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The single most important thing that you can do 

for your money is to stop seeing it as an obstacle. 

Something that you have to do. Something that 

you’re not great at. And something that will get 

in the way of living your best life. 

Want to change careers? Money can help you 

get there. 

Want to travel the world? Money will get your 

ticket. 

Instead of thinking, “I can’t change careers, take 

a few months off, or travel the world because I 

don’t have the money”, start asking, “how can I 

use money to change careers, take a few months 

off, or travel the world.” 

You have options if you focus on what is possible 

rather than what isn’t. 

You can spend smarter (i.e., don’t buy sh*t you 

don’t need) and you can make more (e.g., 

negotiating a raise, starting a side hustle, or 

investing for the long term). You never have to 

stay stuck. 

Plain and simple: money is a tool you can use to do 
the big and exciting things you want to do in life or 
it can be an obstacle keeping you from things you 
wish you could have. 

Use it to pay for a great life.  

START HERE & 

THINK DIFFERENT



#1: Pay yourself first

This is probably the simplest and most widely repeated concept in personal finance. But while 

it’s so popular, there are still so many people that don’t follow it. 

If you’ve ever gotten to the end of the month and thought, 

“I was hoping to put away a little more than this, but next month I’ll save more,” or 
“I’m not really sure where it all went, but I’ll do better next month” 

then paying yourself first will make a big change to your bottom line. 

Respect your dreams, your goals, and yourself enough to put money aside for you, first. As 

soon as that paycheck hits your bank account funnel what you need to your savings and 

investment accounts. 

The idea is that once you’ve paid yourself, you then pay your bills and your other necessary 

expenses. 

You can live off the remainder guilt-free knowing that you’ve taken care of your bigger life 

goals. Spend and feel guilt-free on your day to day wants. 

So yes, head away for the weekend, buy the shoes, or head out to the boozy brunch knowing that 
you’ve taken care of your dreams and goals, first.  



#2: Set it and forget it

While I love money (clearly), the day to day management of it can be kind of a grind. So why 

not set it up once...and forget it? 

I automate everything and life is easier (I even automate my weekly groceries, but that’s for 

another time). 

Here’s the scoop: let’s say (for simplicity’s sake) you get paid on the 1st of every month. Before 

your paycheck gets deposited set up an automatic withdrawal into an employer-sponsored 

retirement plan if you have access to one. 

After that, your paycheck comes into your checking account on the 1st of the month. Set up an 

automatic transfer to a savings account (or accounts) and other investment accounts, like your 

IRA - Individual Retirement Account. All of this happens automatically, without thinking. 

Next comes your bills. Take each bill and set it up so it’s automatically paid that first week. 

Rent/mortgage, phone, internet, heating, credit card, debt, your gym. Get it all done and paid, 

automatically, that first week of the month. 

Without thinking about it, you’re free to spend whatever is remaining in your account for the 

rest of the month. You won’t have to worry if you have enough cash in your account to pay that 

random bill that comes in on the 24th because there are no more bills coming in on the 24th. 

They’re automatically paid early on. 

What about the random bills that you pay once or twice a year (like car insurance or property 

taxes)? This system can work for those as well. Instead of paying that bill monthly, set up an 

automatic transfer to a savings account you’ve created to pay that bill. When it’s time to make 

that big payment once or twice a year, you have that cash ready and waiting. 

Note: nervous about overspending and getting hit with overdraft fees at the end of the month? We 
keep a very small savings account linked to our checking and our bank doesn’t charge any fees for 
drafting out of our savings. If your bank doesn’t offer this (or still wants to charge you fees), keep a 
small buffer in your checking account and pretend that’s your new ‘0’. So if you keep a buffer of $250 
in your checking account, you’ll now treat $250 as ‘0’. Don’t go below $250.  



#3: Build a barrier

We are not perfect people all the time. If I say I’m giving up sweets, I’m not going to keep an 

unopened bag of Sour Patch Kids in my house within arms reach. I’m not a robot, people, and 

neither are you. 

Keep the cash that you’re not going to spend at a different bank than your checking account. 

Say you have your main checking account at Bank of America. That’s where your paycheck 

comes into and you pay your bills. You live off of that account. Keep your savings accounts at a 

completely different bank. 

You’ll automatically transfer money into this savings account bank (see tip #1 above), but if 

you want to transfer it back into your checking account bank so you can spend it, it will likely 

take days. 

That barrier keeps you honest. It should be easy to move money into your savings (automatic 

transfer) but difficult to move it out quickly. Goodbye impulse purchases. 

Barrier built. 

Tip: we keep our savings accounts with CapitalOne 360, but there are a ton of other banks out there 
to choose from, like Ally or HSBC. These banks offer high-yield savings accounts. 1% to 1.4% interest 
rate compared to <0.25% at other banks (current rates as of Feb 2018). Find one with no minimums 
and no monthly maintenance fees (and if you’re not sure about a bank, make sure it’s FDIC insured). 



#4: Name drop

Why have just one of something awesome when you can have a lot of awesome things? 

I like to set goals, but if I don’t write them down in a place where I can see them regularly, I 

forget really quickly. This goes for anything: money, fitness, general life-ness. 

So when setting up my savings, I did two things that were incredibly helpful: 

(1) I set up separate savings accounts for each goal 

(2) I gave them cheeky names to have a little fun and help me remember exactly what they 

were for 

For example, I would love to someday own a condo in Maui. It’s a dream, I know. But I want to 

get there. So last year I set up a savings account and named it after the exact location where I 

want to buy the condo (I’ve scoped it out and I know exactly where I’d buy).  

I get a thrill from putting money in my Maui account. The one time I had to take money out, it 

literally tore at my heart. I felt the perspiring mai tai glass slipping through my fingers. 

Naming accounts makes your goals feel real and tangible. I list all of our savings accounts here 

(including the most important one that we’ve just started. And no, it’s not an “emergency 

savings” account). 

Some account name examples: 

- Thailand 2019 (for that amazing vacation you're saving up for) 

- Freedom fund (for that business you're going to start) 

- Tesla (you know, that car you'd like to drive) 

- Pacific Heights Home (for that house you dream about)

http://theworthproject.co/2017/11/03/many-savings-accounts/


Step 2: paycheck 

deposited into 

checking account

Step 3: automatic transfer to the bank with your savings or 

investment accounts that have been named:  

Thailand 2019 (for your 3 week trip next summer) 

Freedom fund (for that new business) 

IRA (because we can't get too creative with this one)

Step 4: your bill are on auto-pay and are paid during the first 

week of the month. That could include your rent/mortgage, 

phone bill, internet bill, credit card bill, student loans, etc.

Step 5: spend the rest during the month as you please! Keep in 

mind the habit of happiness (#5) and that money will go further. 

Step 1: take advantage of any 

employer retirement plans 

before your money hits your 

checking account

solutions 1 - 4, illustrated

the money you earn



#5: The happiness habit

In economics there’s the concept of “utility”: the satisfaction you get from each spending 

choice you make. 

You can think of utility as happiness. Every time you spend money, you want to get the highest 

amount of happiness possible from it. 

I’ve always loved this concept because these smarty pants economists aren’t saying, “don’t buy 

the latte.” They’re saying, “buy the latte if it brings you the most amount of happiness.” 

I’m onboard with that idea. 

But we can’t run some crazy calculations to figure out the utility of a purchase each time we’re 

standing in line at Starbucks. 

What do we do instead? Hit pause. 

Before you hand your cash over, hit pause for a few seconds and think: does this bring me joy? 

Does what you’re about to buy increase your happiness? Does spending $10 on this make you 

happier than spending $10 on something else (or putting it toward one of your goals)? 

This little habit of pausing and asking, “is this really what’s going to make me happy?” has 

helped us to double our savings rate without feeling deprived. 



#6: Small goals = big progress

In our culture we’re drawn to the big, headline-grabbing accomplishments: “Man Loses 450 lbs”, 
“Woman Creates App and Sells it for $1 billion.” 

While big goals and big accomplishments are great, they’re overwhelming when you’re in the 

grind. 

How do you keep yourself motivated when a goal feels too big? 

You create small goals. 

When I was determined to pay off my student loans - and fast - I probably had around $70k 

remaining to pay off (from my total loan balance of $120k). Paying off $70k felt like an 

insurmountable task. 

So rather than make a goal to pay off $70k, I set the goal of doubling my loan payment. I 

decided to figure out how I could double that payment in the next two months. 

What’s the big thing that you want? 

Now, how can you break that down into a small step that you can realistically achieve? 

Once you create that small goal, you can gamify it with an app like Qapital. Set fun rules and 

track your progress daily from your phone. But before you sign up for anything, check #9 

below. 

https://www.qapital.com/


#7: Don't outsmart the market

Investing is pretty simple, but we tend to overcomplicate it. There are some pretty basic rules 

that most of us should follow (this isn’t individual financial advice - simply just tips to help you 

get started). 

(1) Don’t buy things you don’t understand 

(2) Take advantage of your tax-advantaged investment options 

(3) Don’t try to outsmart the market 

For #1 & #2, I have an article that breaks down very simply what investing is and what your 

different account options are. You can read that here. 

Rule #3 is a rule that comes down to timing. Should you try to time your investments like a day 

trader from Boiler Room? No. 

Why? Most of us can’t. Investing is a long-term strategy and trying to buy and sell when you 

think the market is rising or falling is probably going to end with you losing money. 

Rather than trying to time your investments so you can outsmart the market, set up an 

automatic investing plan. Set it and forget it for the next 10+ years. 

Robo-advisors like Wealthfront, Betterment, and Ellevest have easy to use questionnaires 

that help you decide how risky you want to be and allow you to set up automatic transfers into 

your investment account each month. 

Feeling a little more ambitious and want to take a slightly more DIY approach, take a look at 

Vanguard’s funds. You can still set up automatic transfers into the brokerage account and their 

fees are some of the lowest in the industry. 

Read more about my most used and loved tools here.  

However you choose to invest, the key consistency. Stick with it! 

http://theworthproject.co/2018/02/05/investing-pocket-guide-juice-bar/
https://www.wealthfront.com/
https://www.betterment.com/
https://www.ellevest.com/
https://investor.vanguard.com/home/
http://theworthproject.co/toolbox/


#8: Keep it easily organized

Between all the different bank accounts, goals, and investing platforms, you’ll have money in 

more than one place. 

Don’t make life any more difficult on yourself than it has to be. Instead of logging into 8 

different places to check your balances or updating a spreadsheet to keep track of everything, 

you can use Personal Capital’s free tool to link all your accounts and check everything all in one 

place. 

We use it to make sure that both my husband and I have access to all information, easily. 

Which helps because I can be a disorganized mess. 

More access to information that’s organized = less anxiety about your money (and less arguing 
with your partner). 

It has quickly become the #1 tool that I use and I can't get enough of it. 

Read more about how we organize everything here (it also includes how we used a spreadsheet 

to track everything before we switched to Personal Capital, if that’s more your style). 

http://theworthproject.co/PC
http://theworthproject.co/PC
http://theworthproject.co/2018/01/19/manage-multiple-bank-accounts/


#9: WTF (what's the fee?)

When you’re opening up a credit card, a bank account, paying someone to invest your money, 

or downloading a “free” app, always ask yourself “what’s the fee?” 

Those pesky, sneaky fees can add-up over time. There’s nothing worse than realizing months 

down the road that you’ve been overpaying in fees. There goes the satisfaction you felt 

thinking you were doing a great job with your cash. 

Regularly review your accounts to see what recurring fees are popping up. I once spotted a 

$15 fee that our bank had started sneaking into our account. A quick phone call got me an 

apology and that $15 refunded. 

That app that charges you $3 a month to use, that credit card that hits you with a $200 annual 

fee, or that money manager that charges you 1.5% need to take a hike. When signing up for a 

service, all fees should be clearly stated so that you can make the decision if it makes financial 

sense for you to pay them. 1.5% might feel like NBD right now, but over 30 years that fee can 

eat away at tens (or hundreds) of thousands of dollars. BFD. 



I’m a financial writer, educator, and creator of The Worth Project; 

a site aimed at sharing easy, realistic money information to help 

you live a life you love.  

Prior to this venture, I earned my financial stripes working as a 

CPA for PwC, I worked in marketing at P&G, and then combined 

them both as a freelance strategy consultant. 

Want more street cred? I have a degree in economics from UC Santa 

Barbara and have my MBA from Duke University. It was at Duke 

where I took my first behavioral economics class and realized that 

there was more to money than just numbers. And it was at Duke 

where I also picked up $120k of crushing student loan debt, which 

I managed to pay off in under 4 years. 

I’m originally from California, but I’ve spent the last 4 years living 

in London and exploring Europe with my husband, Jordan, and our 

sweet little rescue pup, Hattie.  

I love hearing your questions and comments - you can email me 

anytime at: erica@theworthproject.co

Hi there. I'm Erica.

All of the links in here are to products I use and love. Some of the links are affiliate links, but that in no 

way affects what I recommend and why. For more information on affiliates, see this disclaimer. 

http://theworthproject.co/disclaimer/

