the news was public, Eppes was shocked to learn that his grandfather was in such bad financial shape.

			Immediately Eppes wrote to Jefferson. “It was with infinite pain my D[ear] Grandfather, that I saw your application to the legislature; the first information which reached me, of the immediate pressure of your difficulties: and I write as well to express, my unfeigned grief, as to assure you, that I return to your funds with the utmost good will, the portion of property which you designed for me:—and which I should always have considered as yours, even had it been, legally secured to me…when I learn that after the payment of your debts, but little of your property will be left.…I now with the greatest allacrity [sic] relinquish.”35

			He then added in a postscript: “P.S. May I ask, what your scheme is, for the lottery?”36

			At eighty-two, Jefferson could finally assess his financial dilemma quite clearly. He responded directly to his grandson. He wrote, “[A] Virginia estate requires skill and attention—skill I had not, and attention I could not have. That was engrossed by more imperious calls, which after acceptance had a right of preference to all others. The wonder rather is that I should have been so long as 60 years in arriving at the ultimate & unavoidable result.”37

			And there, quite succinctly, in three simple sentences, he explains away his poor money management. Jefferson stopped keeping a ledger as early as 1770, when he was twenty-seven years old, and to be fair, he did have a lot going on in his life. While his peers were fighting the British in the colonies, Jefferson was sent to France to manage diplomatic relations with the French, who were just years away from revolution. Jefferson would spend his evenings at extravagant dinners where the courses were the height of fine dining. Women’s hairstyles were large and decorated with flowers, jewels, and even live birds in birdcages. Perhaps what was most intoxicating for Jefferson was learning about wine. And not just French wine, but wines from all over Europe. (It has been argued that Jefferson was the first American oenophile.) For a young man from Virginia, it made a strong impression on him, and he was determined to bring the French way of life to the new United States when he returned.

			As the eighty-two-year-old Jefferson stood on the precipice of total financial ruin, he decided he finally needed to get his financial house in order. His correspondence for the last year of his life was littered with references to this goal. He was aware that he had heirs who were depending on him.38 Rather than feel shame or embarrassment about the auction of his possessions, Jefferson was relieved. But when they heard about the impending auction, Jefferson’s contemporaries were horrified and immediately a plan was hatched: the auction must be canceled. Instead, they would simply find a way to help the aged and revered Jefferson avoid financial ruin.

			And that’s how Thomas Jefferson became the subject of what was essentially the first GoFundMe campaign in the United States.

			But as with many campaigns, fundraising didn’t go as planned. Only $16,500 had been raised—a decent sum, but not enough to help Jefferson avoid ruin. Meanwhile, the Virginia legislature felt that allowing the auction of Monticello was not a wise idea. They did not want to have such a vulgar event associated with Jefferson and felt there would be other ways to manage his financial issues.

			Although the elderly Jefferson became focused on ways of paying off his debt, the behavior that led to his predicament continued unabated. His table at Monticello remained full of visitors, some he knew and some who just stopped by to see the legend. He continued his lifestyle of throwing lavish dinner parties where he served amazing wine.

			In one of his last letters, Jefferson complained that his inventory of European wines was dwindling, and he “needed” to obtain some new vintages. The auction of Monticello faded quite quickly into the background, and his financial challenges were simply ignored.

			Jefferson was engaging in what financial planners call future discounting, which is “the human tendency to place less importance on future rewards when compared to current rewards.”39 Even the last letter he would write was about buying wine on credit. Three weeks later, on July 4, 1826, Jefferson died, still in debt and with no financial plan in place.

			Just a few months after his death, on a cold January day in 1827, an auction occurred at Monticello. Along with land and household items, the auction contained a tragic spectacle. With the exception of seven slaves freed under his will, the remaining slaves of Monticello were sold at auction in order to pay off the debt. A chilling legacy for all who witnessed it.40

			Jefferson had an enviable existence as a key figure of his time, living a luxurious life few could afford. The truth is that he really couldn’t afford it either.

			Warren Harding Organizes His Fortune

			If Jefferson ranks as one of our most financially challenged presidents, we may be surprised by a president who ranks higher in money management. Especially if that president had one of the worst presidencies in our history. This is where Warren Harding comes in.

			Warren Harding is rarely held up as a model president. In fact, in C-SPAN’s annual rankings,41 Harding typically ranks in the bottom quartile of presidents in comparison to Jefferson’s consistent top ten appearances. Most Americans today only know Harding from the Teapot Dome Scandal in the early 1920s, when a member of his cabinet was charged with taking $400,000 in bribes. Harding was never personally implicated in the crime, but the scandal took a lasting toll on his reputation, especially since he died suddenly three years into his term. To some degree, his poor reputation comes from a bit of a “shooting the dead man” approach, as he was president for less than one term and was much maligned after his death. His legacy is not one that current presidents aspire to recreate.42

			From a financial perspective, Harding was savvy and successful. The antithesis of Jefferson, Harding had a good gauge of his future self from an early age. He could see where things would progress financially and made the appropriate sacrifices that would likely benefit him down the line. If he were alive today, we would probably see him in Silicon Valley as a start-up entrepreneur.

			But, like a lot of young visionaries, Harding was a restless young man. At nineteen, Harding was struggling to determine his career path. He knew he did not want to go into medicine like his parents. He tried teaching and selling insurance, but neither ignited his passion. Living in his parents’ home, he bounced around town looking for his moment.

			In the 1880s, technology was transforming industries, including newspaper publishing, to which Harding found himself drawn. The advent of the linotype machine meant newspapers could contain more news and be published faster, and the public ate it up. Also, newspapers had catered to the educated. But suddenly the focus shifted to the common man. And the common man craved sensational stories—from true crime to political intrigue.43

			Despite his politics, he became a reporter for the local Democratic paper, the Marion Daily Mirror, making seven dollars a week. Harding took on any story—from wedding announcements to local news to advertisements. He fell in love with newspapering—but soon just being a reporter wasn’t enough for him.

			Harding studied the newspapers in his hometown of Marion, Ohio, looking for one that could be molded to his liking. Finally, he stumbled upon a sheriff’s sale for a small newspaper that lacked the prominence of other papers.44 It was quiet, sleepy, and ready to be disrupted. Harding was intrigued. The Marion Daily Star, or as it was known The Star, could be the vehicle he was looking for. The price was $300, which was the equivalent of about $9,000 today.

			However, just because Harding had a vision didn’t mean he had the liquidity to buy the paper. But he was an affable young man who had a lot of friends—including some Republicans. As he considered the project, he took two of his friends to lunch. Over oysters, Harding proposed purchasing The Star to Jack Warwick and John Sickel.45 But Harding was no fool in making this overture. His reasoning for picking Warwick and Sickel was strategic: Warwick was an apprentice printer, and Sickel had recently inherited a large sum of money and was uninterested in being involved day to day.46 The three young men agreed to the partnership.

			Yet a month later, Sickel bailed out. It was going to be a 50/50 split with Warwick. Now, Harding had to come up with cash to buy his half. And what did he do? In modern parlance, we would call this a “Friends and Family” fundraising round. Harding went to his father asking for help. Now his father, George Harding, was a doctor who owned property around the town. Seeing his son’s passion for the project, he sold a vacant lot to the bank and handed over $150.47 Harding’s days in the fourth estate had begun.

			At first, his purchase of the paper was seen as a bit of a joke in town.48 But it was soon apparent that Harding had a knack as a newspaperman. As the business grew, he bought out Warwick in 1885 after a rumored disagreement about adding an important piece of technology to the company: a telephone. In addition to that, being an entrepreneur was tough, and they often went without wages. Harding was conveniently living rent-free with his parents. Warwick needed a steady paycheck, so he stayed on as an employee.49

			Harding studied all the area newspapers and came up with an idea: Ads were the lifeblood of newspapers, yet the local businesses advertised their wares the same way regardless of season. For example, snow shovels were promoted in the summer because the ads remained the same all year.

			That is where Harding’s vision was key. He made the daily rounds of the local businesses to earn their trust. He was an advocate for “buying local.” As time passed, he began to discuss a novel concept: ad campaigns that changed frequently based on the season.

			As his vision took off, the paper flourished and, as a result, so did Harding. His marriage to Florence Kling brought into the mix her brilliant business mind and allowed the paper to grow to national prominence.50 Florence Harding was a unique woman from her day. Her father was incredibly wealthy and educated his daughter—particularly in the area of finance. Florence took steps with The Star that helped with revenue, including hiring paperboys directly as a way to cut costs and increase profits. Yet, as in the system of the day, despite running the books, her signature never appeared on the bank slips.

			The Star was no longer a small, quiet paper; it was a powerhouse. The Hardings reveled in the financial success. But they saw the community and their success as a joint venture. It wasn’t uncommon for Harding to invest in other small businesses in town.51 He had a very generous spirit in trying to help spread the wealth.

			But Harding knew he needed to take steps to keep his paper running smoothly. He focused on how to create longevity for the business. He believed employees would work harder if they were owners. He wasn’t the first business owner to do this. Companies like Sears Roebuck, JC Penney, and Procter and Gamble had programs where they would set aside stock to provide the employees income when they retired. This would evolve in the 1950s into a concept called an employee stock ownership program, or ESOP.52

			Harding took the radical step of turning over minority ownership to a group of employees. In the early 1900s, 25 percent of the paper became employee-owned. Harding cultivated these young men and in return received incredible loyalty. It was “their” paper, not “his.” To his team, he was affectionately referred to as “W.G.”

			Now, by this point, you may be saying, “Look, I get it. Harding was a great entrepreneur, but what does this have to do with financial planning?” And that is the odd thing about personal finance. When it is done well, it looks simple. Harding’s story seems straightforward. Yet, he made choices and took calculated risks that tied in well with his future goals. If he lacked a financial skill, he wasn’t afraid to get advice and follow it. Just imagine if Jefferson had done even 25 percent of what Harding did financially—he likely wouldn’t have ended up at auction.

			But connecting with your future self also requires you to change. As you grow over time and your values change, so should your connection to your future self. The Harding who bought the paper was not the same man in the presidency. His goals had changed. By the 1920s, he was looking ahead. He needed to think about what his next act would be post-presidency. He was focused on answering the question we ask in financial planning meetings: What does your retirement look like?

			The second year of Harding’s presidency, 1921, was a pivotal one. After nearly forty years of ownership, it was time to sell his beloved Star. And this is where the story gets interesting from a financial planning perspective. Harding displayed empathy—not just to his family but to his employees as well.

			Now, you might be thinking: Who cares about empathy? Isn’t it really about the money? But the crazy thing is empathy has a place in financial planning because it allows us to connect with our future selves and do the right things for our future goals. It also allows us to help others around us who we feel are in similar financial positions. Harding felt a sense of responsibility because he knew that his selling of the paper would have significant financial implications for all involved.

			Humidity was high on June 20, 1923, when President Harding, his wife Florence, and their dog Laddie left Washington, DC, for a presidential tour. They were calling it the “Voyage of Understanding,” and the first stop was St. Louis, Missouri.

			The previous months had been difficult for Harding. Challenges within his administration were growing. Personally, he was struggling with his health. A bad cold in January had left him sluggish. He had long struggled with problems related to an enlarged heart. In fact, in reviewing his medical records, many modern historians and physicians believe he had an undetected heart attack in early 1923.

			But despite his bad health, Harding was in mid-negotiation to sell The Star. He had concluded that at this point, the paper needed to grow and needed an owner who could really focus on it. The industry was going through consolidation, and Harding knew that he needed to take advantage of the environment to secure his future. His focus was on the presidency, and so he knew it was time to sell it, but he wanted to sell it for a significant sum. While he wanted to get top dollar for his paper, he had two other priorities: taking care of his employees and making sure he had a role post-presidency.

			Initial offers started coming in at $350,000.53 But Harding held strong to his conviction on value. He knew that having a president involved would be beneficial to any buyer. In September 1922, he invited a potential buyer to Washington, DC, and noted that the paper was “very successful.” More importantly, he noted that while he owned 75 percent, the other owners were less interested in selling.

			His negotiations worked. The Star went under contract to Brush-Moore Newspapers for $550,000 (or $9.4 million in today’s dollars) in June 1923.54 The press release reflected his sadness. Harding “let it be known he deeply regrets the release of the majority ownership…but he is certain of its true establishment and sure it will carry on under the new control, working with his associates of many years who have so successfully and progressively carried on the work since his public duties have taken him from Marion.”55

			It was a transaction of both cash and stock. While some would call this amount exorbitant, the valuation was roughly ten times the annual profit. In the year prior to the sale, that was $60,000. Also, he had known Louis Brush and Roy Moore for years, and they had values similar to his own.

			Brush and Moore agreed to keep on his employees, who would be compensated and well-treated. More importantly for Harding personally, once he finished his presidency, he could still keep a hand in the newspaper business by serving as an associate editor who would regularly publish pieces for the paper. His future seemed to be set.

			But while the letter of intent was signed, the deal had not closed when Harding left the White House on that balmy June day. He was feeling worse and worse. With all the changes he had made to his financial life, he knew he had to address his estate plan. He needed to update it to reflect the new facts of his financial life. Harding also knew it was integral for his finances to run smoothly after his death and to protect those he loved; he needed to plan proactively.

			As the presidential entourage made their way to St. Louis, Harding sketched out his Last Will and Testament. Over the course of three typewritten pages, Harding drafted fifteen separate articles to support his wife, father, and other family members. There was even a small bequest for three employees of the Marion Star. His wife would receive the bulk of the estate, including real estate and investment income, but as they had no children, he protected himself by only giving her a life estate.56

			This was pretty crafty of Harding. A life estate meant his wife could use the assets for her lifetime, but at her death, it passed according to Harding’s wishes, not his wife’s. That meant if she remarried, a future spouse could not inherit Harding’s assets.57

			We use this technique all the time in estate planning. It is often called a qualified terminable interest property (QTIP) trust. It allows the first spouse who passes away to give the survivor access to the assets yet still control where they go ultimately. Or as we like to say, it provides “dead-hand control.”

			At Florence Harding’s death, the estate would revert back to his siblings. He also took care of his father, allowing him the use of one of Harding’s homes and some investment income. He made two small charitable bequests to his hometown. In regard to his funeral plans, he was quite clear “that no part of my estate shall be expended for a monument other than a simple marker at my grave.”58

			Harding could not have written his will at a more appropriate moment. Less than six weeks later, while at the Palace Hotel in San Francisco, he suffered a fatal heart attack and died on August 2, 1923. The deal for The Star had yet to close, but it did after his death.

			Just three months after his passing, Brush and Moore honored the “earn out” they had in their contract with Harding. They entered into a ten-year agreement with Florence Harding as a Special Correspondent for $13,300 a year for the Marion Star. In the event she passed prior to the end of the contract, the remaining funds would pass to the Warren G. Harding estate.59

			The Harding estate was a lucrative one. In the final probate filings, his total estate was valued at $893,012.48. This would be approximately $16 million in 2024 dollars.60

			Unfortunately, his wife passed less than a year after him. Lucky for his siblings and their children, Harding’s forethought on making sure Florence only had a life estate was a wise one.

			While Harding’s process seems like a logical one, the piece that makes his story different from Jefferson’s is that throughout his financial life, he was always looking ahead. He could see who he was going to be in the future and made specific plans for that. Even while president, he knew there could be a day when he needed to work; in Harding’s time, ex-presidents didn’t get multi-million-dollar book deals. While Harding is often seen as one of our worst presidents, in terms of connecting with his future self, he is arguably one of our best. In today’s dollars, he turned a $300 investment into a $9.4 million sale of a newspaper.

			Joe Biden Buys (Quite a Few) Houses

			If Thomas Jefferson and Warren Harding are at the opposite ends of the spectrum when it comes to connecting with their future selves, what happens when a president’s experience is a little more typical? Although people can often see who they want their future self to be, sometimes other personality traits get in the way.

			That’s what we find in Joe Biden’s money story. Biden has long been seen as “Middle Class Joe.” In fact, he’s spent a political career embracing this image. At times, he has prided himself on being the poorest senator in Congress and once said in a 2020 political debate in New Hampshire, “I’ve never focused on money for me.”61

			Despite this middle-class image, that didn’t mean he was not connected to his future self. Biden was well aware of where he wanted to go. In addition to a connection to his future self, he also had empathy. But Biden’s story is unique because trauma can disrupt the connection. It can undermine the decision-making process. And the Biden story is actually a common one for a lot of Americans.

			The best way to understand Biden’s financial story is to look at his real estate portfolio. Luckily, it is a pretty well-documented obsession that began when he was a child in Scranton, Pennsylvania. Biden’s parents were decidedly blue-collar and lived paycheck to paycheck. The childhood home he grew up in reflected that. His parents didn’t even own the house at 2446 N. Washington Avenue in the neighborhood of Green Ridge—his maternal grandparents did—but it was a place of great happiness with multiple generations living together.

			Yet Biden’s father had trouble finding work in town. He cleaned boilers for a living and the search for a paycheck was such that it took him 135 miles south to Delaware and was only home in Scranton on the weekends.62 Eventually, when Biden was ten, the family made the move to the Brookview Apartments in the working-class town of Claymont, Delaware.

			Now, Claymont might sound like a nondescript place, but just eight miles south of Claymont lay Wilmington. The first things you note when you arrive in Wilmington are the stately manor homes and the lush greenery. If you live in Wilmington, it means that you’ve made it and that you are part of the town’s long history of wealth. And in the town of Wilmington, the Du Pont family and its wealth cast a long shadow.

			The Du Pont family came to Delaware from France in the early 1800s and started a gunpowder business. The success of this business turned the family into one of the wealthiest in the country. They had a tremendous impact on how the town grew over the years, and, at one point, employed 10 percent of Delaware’s population. The Du Ponts often married their cousins, and so as Wilmington developed, it had the air of old money. Even today, due to the favorable banking and corporate laws of the state, it has an aristocratic atmosphere. The leafy green area, flush with country clubs and large estates, was a very different environment from the Scranton that Biden had left behind.

			We can only imagine how Joe Biden first saw Wilmington when he arrived as a ten-year-old boy, but it must have made an impression. It was clear that there was a world out there beyond what he had seen in Scranton. In some homes, you didn’t live paycheck to paycheck, and you didn’t have to worry about whether your father would find work.

			After college and law school, Biden returned to Wilmington and very quickly, he knew where he was going. He passed the bar, engaged in private practice, and then ran for and was elected as a local official. Biden was going places, and he was clear about his goals. He wanted the life of living in Wilmington, and he wanted it quickly. He dreamed of living in one of these luxurious homes.

			Once married, Biden would drive around Wilmington with his wife, Neilia, and look at his hopes for the future. In those pre-Zillow days, those hopes often came in the shape of driving by a home and imagining the life behind its doors. Buying a home is usually an emotionally driven purchase, and a new house quickly becomes the symbol of an ideal life. In this way, some people tend to connect with their future self through real estate. Biden confessed in his memoirs about his house obsession. “My idea of Saturday fun was to jump in the Corvette with Neilia and drive around the Wilmington area scouting open houses, houses for sale, land where we could build.”63 By the time he was twenty-eight, his obsession caused him to buy and sell four different homes. These homes were financed by mortgages and loans from his father-in-law.64 Biden struggled with being cash poor, but it didn’t deter him. Illiquidity was not an issue as long as he was in the real estate market, but he was building a financial house of cards.

			Then tragedy struck. His wife and baby daughter were killed in an auto accident right after his election to the Senate in December 1972.65 A tractor trailer struck their car in an intersection while his family was out Christmas shopping. His sons, ages two and three, survived.

			The accident set off a chain of financial events. While he had always been very focused on real estate, the trauma of his loss intensified his obsession. Researchers have studied brains that have gone through trauma, and they find that it directly impacts the decision-making process.66 In fact, one study found “as various forms of trauma go unrepaired, the road network of the physical brain begins to develop places of semantic rigidity and semantic chaos.”67 As a result, those individuals who have suffered trauma were more predisposed to act with urgency.

			Chaos and urgency. Those are two words I would use to describe what happened to Joe Biden over the years following his wife’s death. I have worked with clients over the years who have had traumatic situations happen—death, abuse, addiction. One widow I worked with was shocked to find out after her husband’s sudden death that she was worth $20 million. That’s a lot to absorb—and upon finding out, she became extremely focused on endowing a $2 million scholarship in his name. It became imperative in working with her that while the endowment was a positive thing, we needed to slow down and talk through all the various outcomes—including whether or not she would have enough money to make it through her retirement. Now, it might seem like anyone with that kind of money shouldn’t have money worries. But it all comes down to living expenses. If she was living on $600,000 or more a year, it would be tight. Luckily in this case, her expenses were more in the $300,000 range and thus she could afford to donate $2 million.

			That clearly didn’t happen with Biden. Part of his problem was that everyone around him was on his Senate staff. It’s harder to tell someone that it might not be the best idea when they are your boss.

			Grief-stricken, Biden spent his evenings driving around looking at real estate. While he loved North Star, the house he lived in with his late wife, he was also overwhelmed with the memories and what he considered “all our lost dreams.”68 In driving around, Biden was drawn to the most prestigious streets. Then one night on the way to a black-tie event in Philadelphia, he stumbled upon an abandoned manor home on four-and-a-half acres on Montchanin Road. Owned previously by the Du Ponts, the house came with a special panache despite having fallen into disrepair. A developer was going to tear down the house and sell the lots, but Biden had other plans for it.

			Biden couldn’t believe his luck. It had everything—a fountain, a pool, and even a ballroom. It was all of his dreams tied up in a ten-thousand-square-foot house. Paying no attention to his annual Senate salary of $42,500, he immediately started negotiating. He wanted the house. After haggling with the developer, a price was agreed upon: a mind-boggling $200,000—the equivalent of a $1 million home today. He sold his previous home, worth $46,000, and moved in with his two sons and his sister and her new husband.69

			Although it appeared to be his dream home, upon closer inspection it was like a scene out of The Money Pit. Squirrels roamed the third floor, and asbestos was hidden behind the walls. Biden could barely afford the maintenance and started selling plots of land to cover costs.70 His political filings reveal that while he had whole life insurance, he was constantly borrowing against it. Next to his political opponents, Biden’s greatest enemy was illiquidity. Is it a surprise that he often appeared on lists as one of the least wealthy senators?

			I can only imagine watching this play out. A person in Biden’s position is so focused on the goal, they can’t see the forest for the trees, and they become resistant to advice. They can’t admit mistakes, and they double down on their behavior. Biden was frenetic about constantly renovating his home. He continually trimmed plots of the property to maintain some liquidity. But even in those decisions, he wasn’t the most rational. One of his most off-the-wall decisions was that if he sold a plot of the property, he would consider “moving” structures from that part of the property onto land he still owned. Rumor had it that he had even considered this with the swimming pool. Many thought that Biden was a little crazed about his home. The house was nicknamed “The Station” due to all the comings and goings, and it became the center of the Biden political world.71

			As a side note, when we see how frenetic Biden is about The Station, it brings to mind another president. Grover Cleveland bought a property outside of Washington, DC, when he was elected in 1886 and recently married. It was an 1868 farmhouse on twenty-six-and-a-quarter acres that he purchased for $21,500 ($690,000 in 2024 dollars). He called it Oak View. But unlike Biden, Cleveland was more frugal in nature (he had been a bachelor for many years) and had sufficient savings that allowed him to improve the property. Over the time he was president, he repaired structures as well as added to and updated the main house. By the time he was done, he had spent $13,000—a significant sum but not one out of his budget.72

			While Cleveland loved the property, when he lost the election, he had to take a job in New York City. As he left DC, he initially decided to keep it, hoping to generate enough rental income to cover the costs. Yet immediately he realized he couldn’t bear to have a tenant use his home and he put it on the market. He sold it for $140,000 in 1890 (akin to $4 million in buying power in 2024).73

			A Second Home Beckons

			This financial instability became his sense of normal, but after more than twenty years in the home, Biden, his second wife Jill, and their daughter were ready for a move. They sold “The Station” for $1.2 million. While this seemed like a great price for the property, keep in mind it was probably just a return of all the capital Biden had put into the home.74

			Despite the sale, Biden still pursued his dream of being among the landed class of Delaware. He purchased land on Barley Mill Road and built a house. By the time he finished his two terms as vice president, he really only had his Senate pension to sustain him. Yet, Biden had one other real estate dream that he shared with his second wife, Jill: a beach house. Growing up in Hammonton, New Jersey, among the highlights of Jill’s summer vacations were day trips to the Jersey Shore with her grandparents. To Jill, that time at the beach was about family. “I have a lot of wonderful memories about being with my grandparents; they’d take me to Steel Pier and to ride the rolling carts on the Boardwalk [in Atlantic City].”75 And while Joe grew up in Pennsylvania, which was too far from the coast for beach trips, his memories of Scranton were filled with family happiness, and a big house near the ocean would be the perfect place to spend quality time with his children and grandchildren.

			Most wealthy enclaves on the East Coast have their summer beach getaways, and for Wilmington, Delaware, the hot spot is Rehoboth Beach. It was here that the Bidens aspired to own a second house. But when Biden was a senator and then vice president, this seemed unlikely. Managing one primary residence was difficult enough financially for the Bidens. However, after leaving office in 2016, both Joe and Jill were able to monetize their White House experiences by writing memoirs, and Joe went on lucrative speaking tours and became a professor at the University of Pennsylvania. All of a sudden, the guy who could barely make ends meet due to his illiquidity had a net worth of $7 to $8 million.

			(While this is a substantial number, due to inflation, Biden’s net worth is really just starting to crack the threshold of high net worth. A net worth of $8 million in the 2020s is like having $2 million in the 1980s.)

			In 2017, Biden and his wife purchased a home on the beach overlooking Cape Henlopen State Park in Rehoboth Beach for $2.74 million. It was a 4,786-square-foot home with six bedrooms and five-and-a-half baths, a gourmet kitchen, and an in-ground pool. Very impressive, but the real value the Bidens saw in the house was that it had the space and amenities to accommodate a large extended family, which was far more important to them than any prestige that came with ownership of such a property.

			Today, when people see Biden, they see a man with substantial real estate. As he and Jill bike around Rehoboth (followed by the press crew), it looks like the path to this financial success was easy. But Biden is like most Americans in how he connected to his future self. He knew what he wanted, though at times his decision-making was flawed. Some of his decisions could have been better, and some were beyond his control. Yet, Biden ultimately positioned himself to monetize his considerable political experience and create more stable wealth. For many years his was a cautionary tale, but finally, after much triumph and tragedy in his professional and personal lives, he was able to manifest a happy ending to his financial story.

			Planning for Future Success

			The desire for financial security has remained the same over centuries. We all seek financial resilience. It’s easy to look at Jefferson and Biden and judge them. Jefferson’s approach was to stick his head in the sand. Biden knew what he wanted, but his decision-making process was chaos-ridden. Their actions are emblematic of the struggle in all of us to connect with our future self and make the right financial choices. Without that connection, we become financially fragile.

			Resiliency takes work. But the takeaway we saw with Harding is while forethought is important, empathy is also a key component for success. One thing that has struck me over the years with the wealthy families I work with is that while the media and politicians often describe them as “not paying their fair share,” many of them are taking actions with money through empathy.

			On this interesting topic, one story resonates with me. I work with a very wealthy CEO. He wanted to buy a home for his son in San Diego, California, during the recent housing boom. When it came time to bid, he gave me explicit instructions. The realtor had advised to put out a crazy, over-asking offer just to secure the property. He said, “Regardless of what the realtor says, I refuse to over-bid hundreds of thousands over the asking price just to win the home. If I do that, then I’ve changed the rules and am blocking others from ever accessing the housing market. It just doesn’t seem right.”

			Mentally playing out how our financial actions will leave an impact is key. So, next time you are making a financial decision, don’t just think about your financial goals, but ask: Am I acting with empathy toward the me that is ten, twenty, or even thirty years into the future? You might find it’s a good guidepost on decision-making.
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