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			Preface

			Today’s the Day

			“People of all ages respond with the greatest energy when summoned to innovate, heal, build, and— yes, when necessary—protest. We each desire to be useful and to have a task in front of us that matters as we wipe the sleep from our eyes and begin the new day.” —Madeleine Albright, Hell and Other Destinations

			It started, as most revolutions do, as barely a trickle. 

			One morning, sipping my coffee in peace after my kids had rushed off to school, I scrolled through my incoming emails. There sat a fateful query. 

			It was from a tech mom (like you?). We’ll call her “Sam,” and she had a complaint to lodge. Not about her career or lifestyle, mind you. She loved the messy, high-stakes thrill of the hunt that her high-tech position was providing. She loved her spouse and two-year-old daughter. She loved being at the heart of the West Coast action, indoors and out. 

			In fact, she loved these things so much, she’d started having mini freak-outs about what would happen if it all came crashing down. Instead of feeling as if she owned her action-packed life, her life was starting to run roughshod over her. Worse, her money—that stuff that’s supposed to set you free—had become more of a frenemy than a confidant, torturing her with a growing swarm of “What ifs?” 

			What if I start to suck at my job? (There’s so much competition.) 

			What if my company bombs? (There goes my equity stake.) 

			What if I ever want to chill out? (I might not want to work this hard forever.) 

			What if my family needs me? (COVID remote learning.)

			That’s where I came in. Sam had shared her concerns on a global Facebook group dedicated to moms in technology, and another member had posted my name in response. 

			Sam’s email was the first drip. After hers, came another, and another. Before I knew it, a groundswell of #MeToo common concerns had swamped my inbox. 

			Okay, as a professional financial planner, I know about numbers. Still, it sometimes takes a lot of them for me to notice what should have been a “no duh” all along: 

			Women in tech, especially the moms, are a bad-ass group of super producers. They’ve sweated bullets for every penny earned. But their common kryptonite is figuring out how to be just as large and in charge of their family wealth. 

			Vive la revolution! As a tidal wave of requests for consultation from women in this group followed, I listened . . . and the impetus for this book was born. 

			I heard moms in tech share so many of the same concerns, income levels, and demands on their time. I heard them chafe against fears that their amazing income stream might not last, groaning at the weight sudden wealth can add to an already overflowing plate. (Yes, really. An influx of life-altering income can be surprisingly stressful.) And questioning why, the more they succeeded, the higher the stakes seemed to grow. 

			Then again, I also heard a resolute determination to turn the tides, challenges be damned. All they needed was to break the code on how to get things done and in the right place, so they could stop stressing. 

			I can relate. I’m a mom myself, with similar street cred in the mostly male-dominated realm of financial planning. With this little book, my goal is to help as many others as possible take control over your financial future, for good. 

			The good news is you are not alone. You are part of a supportive legion of women. Plus, there are real answers and actionable steps you can take to improve your relationship with your money. The trick is to establish a personalized financial plan to steer you away from the stresses and toward the abundance your hard-earned wealth has to offer you and yours. 

			This may sound simple enough, but sometimes even the richest people on the planet don’t get it right, despite all of their wealth. I’m confident, however, that you can, you, fellow superwoman, you.

			I also want to warn you though: Like technology itself, don’t expect your financial pursuits to reach an end point, when you’re “all done.” It’s a process loop, not a one-and-done project, with proverbial chutes and ladders along every turn. 

			Then again, once you understand the game, it’s yours to win. You might even come to enjoy the adventure. And hey, if I can do it, so can you. 

			Are you ready to kick some financial planning butt? Let’s roll!

		

	
		
			Chapter one

			Who Are You?

			“The word power has two different meanings. There is power to: strength, gift, skill, art, the mastery of a craft, the authority of knowledge. And there is power over: rule, dominion, supremacy, might, mastery of slaves, authority over others.” —Ursula Le Guin, The Tombs of Atuan

			Are you a mom in tech, or someone who can relate to the role? Well, let me tell you. Over the last decade or so, I’ve noticed some powerful changes rocking our world. Most of the differences are for the better. Some of them, not so much. And of course, not all of them apply to you. 

			Still, to tap your own bad-ass powers and avoid the land mines, it can help to know more about the field you’re stomping around in. 

			Here are some of the things I’ve noticed about your world: 

			Tech Women, Hear Us Roar

			My first job out of business school was as an investment banker focusing on tech companies. I worked for a very big bank but had a boss who took me to a lot of meetings. A decent amount of the tech treasury groups had a bunch of women in them, and maybe he thought they would be more comfortable opening up and giving us more business if another chick was around. As the years progressed, those women rose to higher positions at those companies, and so did I. However, I was the ONLY female VP in the tech group and, after having my first child, I was done with banking. Enough of playing in the boys’ club. I wanted no more face time. I wanted a decent work-life balance. 

			When I started as a financial planner in 2008, most of the calls that I got from my tech clients were men. Back then, you could attend a tech event, and the ladies’ restrooms never had a line at break. While that was immediately gratifying, it wasn’t a good sign overall. 

			In 2023 I have just as many female as male clients working in technology. 

			These women are also making more money—not just compared to their predecessors but compared to their bearded peers. I’ve also noticed, at least among my clients, the male partners are often the household’s secondary source of income. 

			Granted, this may be a self-selecting subset of women in tech. Those who come to me are usually already making a good living and deliberately seeking help managing their high-end financial resources. But even if my clients are relative outliers along the bell curve of women earners, they’re certainly starting to tilt the tail in an interesting direction. 

			Combat-Style Motherhood

			Okay, it appears there are more women with careers in tech. It’s only natural these women are having babies.

			Being a working mom in technology? At least anatomically, men only have two balls to tend to. Logistically, women end up juggling at least three: work, motherhood, and some semblance of a personal life.

			Add more air-bound balls if your parents, siblings, or other clan members need your help as well. Odds are, you’re going to try to provide it. Not every couple is this way, but the mom often tends to carry more, especially if she becomes the primary caregiver AND the primary earner. 

			No wonder, by the time these women come to me, their arms are getting tired. They want to talk about how to give their balls a rest and live a better life. 

			Baby Elephants

			Let’s also give a nod to the cute little elephant in the room: 

			Our baby bundles of joy cost barrels of money. 

			Parenthood is not only one of life’s biggest time sucks, it’s also OMG expensive. Especially during what I call your cash-hemorrhaging years, when your children are under the age of five. 

			Don’t get too hung up on the money right now. If you’ve got a paper bag handy, just breathe into it a little bit, and we’ll plan for how to manage the challenge in upcoming chapters. But between housing costs, childcare, and preschool (potentially simultaneously if you’ve got more than one child), you’d best brace for some big bills. And we won’t even mention college just yet. 

			Camping or Glamping?

			I’ve also noticed two subgroups within the tech industry: campers and glampers. 

			The campers earn big and save big. They’re not necessarily roughing it, but they choose to spend well within their means. Instead of cashing in and spending bonuses, restricted stock units (RSUs), and employee stock purchase plan (ESPP) shares, they stash most of that away as future provisions. 

			The glampers earn big and spend big. They’ve worked hard for the money, they conclude, so they’d better treat themselves right. (Sing it with us, Donna Summers). Instead of squirreling away those bonuses and benefits, they may use a good chunk of the money to enhance their lifestyle today. 

			I don’t judge either approach. Each of us has a different relationship with our money, how we view it, and what we want to do with it. If you’re deliberate about which camp you want to be in, you’re good to go, with solid financial planning options available for either course—especially if you can agree on this sticky subject as a couple. 

			However, there is one thing we all need to survive in the financial wild: Unless you’re clear about what you do want to do with your money, and how you plan to do it, it’s hard to be a happy camper of any sort. 

			Which brings me to my next big point before we roll up our sleeves and start working on some bona fide financial planning exercises in future chapters. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			What Matters Most

			“People say that money is not the key to happiness, but I always figured if you have enough money, you can have a key made.” —Joan Rivers, comedienne

			Before we dive into any financial planning details, I need to blow your mind a little bit. Throughout this book, and in all I advise, I approach money management from a place of abundance. That’s why I like to say: 

			Time is finite. Your money is not.

			Now I wouldn’t blame you if your response went something like this: “What the <bleep> are you talking about, Katy? If money is infinite, why are we all so worked up about it?”

			What I’m getting at is that, timewise, we each have twenty-four hours a day. No more, no less. Once that time has slipped away, it’s not coming back. You only have the now. 

			This means your money is neither your life’s most limiting factor, nor your best measure of success. Those honors go to the time you’ve been granted. Since you only get so much of it, why not make it awesome? 

			Money’s Such a Tool

			Yes, I like to see my clients’ net worth go up each year, and so do they. But by shifting our planning focus to creating abundant time instead of lots o’ money, it becomes more obvious which is the resourceful tool, and which is the object of importance. 

			Framed in this manner, it’s easier to roll up your sleeves, and figure out how to properly position your money to create an ongoing income stream—and channel it toward its highest purpose. This, in turn, can power the proverbial mill for churning out abundant time for those and that which you love: Abundance flowing toward caring for your children how you always imagined, creating beautiful memories on a family vacation, remodeling a kitchen that makes you want to cook more, or whatever. 

			Ah, but what about that caveat: properly positioned? Your position is always going to be unique to you, and even unique to different stages in your life. 

			For example, let’s look at the lifetime financial plans for Bashira versus Beth. (By the way, all names and some circumstances have been changed to protect client privacy.)

			Adventurous Bashira

			Tech couple Bashira and her husband Jorge came to me because they wanted to buy a house in the Bay Area, where they worked and played. 

			On paper, owning a home was within their financial reach. They’d built up a sizeable chunk of change for the down payment. They’d also maxed out their 401(k)s and saved most of their annual bonuses. They let their RSUs vest each quarter and didn’t touch them. They were plugging along just fine. 

			Except there was a problem. It wasn’t financial; it was about time. We discovered it when they completed a Core Values exercise, which was to select three words that resonate the most with you. 
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			The exercise revealed they both wanted more personal growth and adventure. They wanted flexibility and opportunity. For one-year goals, they wrote about hiking, being outdoors, trying new sports, and spending time with their East Coast kin. For their five-year goals, they wanted a house and a kid, maybe a dog. But they also looked forward to continued travel and exploration. 

			As we talked more about spending time and money on a house, I noticed something striking. They kept using the word “should.” And their brows were furrowed when they did.

			Granted, there are times that “should” can keep a body on task at work, or when your newborn starts crying for the millionth time in the wee hours of the night. 

			But “should” can spell trouble when you’re setting your life goals. 

			“Should” tricks us into spending our resources on what we feel we’re SUPPOSED to want, not necessarily on what we DO want. 

			Bashira and Jorge’s rent was relatively low, granting them more time for other interests. Pricey Bay Area home ownership would mean they’d have to keep earning as much or more than they were for decades. They’d likely need to spend at least as many hours of their time working. And they’d be tethered to their current stomping grounds. 

			No wonder their crestfallen expressions gave way to “Ah-ha!” smiles when I reminded them, they didn’t have to buy a house. Of course, they already knew this, but they’d gotten trapped in Should-land. 

			Shifting from should to could, we kept talking. After exploring several possibilities, they ended up using their down payment money to buy a rental property. The rent covered the cost of the property, plus a little bit extra that they set aside for maintenance and periodic extra principal paydowns. 

			A year later, Bashira was offered a chance to work overseas. Off she and Jorge went on their adventure, eager and unburdened by the home they supposedly should have bought. 

			Careful Beth

			Planning for a life of abundance doesn’t just apply to the bold and the restless. Take Beth, for example. Beth worried. She worried about her money, retirement, their house, the kids’ happiness, how to take a vacation, and so on. You name it, and Beth worried about it. 

			When Beth completed the same Core Values exercise, she circled Security—three times. Beth is a different person from Bashira. How she uses her financial resources is different. To her, owning a reasonably priced home with a big, fat emergency fund makes her happy. She does not dream of backpacking in the Alps. She most loves spending time with her kids as they grow up. And that’s just fine. 

			Shoulda, Coulda, Woulda

			If I haven’t yet made this painfully clear, financial planning is about a lot more than money. Of course, you want to learn some of the techniques involved in managing the stuff. We’ll start looking at that next, I promise. 

			But I believe it’s critical to lead with deciding what really matters to you, while acknowledging that what matters most will probably change over time. Just ask anyone before and after they’ve become a parent. It continues to change for me as my children are now teenagers, and my daughter Jane is looking at frickin’ colleges. How did that happen?

			What’s your personal vision? And by the way, are you reading this while sleep-deprived, stressed out, or both? If so, come back to this question when you’re feeling refreshed. Because, if you can’t imagine your dream life, you have little chance of living it. 

			The point is, you’ll always want to lead with who you are and what you want over time. How else can you successfully separate “should” from “could”? Be generous rather than stingy with your time? Grant yourself permission to enjoy that week in Hawaii while your kids head off to a super-fun summer camp? 

			How else can you achieve that which is most liberating of all: A life filled with plenty of abundance and precious few regrets? 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Put Price Tags on Your Goals

			“I disliked the person I was becoming—a person who tumbled headfirst into each day, in constant motion but without any sense of direction.” —Suleika Jaouad, Between Two Kingdoms 

			At last. Let’s start talking money. 

			Get Ready . . . 

			We have to start somewhere, so here’s a ballpark reference point for you to digest. 

			If you’re a tech mom living in a major US metropolitan area with two kids under the age of five, figure your household needs to earn at least $350,000 annually to cover everyday living expenses and max out your retirement savings. 

			This is a general estimate I’ve calculated as of 2023. Unadjusted for inflation, the figure is up nearly $100,000 since my estimates from a decade ago in 2013, and it’s not going to decline anytime soon. If you live in a more affordable city and work in tech, your salary will likely be lower as will you living expenses. It’s all relative. 

			Of course, there are plenty of exceptions to this calculation. Grandma or Grandpa may be watching the baby for free. You may live in a tiny home, or a bargain rental. You may both WFH with no commuting costs. 

			It also matters what life stage you are in. Again, childcare costs accelerate from 0 to 100 once the first baby comes along. Add a second one under the age of five, and it hits warp speed. It often gets a little better once they hit elementary school, although from then through high school, you get to decide what activities, at what price, will keep your little people’s minds active and growing. Then college. Some sources have proposed technology may help reduce college costs. If COVID taught us anything, it is that in-person learning cannot be replaced so easily. I doubt a quality undergraduate experience will become that much cheaper in our lifetime. I’d love to be proven wrong, but until then, I’d rather be prepared. 

			Anyway, it helps to know roughly what to expect at the starting line. From there, it’s relatively easy to come up with your own, more-accurate estimates. Let’s see what that might look like. 

			Get Set . . . 

			First, if you haven’t yet done so, move the list of all your assets and liabilities (aka, debt) from your jam-packed head onto a spreadsheet or paper. Keeping those numbers swimming around in your mind only creates stress. 

			Group your assets by type: 

			
					Liquid Assets: Cash, checking and savings accounts, cash equivalents, and any other money you could spend today if you needed to, without having to sell anything. Include certificates of deposit (CDs). 

					Investments: Brokerage accounts, company equity (ESPP, vested RSUs, vested stock options, etc.), retirement accounts (401(k), 403(b), Traditional and Roth IRAs, pensions, etc.), and maybe some alternatives such as cryptocurrency, illiquid private holdings or angel investments. 

					Real Assets: Your significant “stuff,” such as the current market value of your house, other properties, cars, boats, collectibles, and so on (not including any loan balances). 

			

			List your liabilities by type as well: Mortgages (not rent), HELOCs, student loans, car loans (not leases), credit card debt, tax liabilities, and personal loans. 

			Congrats, you’ve now got a personal balance sheet: 

			Assets minus Liabilities = Your Net Worth 

			This is your starting point. The goal of financial planning is to increase your Net Worth year-over-year. 
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			Viewing it, what do you think? Are you on track? There is no golden rule for answering this question. But I use a quick litmus test to tell me if my clients seem to be ahead of the curve, behind it, or roughly where they need to be. 

			Here is one of them from The Millionaire Next Door by Thomas J. Stanley (1996). The Millionaire Next Door formula multiplies your age times your pretax annual income divided by ten to get your expected net worth—this excludes inheritances. You are considered “wealthy” if your net worth is twice as large as your expected net worth.

			For example: 
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							Your current Net Worth

						
							
							$1,050,000
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			If you are ahead of where the test says you could be, pat yourself on the back. We’ll talk about how to make use of that information in upcoming chapters. 

			If you are behind where you would like to be, don’t freak out. If you’re in your twenties to forties, you have time on your side. But it’s important to know the reason you might be behind. To address it (or them), you’ll want to identify what it is. For example, you may be spending too much. Or if you only just started making serious bucks, you may have been paying off student loans or yet to kick your savings into higher gear. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: I find stock market declines are often offset by real estate appreciation. But not always. For example, in 2009–2011, stocks and real estate suffered in tandem, and things looked especially bad on paper. Those who avoided the temptation to sell out during the downturn were rewarded when both markets eventually recovered and continued their upward climb.

			What is “on track,” anyway? During prime earning years, I like to see my clients’ net worth grow by 5–10 percent per year. For a tech mom and her family, this often happens organically by maxing out your 401(k) and participating in moderate market growth. However, this metric is just a number against which to gauge your financial behaviors and decisions—not a judgment on you as a person. Nor is it necessarily the right metric for you. 

			To arrive at your best course, you’ve first got to decide where you’re going. 

			Go! Daydream and Goal Scheme 

			As you ramp up your financial planning adventures, why not lead with a little bit of big dreaming? For this, I like to run my clients through an “amazing” exercise. 

			What does your Amazing Year look like? What about your Amazing Five Years? 

			We got a taste of this above from Bashira and Jorge’s, and Beth’s planning discussions. Here’s another illustration: 

			Jackie and Andrew’s Amazing Year: Their son Calvin starts preschool and loves it. They now have a little more time to themselves. They can switch off picking him up for school a couple of days a week and doing fun things together. They find a great house, start building their community roots, and spending weekends together as a family. As their careers progress, they each receive handsome raises and surprisingly generous bonuses. 

			Jackie and Andrew’s Amazing Five Years: Calvin is in elementary school and Baby #2 has arrived and started preschool. They are taking fun family vacations, camping, and getting to see family on the holidays. They remodel their kitchen and master bathroom. One of their companies goes public and delivers a handsome equity payout. They are contemplating taking a year off to explore the world before the kids are entrenched in school and friends. 

			YOUR Amazing Years: Again, your definition of “amazing” doesn’t have to take you bungee jumping off high bridges (unless you want to). Your dreams may be more like Beth’s quest for security. Or usually somewhere in between. You also may not achieve every ambition. By the time you can, you may not even want the same things. 

			But hey, dreaming is fun. And I’m all for anything that can make number crunching a little more entertaining. After all, we mere mortals are far more likely to tackle a project if it doesn’t make us want to throw up in our mouth whenever we think about it. In advisor-speak, we refer to this as leveraging our innate behavioral biases to nudge ourselves in positive directions. 

			Plan for Abundance

			So take some time to dream. Dream big while you’re at it. 

			After that, it’s time to get real—in a good way. Instead of dreading the act of assigning price tags and priorities to your flights of fancy, I’m going to challenge you to shift your mindset. 

			Financial planning is your superpower for realizing what you’ve only imagined. It’s your action plan for assigning your most abundant resources to your greatest goals and values. 

			Core Values + Goals + Dreams = Financial Priorities

			In upcoming chapters, we’ll dig deeper into understanding where your income and expenses come from, and how to become the boss of both. For now, here’s a stream of consciousness to illustrate what I’m talking about. 

			Bashira and Jorge

			Core Values: Adventure and Personal Growth 

			Goals: Moving overseas and traveling, potentially on a single income

			Dreams: What adventures do they want? Where do they want to travel?

			Financial Priorities: Let’s streamline their accounts so they can more readily run on autopilot, identify what they will need to spend each month, and plan for any shortfall. 

			For example, can they both work overseas, or can only one?

			Beth

			Core Values: Security + Security + Security

			Goals: Stable and safe home environment; be on track for college and retirement. 

			Dreams: Not worrying about where the kids might want to go to college. Knowing that if she needed to jump on a plane to go help her mom, she could do it without worry. 

			Financial Priorities: Fully funded Emergency Fund to cover six months of spending. Be on track for retirement. Be mortgage- and debt-free by retirement. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: You will have a higher degree of financial security and stress less when your bookend goals are met.

			The next step is to add price tags to your goals. Always start with the bookend goals. You will have a higher degree of financial security and stress less when your bookend goals are met. Then you can fill in all the fun stuff in between. In Chapter 6, we’ll talk in more detail about filling in the “pages” between your bookends. 

			For now, here’s a broad view of how price-tag planning might look for Jackie and Andrew: 

			Jackie and Andrew’s Goals and Price Tags

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Bookend Goals

						
					

					
							
							Year 1: Set up an emergency fund to cover short-term cash needs.

							Jackie and Andrew’s cash outflow is about $15,000/month. As a dual-income family, they want an emergency fund to cover three months of spending. (Single-income families may wish to double that to six months, or longer. Some families feel most secure with a year of emergency funds on tap. It’s up to you. Trust your gut.) 

							Price Tag: $45,000

						
					

					
							
							Years 20+: Achieve financial independence.

							Within 25 years, Jackie and Andrew would like to have saved enough for one or both to retire if they choose. They estimate spending about $10,000 per month in retirement, and they already have $500,000 saved for this goal. They’ll need to accumulate $770,000 more. 

							Financial Independence Price Tag: An additional $770,000 up front, or $67,000 saved per year

						
					

					
							
							Stuff in Between

						
					

					
							
							Years 1–3: A year of Epic Travel; replace roof and hot water heater.

							Jackie and Andrew’s year abroad will likely lower their housing costs but increase their travel expenses. Jackie is getting transferred. Andrew may try remote work, but he isn’t sure. 

							Travel Price Tag (beyond ordinary cash flow): $30,000

							They’ll plan for one local trip, once per month, and one flying trip every six weeks. 

							Home Improvement Price Tag: $23,000 

							They received three bids for a new roof and hot water heater, for an average $18,000 materials + $5,000 labor.

						
					

					
							
							Years 4–10: Remodel the master bath and add a family room; aggressive college saving.

							Home Improvement Price Tag: $300,000 

							Master bathroom bids came in at around $20,000 including extra padding to cover any potential problems with interior walls and plumbing repairs. 

							For a new family room, current new construction costs an average of $700 per square foot. They’d like a 400 square feet addition.

							College Savings Price Tag: $350,000 up front, or $17,000 per year per child 

							For their two children’s college savings, they would like to pay for anywhere the kids want to go. They haven’t decided yet whether they’ll save for this in installments or as one lump sum.

						
					

				
			

			Granted, this is a simplified illustration. We both know that real life is a whole lot messier. And yet . . . 

			So much of financial planning is simply understanding what kind of life you want, and then queuing up your money accordingly. 

			Well, thanks, Katy, you may be thinking, but if it were that easy, I’d already have done it. 

			Granted, life has a way of complicating our best intentions. Plus, you’re probably already going full tilt. This leaves you with precious little room to ruminate about your bank account. 

			That’s why I’ve kept this book short and sweet. Let’s figure this out. So you’ll know how to use your money to make your best life a lot easier to seize. So you’ll understand why you are doing what you are doing. So you can best balance your work-you, parent-you, and you-you. That’s what the money is for. 

			As a mom working in technology, you’ve already proven you can cruise at a faster pace than most, aim for hyper-productivity, and live and breathe innovation. I know you can do that, and I know you probably want to. Do you still have thoughts, doubts, and questions swimming around in your head? Great! That means you’re ready for more. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The Money You Spend

			“I have a simple philosophy. Fill what’s empty. Empty what’s full. And scratch where it itches.” —Alice Roosevelt Longsworth

			Once you’ve branded your biggest dreams, it’s time to tame your two most rambunctious bucking broncos, so they can take you where you want to go: 

			
					The money you spend

					The money you receive

			

			It’s no head-scratcher on how these two are supposed to pair up. 

			If you routinely spend more than you earn, you’ll eventually run out of money. 

			Of course you don’t want or expect to go broke and become a bag lady. Of course you want to be smart about your salary and bonuses, and those promising, but often convoluted compensation packages. You’re programmed for success. But . . . 

			You’re also super busy: Most days, you’re hurdling forward at a breakneck gallop, in the tech industry’s hyper-productive, uber-competitive rodeo. 

			The spending never ends: It’s mind-boggling how much cash it takes to raise a family in or near big cities, where many of the best tech jobs are based. There’s always another financial complication, another unavoidable expense, another unforeseen tax bill. 

			Life keeps happening: Once some big payoffs start hitting (equity event, big bonus, vesting RSUs), you may struggle with how to best channel the bounty toward your financial goals.

			Let’s circle back to the beginning:

			Whether you’re living on a shoestring or in the lap of luxury, the same principles of abundance still apply. Are you using what you’ve got to create abundant time for those and that which you love? Or have you been flushing too much of it down a toilet, scarcely knowing where it goes?

			No matter how much wealth you have or have not, aimless spending is still a shitty way to go. 

			No Shame in the Game

			At the same time, while it’s empowering to understand how your money moves, so is being compassionate with yourself and others as you spend it. Flexibility is often the name of the game. Because, for all our planning, there will always be events we never saw coming. 

			Yes, I’m talking about you, you hard-driving tech mom. As you aggressively accumulate wealth, don’t forget to save some empathy for yourself, for when (not if) you occasionally make a cringe-worthy choice. I’m just saying!

			I’ll give you an example of what I mean. Danielle was in sales at a major tech company, which was purchased by another major tech company. In the acquisition, she held onto her job and got promoted. They wanted her so much they gave her a long-term incentive bonus to hang around for at least three more years. Sweet, free money! 

			Danielle took some of that money and bought a bag. A very expensive bag. A bag so expensive that she was afraid for me to see how much she spent on it. A bag so expensive that she felt guilty using it. A bag that sat in it’s pretty box in the closet, collecting dust. The bag symbolized a purchase decision Danielle regretted. But fear not, thankfully there is an after market for expensive bags. She sold the bag, although at a loss, and put the money toward a hot tub. 

			Mind you, I’m not giving you a hall pass on financial literacy. I still want you to figure out how to fund your life in a spirit of abundance. I still want you to discover how to live well within your means, exactly as The Wall Street Journal columnist Jason Zweig describes it in The Little Book of Safe Money : “The great investor Benjamin Graham once defined happiness as ‘living well within one’s means.’ Did he mean ‘living well within one’s means’ or ‘living well within one’s means’? I think his ambiguity was intentional: He meant both.”

			This is where it’s imperative to get a good grip on your cash outflows and inflows. 

			First, we’ll take on spending. I lead with it, because, counterintuitively, I’ve found most of us become way more bogged down in how to spend our money than by how to hang onto it. 

			Do you struggle to spend your money well and truly? At least in part, you can blame the money programs stuck in your head—little heuristic shortcuts we tend to take whenever we face a particular financial challenge or opportunity. We may be born with wide-open minds, but the inundation of hacks, apps, and fin-tech solutions tells us we are doing everything wrong, and we need to do it another way. There is so much frenetic marketing in our world, we easily lose sight of what we really care about and on what we want to spend our money. 

			This is especially the case when it comes to spending rituals. I’m talking about those “thou shalt” and “thou shalt not” assumptions we make, every time money is involved. I see so much shame, judgment, heads in the sand . . . you name it. Those emotional triggers are real, with real consequences. They block your ability to lead with logic as you deploy your multipurpose money. They interrupt your spending flow as your life changes and your children grow. They mess with your head, sight unseen.

			You darn well need to make sure you know what is going out the door and what you are spending it on. But after that, I encourage you to spend your money without judgment. If you’ve connected your wealth to your “why,” it’s nobody else’s business what you do with the abundance you’ve received. 

			Jen and Bobbi Make a Breakthrough

			Jen and her wife Bobbi came to me, wanting a comprehensive financial plan. They felt like they were making a ton of money. But something was missing. They looked at their social group and saw one spouse quit their job and stay home. Another bought a second home in Tahoe. Their closest friend was dashing off to Hawaii, Europe, or wherever, whenever they pleased. 

			Jen and Bobbi didn’t need to quit their jobs or go globetrotting. But they wanted to make their home nicer. They spoke of having a child, maybe two. Most of all, they wanted to know their money wasn’t being wasted. All that hard work and big income should increase their happiness. (There’s that “should” again.) Why wasn’t it working out that way?

			Analyzing their spending revealed a big monthly outflow number. I mean big. On average, they were spending $45,000 per month. They could afford this outflow since they were bringing in about $1.1 million annually with bonuses, commissions, and RSUs. And again, there’s nothing wrong with spending large if you’ve got it, and that’s your thing. But to keep covering their lifestyle, Jen and Bobbi would need to keep earning nearly $1 million per year, probably more once the kids came along.

			Looking at their numbers caused more consternation than comfort for Jen and Bobbi. They’d gotten themselves on quite a treadmill. Jen paled and wondered whether they needed to make more money while they still could. Bobbi took a long breath and suggested they cut spending and save more. 

			Who was “right”? As is common, the truth is found on middle ground. Per Bobbi’s suggestion, they started watching their money more carefully. They eliminated several spending habits that were more about “keeping up with the Joneses” than sources of satisfaction. With Jen’s encouragement, Bobbi started doing some consulting on the side. They soon discovered she could make more per hour as her own boss and was happier about it. Bobbi is now running her own business from home and is being well-compensated for her unique skills. Plus, if the couple decides to become moms, the stage is better set for it. Win-win. 

			The Big Spend and Your Personal Spend-o-Meter

			Before we dive into the universal wants and needs that we share in varying degrees—I want to address an intriguing, post-COVID phenomenon I noticed. I called it “The Big Spend.” 

			Once COVID was mostly in the rearview mirror, I started seeing torrents of big spending on things like travel, eating out, and shopping. After two to three years of nowhere to go, nothing to do, and (for many) not much reason to spend what we’d saved, we’d become like desert plants, blooming like crazy after a drought ends in a downpour. In some cases, families were spending three times their average annual budgets.

			Families came to me with their Big Spend ambitions. The details differed, but the themes rhymed: After seeing how uncertain the future can be, they wanted to grab more gusto. After accumulating untapped discretionary income, they wanted to use it. After such a long, dry stay-at-home diet, they were ready for a delicious treat.

			Whether it’s due to a post-COVID release, or in general, have you been imagining a Big Spend of your own? Maybe it’s a wonderful home where you can entertain friends in style. Or a year-long adventure in a well-appointed RV. Or having enough to make work optional sooner than later.

			But again, those ingrained spending beliefs you’ve acquired along the way can leave your dreams versus your emotions doing battle in your head. When that happens, folks can get stuck, unsure whether they “deserve” to spend much at all, let alone spend it large. 

			To tame the emotions on what you should vs. could be spending, it can help to turn to social benchmarking metrics among the major spending categories, such as housing, childcare, and so on. For that, I’m going to break down the major spending categories, while sharing some relatable stories to illustrate how this works. 

			Remember, these numbers are general, while your financial plan is specific. This means not every rule of thumb applies to you. But benchmarking your spending against an approximate “norm” offers a perspective you may not have had until now. 

			In what areas is your spending above, below, or on par with the average? Why is your spending what it is? Are you okay with that, or do you want to work on it? 

			The ultimate goal is to question yourself without fear or judgement. Then come up with a unique spending plan that works for you. Call it your “spend-o-meter.” It’s structured enough to guide your near-term moves, and flexible enough to endure the long-haul journey. All the better if it also frees you to stop fantasizing about and start realizing your own Big Spends along the way. 

			What Does Your Spend-o-Meter Look Like?
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			Housing 

			Let’s start with the biggest spending category for most working parents. Whether you’re renting a small space in a high-rise, or you’ve purchased a sprawling farm in the sticks, housing often devours the largest slice of your spending pie. 

			As such, it’s critical to take a good look at the numbers involved, so you don’t get in over your head. You want to own or rent your home . . . not the other way around! 

			First, here are a couple of caveats on how to be the boss of borrowing for your housing: 

			Caveat #1: When you go house-hunting, decide upfront how much debt you want to take on—and stick to your decision. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: Remember, mortgage brokers and banks are for-profit businesses, with their own financial interests and incentives that don’t always align with yours. They won’t mind if you borrow more than you can comfortably chew; they may even encourage it. 

			Caveat #2: Many tech families looking to buy a home already have a child or two. Even with a partner to assist, this means you’re already on the hook for big childcare costs. Remember this when a lender cheerfully offers to lend you a third or more of your gross annual salary. 

			Now here’s some housing cost context. 

			What a PITI: We financial planners typically measure housing costs by adding up your principal, interest, taxes, and insurance, or your PITI. (If you’re renting, then it’s just rent and insurance, which doesn’t make for much of an acronym.)

			Costs Relative to Cash Flow: In the Bay Area and other large metropolitan regions, housing costs tend to be 25–50 percent of most families’ monthly cash outflows. If you are spending more than that, you’re likely feeling house poor. 
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			Costs Relative to Gross Income: A lender typically wants borrowers to spend less than 32 percent of their gross income on PITI. I’ve seen this percentage get as high as 40 percent when lending standards are loose, such as during recent years of low interest rates and high housing costs. 
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			To illustrate how to use these metrics for your own house hunting, let’s look at a couple of real-life tales from the city.

			Maria’s Dilemma

			Maria was a single mom with a strong balance sheet from her tech job and a decent divorce settlement. Unfortunately, Maria also had a dilemma, in the form of two homes. Following her divorce, she’d decided to buy a new home in Marin County, where she imagined raising her toddler and starting life anew. However, when she came to me for advice, she was still living in her cramped San Francisco condo while renovating the Marin house and preparing the condo for sale.

			I didn’t even need to see the numbers to know she didn’t feel great about her pair of house payments. Her thin smile said it all. But it got worse. Not only was she carrying two pricey properties, but she’d also taken a bridge loan to buy the Marin house, with a clock ticking to pay it back. Talking about pressure. She was in for well over half of her income. 

			No huge surprise, Maria felt house poor. Her relative numbers explained why. Added to her general sense of disquiet, they served as a strong motivator for her to do something about it. 

			If you ever find yourself in similar straits, this is exactly where that self-compassion comes into play. You can’t fix the past, but you can take control over your now. For Maria, the Marin house had seemed like a good move when she made it. But it didn’t seem good any longer. I encouraged her to feel no regrets over selling it, even if it meant taking a loss after commissions and closing costs. 

			So that’s what Maria did. She also decided to sell the SF condo; it was no longer right for her either. She found a rental in a neighborhood where she felt safe and happy, and dropped her housing costs to within 32 percent of her gross income. She no longer feels like she’s drowning in PITI. 

			Amy and Sean Put a Pin in It

			Amy and Sean came to me after finding themselves at an important cash-flow crossroads. They had sold their Napa home and moved to rented quarters on the Peninsula to be closer to their new jobs. Their two young children had just entered kindergarten and transitional kindergarten, plus they’d scored an affordable aftercare program through their local rec center. 

			Between the home sale and reduced childcare spending (no more nanny or preschool costs), they had extra available cashflow . . . at least for the time being. They wanted to enjoy the break, without blowing it, and were seeking advice on how to think through their choices. 

			They considered using the extra cash flow to do some Big Spends. They spoke of joining an exclusive, members-only club, or taking a nice vacation or two. They also thought of redirecting some or all the flow to other, more practical purposes, such as replenishing their post-COVID, back-to-the-office wardrobe, or paying off some credit card debt. Eventually, they also wanted to become homeowners again. 

			What were the possibilities? Based on their incomes and normalized spending, they could afford a home in the $1.2 million price range. This would keep the price tag within a 32 percent gross income metric, and keep mortgage payments affordable given their other, usual spending. 

			The problem was, for anyone living in the Peninsula, inventory is impossibly low at that price. Instead we figured they would need to normalize their spending and save up for at least three years before they would have the cash flow needed to truly afford a home in this region. 

			Amy was more bummed than Sean. Sean almost looked relieved. Neither of them wanted to feel like they had an overly expensive house hanging around their neck. 

			Ultimately, they decided to go ahead and budget for a Big Spend in the near term after paying off all credit card debt. After that, they committed to reducing their discretionary spending and continuing to rent, while saving up for a bigger down payment. They concluded that a few more years of renting was an acceptable trade-off for them, especially since their rental was nicer than any house they could afford right now. 

			The Big Picture on Housing

			When it comes to home ownership or anything else, I’m not suggesting you must make the same choices as Maria, Amy, and Sean. But here’s the thing: 

			Few, if any, of us have so much wealth that our ability to spend it exceeds our imagination on how we might. As such, life almost always involves tradeoffs between spending for today and saving for tomorrow. 

			By understanding how to apply a few financial planning metrics, such as costs relative to cash flow and gross income, you can more readily convert your dreaming and scheming into confident cash flow choices over the course of a satisfying life. 

			In that context, let’s look at the big three discretionary spending categories I see tech moms juggling daily. 

			The Big Three: Food, Shopping, and Travel 
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			From what I’ve seen among my tech mom clients, their discretionary spending usually falls into three big carts: food, shopping, and travel. Of course, technically, neither food nor shopping are fully discretionary. If you don’t eat, and your kids run around buck-naked, I’m guessing things won’t turn out well for you. 

			But after the essentials, there are endless ways to consume abundantly. And as a hardworking tech mom, you often need ways to complete your consumption quickly and conveniently. For better or worse, this convenience costs.

			Pre-COVID, it was easy to tell what meant the most to each of my clients by looking at where they spent the most in these Big Three categories. If they spent $40,000 per year on travel and only $25,000 on food, it was clear that travel was their thing. If they spent $12,000 per year on clothes, I could tell they liked to shop and have nice clothes. 

			COVID messed with our metrics, at least for a while. It led to an uptick in home shopping and online acquisitions. It also created a downshift in buying business wear, as we discovered the joys of working in our sweats and flip-flops. Food costs plummeted as restaurants shuttered, and we could only stomach so many contactless deliveries. Add in supply chain challenges, and there were fewer ways to even consider making a Big Spend. When it takes nine months to get a new oven, it stops seeming like a fun purchase. 

			The point is, the pandemic did a number on our ability to look at a family’s historical spending data as a relatively accurate estimate of their future consumption. If you’re including these years in your figuring, you’ll want to consider them with a grain of salt. However, it’s still worth taking a good, hard look at how much you typically spend on the Big Three. 

			Food, Glorious Food

			Spending on food tends to be one of the areas that surprises clients the most and is often most ripe for budget-picking. Nearly everyone comes in with a vague sense that they may be spending “too much” on food. But until we apply some metrics to the matter, there’s no way to know if that’s true. So let’s look at these costs. 

			Eating In

			Pre-COVID, a typical family in the demographics I serve used to spend $1,200–$1,600 per month on groceries (on the higher side if you favor organic). If you spent less than $1,200 per month on groceries, I’d joke that perhaps you’d cracked the code on how to live on air alone. If it exceeded $2,000 per month, your tastes clearly ran high toward nice wine and prepared hot meals. 

			In case you haven’t noticed, the cost of chowing down has gone up lately. As of early 2023, prices have increased by about 25 percent. This has either increased a typical grocery bill to $1,600–$2,000 per month or altered the choices you make as you toss items into the cart. 

			Whether food stays pricey or ticks back down, are you looking to spend less on it? 

			
					Switch Stores: Where you shop can make a huge difference. For example, at Trader Joe’s you can walk out with six bags of groceries for $175. At Whole Foods, that’ll cost you double. 

					Shop Weekly: Frequent, spontaneous shopping trips drive up overall costs. ’Nuff said. 

					Have a Plan: To shop weekly, you’ll want to have a list, and at least some idea of what you plan to make for the week. 

			

			Your efforts don’t have to be all or nothing, by the way. Find a spending-convenience-enjoyment balance that works for you. If once a week is too hard, try biweekly. Buy your staples at Trader Joe’s, and a few favorite indulgences at Whole Foods. Plan some meals, but not every stinking one. If you have a partner, figure out which of you is stronger at what, and divide and conquer accordingly. (Me, I like to be spontaneous, while my husband loves knowing where his next meal is coming from. Guess who makes most of our meal plans? Thank goodness for that.)

			Let’s put food in its place. Remember: overspending on food does imply waste. But you can spend a ton on food and still not approach your housing costs. If completely changing your relationship with food and meal planning would leave you sick to your stomach, you may be better off looking for other savings that might matter more anyway. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Eating Out (Including Delivery)

			What about those nights you eat out, or have instant gratification delivered to your door? To put these costs in context, consider an average family with two kids and one stay-at-home parent. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: From what I’ve seen, eating out tends to account for about 30 percent of an average family’s total food spending. So if you spend $3,000 per month total on food, $1,000 of it goes to dining out or delivery. 

			Unless there’s an issue to address . . .

			Joanna Reaps a Juicy Reward 

			Joanna and her husband came to me several years ago with some cash flow concerns they wanted to work on. They had two kids, both of whom were going to need special education, so they already knew their childcare costs were going to be on the high side. Joanna had decided to at least temporarily leave the workforce to help her kids. To bridge the income gap, they’d completed a cash-out refinancing on their nice suburban home.

			However, they still weren’t sure they’d done enough. After analyzing their income and expenses, it became clear they would need to reduce some cash outflow as well. But where? 

			As I looked at their spending, one expense jumped out, waving a red flag. Their food spending was over $4,000 per month, back when the average maxed out at $2,500 per month. 

			A deeper dive revealed an unusual item. Joanna was spending more than $600 per month on juice. Yes, juice. While juice is yummy, it seemed like low-hanging fruit to suggest she spend less than 15 percent of their entire food budget on that single item.

			Still, it’s one thing to talk about budgeting; it’s another to feel okay about doing it. For many of us, food spending is highly emotional. “Food = Love” is a common sentiment across many cultures. To Joanna, her juice symbolized being free to spend on what made her happy. She was drinking in self-love if you will. If she gave it up, was she giving up on happiness? 

			We talked some more about that. I suggested she reframe the choice as something she could do to help herself and her family live a freer, happier lifestyle: Would the pleasure she gained from the juice exceed the relief she could feel by reducing her money stress? 

			She grimaced but agreed to mull it over. When we met again a few months later, she had decided to give it a try. First, she reduced her juice jones to twice a week. A month later, she gave it up completely. Ironically, her in-laws had given her a high-end juice maker for the holidays. While she was grateful, she returned it and used the money to pay down her credit cards. She told me the sense of empowerment this brought her was even more gratifying than the juice. Joanna was very proud of what she’d accomplished, and I was proud of her as well. 

			The Big Picture on Food 
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			In our fast-paced world, we have come to feel we deserve to treat ourselves now and then. This may be true. But if your treats become so frequent, they become habits, they’ll probably stop feeling special. If you eat out twice daily at $40 per pop, that’s $2,400 per month. And by then, it’s probably become more a matter of convenience than pleasure. 

			Again, there’s nothing wrong with this line item, if it fits your lifestyle. But if it’s causing you to stress out over other spending goals, it may be time to examine whether what started as a benefit has become a burden in your life. Skip trying to keep up with Joneses. Focus on you. What is right for your family? What do you really want to spend on food? 

			Shopping Sprees

			Are you ready to take on the next Big Three spending category? Shopping is all that stuff we buy: clothing, sporting goods, electronics, books, sock organizers, twinkle lights, and everything else Amazon has in store for us, from magnificent to mundane. 

			Patterns tend to emerge when we look at this type of spending. Some of it depends on the age of your children, and others on what makes you happy. For example, your shopping data can quickly tell me if you’re a clothes horse, cycling is your thing, or you’re addicted to Amazon.

			Clothes

			Based on my observations, a family of four spends around $6,000 per year on clothing, but that spending tends to go in waves. Are you spending twice that? That tells me you feel some kind of way about your couture. We women seem to enjoy regularly replenishing our wardrobe in small pops, while the menfolk tend to stock up once or twice a year. Kids’ clothes are usually bought seasonally (good-old, back-to-school sales), or as they go through their growth spurts. 

			Sporting Goods

			I usually suggest families try to cap their sporting goods budget at under $2,500 per year. But this figure may seem like a joke if someone in your family is an avid athlete who is always buying the latest and greatest gadgetry for their sport. Incidentally, spending on outdoor equipment was big during COVID, as camping became one of the few safe ways to change the scenery. In general, these purchases are one-time, and won’t be repeated every year. In any case, if you’re spending a lot here, you may want to try offsetting it elsewhere. 

			Electronics 

			Where would a tech mom be without her gadgetry? Spending tends to be lumpy, but persistent, as the next release of your favorite devices seems omnipresent. Figure about $2,000 per year, per person to upgrade your phones, iPads, and computers about every five years. 

			A Few Words About Amazon

			If you spend more than $750 per month on Amazon, a red flag goes up for me. Amazon has done an amazing job making shopping as easy as possible. One-click orders, free delivery, no-hassle returns. For some, this makes it too easy, especially if you’re a household of multiple shoppers. Do you get an Amazon box several times per week? What’s in those boxes, and do you really need, or even want it all? 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Big Picture on Shopping: If it seems time to rein in your shopping, especially the online kind, try making it less convenient by (gasp) removing your phone apps, logging out of your accounts between purchases, entering your credit card anew each time (where possible) and disabling that one-click button on Amazon. By making each purchase a bit of a hassle, you may give them a second thought before you commit, and ultimately not make as many of them.
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			Travel Adventures

			Before, during, and shortly after the world’s biggest party pooper came along—yes, I’m talking about COVID—travel spending has typically landed somewhere between a line item in your annual budget and an occasional Big Spend added in. 

			From my observations, COVID changed our travel plans, but it did not necessarily extinguish our intrepid souls. Instead of flying to Europe, Hawaii, or Disney World, families jumped in their cars. They spent big barrels of money on $10,000–$12,000 luxury beach house rentals, where they could convene with extended family, costs be damned. 

			Fast forward a few years, and people are back on planes again, with a vengeance. Travel industry advertisements are crowding our media outlets, and my mail is once again glutted with offers from credit card providers offering all sorts of amazing travel perks, if I’ll only switch my (nonexistent) balance over to them. Even back in the summer of 2022, my daughter showed me her Snapchat map showing where her online friends were located, and Europe was overwhelmed with their happy little avatars. It’s possible every San Franciscan soul went there that summer (including us). 

			Suffice it to say, between the pent-up demand and higher airline prices, travel budgets skyrocketed. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: Most households I work with typically spent $10,000–$25,000 per year on vacation, a handful of weekend getaways, and a few trips to see family. That figure soared to $20,000–$50,000 by 2022. 

			So far, spending on travel remains high, nearly twice what it was per family pre-COVID. COVID or no, I believe even the most adventurous among us go through phases where travel becomes more or less important. Your best spending plans come from recognizing when you’re traveling because you truly want to, and when you may just be going through the motions, so you’ve got something to upload to social media. 

			Wendy and Akito Chill Out

			I’ve been working with Wendy and Akito for close to a decade, and it’s been super fun to see the amazing progress they’ve made during that time. When we first met, they were . . . well, how to put this? They were working their butts off. They were running a new business together, plus Akito had a salaried day job, plus they were raising two young children. 

			Fortunately, their hard work paid off over the years. Their business grew and grew, until Akito was able to quit his day job. During one of our annual reviews of their balance sheet, it became clear that their high net worth could facilitate lots of spending. What a pleasure it was to contemplate what abundance that could bring them. 

			For Wendy and Akito, their abundance translated into travel. Trips to Fijian islands, treks to the Galapagos, African safaris. You name it, they did it. No skimping either. If they were going to fly more than ten hours, they were going business class at least. They set a goal of spending at least $80,000 each year on travel alone. For a few years, they did, and loved doing just that. 

			Recently, however, their priorities began to shift. After traveling the globe, they felt they’d seen and done so much. They discussed being burnt out with work and wanting to come up with an exit strategy. Their kids, now teenagers, preferred to stay home and hang out with friends. 

			After some additional conversations, they decided to reduce their travel spending and redirect those funds into upgrading their already well-appointed home in Tahoe. They were ready to settle down for a while and enjoy spending time as a family, before their children became adults and flew the coop entirely. 

			The Big Picture on Travel: As a mom myself, I can relate to the approach taken by Wendy and Akito. Stay flexible! Change with the times, adjust to your true needs, and don’t succumb to FOMO (fear of missing out) just because your friends’ social media posts seem cooler than yours. Traveling is awesome, but sometimes, so is staying at home. 

			The Evolving Costs of Having Kids

			As any mom or dad knows, parenthood is a life sentence . . . um, I mean lifelong blessing. So too are the costs, although there are high-water marks for which to watch. 

			Broadly speaking, your two biggest-ticket line items are usually childcare when they’re toddlers, and education as they age. If your kids attend public school, you have thirteen years to save in between these phases. 

			Preschool: Again, when you have a baby or two under the age of five, I call these your cash-hemorrhaging years, because safeguarding these delightful little souls will typically be your second largest expense after housing. 

			How bloody can it get? If you’ve scored no- or low-cost childcare through a doting grandparent or similar trusted ally, go buy a lottery ticket, because you are indeed among the lucky few. Otherwise it can range from a bath to a trickle:

			
					A full-time nanny’s undivided attention will cost you the most. It’s easy enough to spend at least $4,000 per month. 

					In-home daycare is less expensive due to economies of scale. Figure around $900 to $1,900 per month. But it can also be less convenient and potentially more nerve-wracking if there are strict pick-up times. 

					Preschool programs are less expensive than full-time childcare but can still cost $1,400 to $2,800 per month. 

					As a stay-at-home parent, out-of-pocket costs mostly disappear, but you’ll still want to factor in the opportunity costs of the salary you’ll forgo. 

			

			Public Schooling: Once your children are eligible to attend public school, the hit to your cash flow should begin to heal over. Kindergarten and transitional kindergarten can be had for free. You’ll still need to pay for after-care once these programs end midday. But since the children are older, requiring fewer caretakers per child, these costs tend to drop to about $1,000 per month. Some school districts run after-school programs that can lower the costs even further. 

			Once your children hit elementary school, we can start talking annual instead of monthly expenses in the range of $4,000–$6,000 per year, per child for activities, camps, and/or tutors. 

			Private Schooling: Buckle up if you’re planning to go the private schooling route, because private school is a significant financial commitment.

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: As of 2023, figure about $1.0 million total to send two children to a K–12 private day school, at a cost of about $10,000-$40,000 per year, and tuition inflation of 5.5 percent per year. 

			If you shift from public to private partway through, this can not only create unplanned expenses, but it can also generate emotional costs for you and your children, especially if they made lots of friends and loved where they were at. 

			Still, sometimes this can’t be helped. As your child ages, you may discover all sorts of reasons private school is going to work for your child’s education, and public school simply won’t. For example, I saw many families switch to private schools during COVID, as public schools failed to be up to the task of educating. 

			In this context, here are two tips to consider: 

			
					Consider the Neighborhood: Based on the numbers I’ve run for many clients; it usually makes more financial sense to spend more on a house in a great school district than to send your children to private schools. That’s because your home can serve as an inflation hedge by appreciating over time. A private school may offer intangible benefits worth the price, but it will never be anything but an expense on your financial ledger. 

					Don’t Buy Your Kids’ Education Twice: If you do decide to go private, consider buying a less costly house in a town that isn’t known for its amazing public schools. As a homeowner, there’s no need to pay extra for access to a great public school you don’t plan to use. 

			

			Krissy and Tom Make a Smooth Move

			When I met Krissy and Tom, they had three kids under the age of seven. But of course, it wasn’t always that way. When their first child was born, they were just getting started in their careers, and money was very much an object. They bought a home described in the real estate listings as having “lots of potential,” aka, a fixer upper. 

			Fortunately, they both enjoyed using their off hours to tinker with paintbrushes and plumbing. To further lower costs, they sent their firstborn to public school. They made it work.

			As their family grew, so did their income. They used some of the proceeds to send their younger two children to a $35,000 per year Montessori preschool, and to continue sprucing up their starter home. However that home was getting a little crowded. They decided to sell it and were able to use the substantial profits to buy a bigger place. Their new home was another property in need of tender loving renovation. But it was in a splashier neighborhood, where it would make economic sense to create a dream home. 

			Then along came COVID and its aftermath. Volatile stock prices, tech industry declines, and shrinking variable compensation put their future income at risk, even as their higher fixed property tax costs and Montessori tuitions continued to loom large. 

			We met to discuss how they wanted to proceed. As they pored over the numbers, Krissy commented on how well their oldest child was doing in public school, and how happy she was there. The truth was what began as a good financial decision had turned into a good choice in general. The neighborhood they’d moved to had a good school system as well. It didn’t take much of a leap to realize, their move could become the perfect foil for switching their middle child to free public transitional kindergarten and moving the youngest to a preschool that cost half of the other one. Once again, Krissy and Tom made it work—for them. 

			Higher Education: Finally there’s college, with costs of $40,000–$80,000 annually for a public/private university . . . give or take thousands of dollars. If you live in California, to send your kid to UC Berkeley for an undergraduate degree on your nickel, you’ll want to save about $10,000 per child, per year in 2023 dollars. That’s between birth and the day they step on campus as freshmen. If you need to wait to get started due to high childcare costs, adjust that figure upward. To pay for private university, double that savings amount. 

			The math assumes you have every penny saved by freshman year, so you may still be working and not need to save quite that much. 

			The Big Picture on the Cost of Kids: At the prices just described, it’s better if you can plan for your childcare costs with eyes wide open than to take a blind, “we’ll sort it out as we go” leap of faith.

			Of course, there will be surprises. But you stand the best chance for navigating them if you’ve already put together some financial plans, including what compromises you are—and are not—willing to make in other areas if needed. 

			And another thing: I know it’s all the rage to talk about saving for your kids’ college costs from the day that the first ultrasound arrives with a baby on board. If you (or perhaps some doting grandparents) can do that, all power to you. However, in my experience, while you’ve got toddlers at home, you may need to cut yourself a break on saving much for their college. Given the immediate childcare costs involved, you may not get that realistic chance until the youngest skips off to public school, or longer. 

			Also . . . 

			If you must choose between funding your own retirement vs. saving for your kids’ college, I’d suggest that financially positioning yourself to sustain your lifestyle indefinitely is the higher priority—multiplied by about a million. Neither you nor your adult children will be better off if spending on their college costs leaves you unable to remain financially independent in retirement.

			Car Talk

			If you live in a big city with ample public transportation, a car may be a moot point. Otherwise, a good rule of thumb is to spend no more than 10 percent of your gross income on your sets of wheels and all that goes with it. This usually isn’t a problem. For most families I serve, it’s closer to 3 percent, even after we tally up everything, including insurance, repairs, gas, tolls, and maybe an “I Brake for Unicorns” bumper sticker.

			Unless, that is, you take on two car payments. In my experience, no matter how much money you earn, most couples with two car payments end up feeling like their money is flying out the rear hatch without much to show for it. Your car shouldn’t get to spend more than you do, so I suggest avoiding this scenario if you’re able. 

			Health and Personal Care

			Overall, I see current spending in this category between $750–$1,200 per month, per family, including fitness, grooming, and out-of-pocket healthcare costs on pharmacy, glasses, co-pays, therapy, etc. Spending on personal care averages $250–$500 per month. If you are exceeding that, you may want to look at your annual line items here, to understand why. For my clients that spend less than that on grooming, I consider them low maintenance! 

			Personal healthcare is personal, and thus it varies widely. Because I see where my clients’ money is going in this category, I get to know a lot about them. Sometimes I am the first to learn of pregnancy, for example. (Plan on spending $4,000–$6,000 out of pocket on your child’s birth, by the way.) I can’t tell you how special that feels—every single time! 

			Other times, I see big out-of-pocket maximums spent on health problems, complications, or surgeries. I’m honored to assist during these events as well. 

			Therapy has also become a relatively new, and often worthwhile expense for more families. In 2020, spending on outpatient mental health accounted for two-thirds of total spending in 2020. That’s up nearly 17 percent from 50 percent in 2013. Due to COVID, therapy quickly became a line item for multiple members of a household. At its peak, families were spending up to $2,000 per month on mental health. This seems to be tapering off with kids back in school and parents back in the office. But don’t be shy about using it as needed. If therapy isn’t included in your health coverage, expect costs ranging from $600–$1,600 per month. 

			In 2020, people under the age of twenty-five were driving mental health spending, according to the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI1). I suspect spending on mental health will remain a meaningful line item in more budgets unless employees push for greater in-network services. 

			And again, it’s worth mentioning how COVID threw many of us for a loop in this health and personal care category. Group sports and group fitness programs came screeching to a halt. Basic haircuts and dental cleanings became luxury items, let alone a day at the spa. Ironically, hunkered down at home, we probably caught fewer colds, and perhaps spent less on medical care; nobody wanted to head to a medical facility unless the matter was urgent.

			Even once facilities reopened, many of us have rearranged some of our former habits for good. Pre-COVID, spending on gyms and fitness used to average $500 per month, per family. Post-COVID, I’ve often seen this figure stay at less than $100 per month. 

			Marissa’s Soul

			Marissa hired me because of an article I once wrote about Soul Cycle. In my article, I justified spending thousands of dollars each year to sit in a dark room and peddle on a stationary bike. (Alright, if you insist, here’s the link: katysong.com/sweat-budget/)

			Marissa shared my passion as a Soul Cycle rider. Its dark studios were her happy place, where she could set aside the stress from her tech mom life and be in a state of elated peace. She was even more bad ass than I was about it, attending almost daily. 

			The challenge was that her husband didn’t understand the level she was spending on it. She hired me to do a financial plan with an eye toward getting him on board. Working together, we made it work for them both. 

			Fast forward a few years to when COVID hit. So much for Soul Cycle. Many of my fellow cyclists went out and bought Peloton or other bikes. Marissa took to nature to find peace. Running and walking became her new thing, and her fitness spending plummeted to the cost of buying new sneakers a few times a year. Me, I am out on the trails too, but feel the soulful pull to the dark studio at least twice a week. My daughter is a convert now, and so my Soul spending remains where it was . . . and I have no regrets. 

			Other Stuff You Spend Money On

			The other categories I typically help tech mom families track include entertainment; utilities; cash and checks; and, you know, anything else not yet present and accounted for, such as student loan payments, charity, pet care, membership to the Battery, and so on). 

			Entertainment: Figure, $100–$400 per month, including what you spend on Netflix, Hulu, HBO, Spotify, iTunes, etc. Tally your total. Are you within this range? If you spend more than that, you are likely buying tickets to events. Most families with young children struggle to have a social life, so this means you are getting out of the house more than most. 

			Utilities: Overall, utilities usually cost less than $850 per month. Water and trash/recycling range from $150–$200 per month (unless you have a pool), and the rest comes to $500–$650 per month. Some rentals cover water and garbage, as do most condos’ HOAs, leaving you on the hook for electricity, gas, your phone, and internet/cable. Either way, if your monthly utilities regularly exceed that $850 per month high-water mark, I suggest looking into your cable, internet, and phone plans to see if you can lower them. Especially if you haven’t renegotiated your rates for several years, there may well be some wiggle room there.

			Cash and checks: Remember those? My clients rarely carry much cash or write a lot of checks these days. It’s a whole lot easier to use PayPal, Venmo, Zelle, or similar apps to pay for incidentals ranging from personal care to housekeeping to the babysitter. So while cash and checks aren’t exactly a spending category of their own, it’s worth being aware of how much is heading out the door in this form, especially if it’s part of a Big Spend. Personally, about the only time I whip out my checkbook (from back in the dusty corner of a locked cabinet) is if there’s a big expense like property taxes or a home repair, with no other good way to cover it.

			Next Up: Bring Home the Bacon

			Where else does your personal money flow go? Every time I think I’ve seen it all, one of my creative tech mom clients comes in with a clever new way to spend her income, large and small. I love that about you. It keeps me on my toes! 

			But I think we’ve now covered most of the categories most of us spend on, at least well enough for you to put your own cash outflows in better context. 

			Next let’s look at the other side of this revolving door. Because you can’t really assess your cash outflows without also accounting for your inflows, let’s start putting together this puzzle’s pieces.

			

			
				
					1. EBRI, September 8, 2022. No 569 Use of Health Care Services for Mental Health Disorders and Spending Trends. 

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Money You Receive

			“Money is only a tool. It will take you wherever you wish, but it will not replace you as the driver.”—Ayn Rand

			Big picture, there are essentially three ways to make money. You can:

			
					Earn It: Through your base compensation, cash bonuses, equity grants and side hustle.

					Grow It: By holding equity indefinitely and/or building a personal investment portfolio where your cash-flow surplus will (hopefully) generate more money.

					Win It: Through gifts, inheritances, lotteries, and similar strokes of random fortune.

			

			Win It: Birds in Hand

			I’m going to tackle that third one straight off. Windfalls are great. No, they are amazing. By working through your financial plan, you will know your magic numbers to reach your goals. I recommend planning for how you would use any windfall prior to receiving it; how you choose to use it needs to align with what will make you happy. 

			However, DON’T SPEND A WINDFALL BEFORE IT IS IN THE BANK. Sometimes, “sure bets” don’t pay out as well as expected, and you don’t want to be left scrambling to cover a self-inflicted gap.

			That leaves us with your on-the-job compensation, as well as any returns you reap on your investments. You can calculate the first kind; make an educated guess on the second kind; and then work on any additional income you may score along the way. 

			After that, all you must do is try not to spend too much of it, too soon. 

			Of course, you and I both know, that isn’t as simple as it may sound. The data is a lot messier close-up. So next, let’s focus on your cash inflow. 

			Earn It: Base Compensation

			Base salary is your foundation. It is your guaranteed salary given your job description. And it’s been that way for centuries, if not millennia. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: In 50 BC, soldiers were paid in salt, which was highly valued at the time. The word “salary” derives from the Latin word salarium, which means “salt money.” Jump through time to the Industrial Revolution and the late nineteenth century when a professional class emerged with fixed salaries for regular intervals of work. (Initial notions of retirement emerged around then as well.)

			What is your household’s base pay, not including bonuses and equity compensation? Enter it here right now, off the top of your head:

			My Base Pay:

			[image: ]

			Are you scratching your head about what to fill in here? Or did you cheat, and peek at your pay stubs? If so, don’t worry, you’re not alone. Many of my clients guess wrong about their base salary. In my experience, we’re often more focused on our “sexier” equity or bonus compensation or total compensation (’cuz the number is hella big). The stuff that sometimes offers far more breathtaking possibilities if all the stars align just right. 

			However, your base salary is critically important. It serves as: 

			A Rock: Your base pay is the income flow you can count on coming in, right on schedule. Having more or less of it will directly impact your biweekly happiness. 

			A Personal Gauge: It also serves as a relative measuring stick against which your ongoing compensation is sometimes assessed, including periodic raises. If you start with higher base pay, it’ll snowball faster. If you start with a lower base, it might take years or a decade to get you to a competitive level with your peers. Over time, the impact one way or the other can be even more dramatic than those periodic bonus pops.

			An Equity Indicator: How does your base pay compare with others in your company, sector, and industry? Like it or not, we women must be extra careful here, lest ingrained biases become tolerated norms. Oh, hell no! 

			A Compounding Super-Saver: Your human capital is your greatest asset, with the most compounding impact on your wealth. Squeezing an extra percentage point out of your investment account is nice, but peanuts compared to consistently increasing your career earnings. 

			A Capital Assignment

			Bottom line, it’s worth taking some time to make the most of your base pay by keeping tabs on it. If you’re not yet doing so, here are two little tasks worth completing annually: 

			
					Look at your paychecks, line by line. Do you get it? Each line is either an inflow or a deduction. It helps to be fluent in which is which.

					Review your base pay and total compensation. What percentage were you up or down from the previous year? How does it compare to others at your company or in the industry? (Is it time to negotiate for a raise?)

			

			Lauren Asks and Receives

			Lauren and her husband came to me when they felt like they were doing well, and yet their money seemed to keep flying out the door. Lauren worked in tech marketing, and her husband was in hospitality. They had two kids under the age of five and were living in a townhouse that was a little too cozy for comfort. They envisioned upgrading to a more spacious single-family home soon. 

			Lauren’s career was going like gangbusters. She aspired to eventually become a chief marketing officer and wanted to know how to make it happen. I told it to them straight: With childcare costs, they needed to make more to achieve their goals. About $50,000 more per year. Her husband’s compensation wasn’t easily changed, so it was up to Lauren. 

			But there was good news, or at least a good opportunity: Compared to industry standards, Lauren’s base pay seemed way too low for the impact she was making in her organization. I suggested she ask for a raise during her upcoming performance evaluation and gave her a pep talk about her value and not selling herself short. 

			She asked for, and received, both a raise and a promotion. This initial bump in pay and responsibilities led to a wave of opportunities for Lauren to advance her career and become a tech company CMO before the age of forty. 

			Sometimes a little context and the right “ask” can take you far. 

			Earn It: Equity Compensation Programs 

			To a point, it helps to think of your equity compensation as simply another form of payment for the work you do—like a bonus that happens to arrive as real or potential company stock. This can make it easier to cut through the convoluted tax-planning and angst-laden logistics of it all, so you can make happier decisions about what to do with the stuff once you’ve got it. 

			For example, as clients decide when, or whether, to sell their exercised stock options, I hear all sorts of reasons they want to hang onto their company stock forever: They don’t want to pay the taxes. They want to be loyal to their firm. They’re hoping to hit the jackpot. The share price is down from some former high-water mark.

			And so on, and so forth. Blah blah blah. 

			Don’t get me wrong. These can be valid reasons for holding onto company stock. But none of these reasons are likely THE driving force. They’re factors to consider in context, AFTER you’ve made your biggest decision. Remember what that is? 

			How will you use what you have to create abundant time for those and that which you love?

			By once again leading with your personal goals, you can better see the beauty of treating your equity compensation the same way you treat all your other sources of taxable income, with less stress about what your colleagues are or are not doing with their own shares. 

			Whatever you do with it, you’ll want to understand some of the ins and outs of your equity compensation to make the best use of it. There are several equity compensation programs your company may offer to help you accumulate company stock. I see restricted stock units (RSUs), and employee stock purchase plans (ESPPs) the most often. There are also stock options, stock appreciation rights (SARs), restricted stock (which is slightly different from RSUs), and a few variations on these themes.

			ESPPs, RSUs, stock options, and stock appreciation rights (SARs) are different forms of equity compensation companies use to incentivize and reward their employees. While they all involve some form of equity ownership in the company, they have different characteristics and can be structured and taxed differently. 

			A comparison:

			
					ESPPs are like a layaway program at your company’s “stock store.” You set money aside out of your paycheck after-tax, and it’s used to periodically purchase company stock in your name, often at a sweet discount off the rack rate. 

					RSUs are like being given a cake, but you can only eat it after waiting a certain amount of time. It’s like telling a kid, “You can have this piece of cake, but you can’t eat it (receive your shares) until after you finish your vegetables (work X amount of time for the company).”

					Stock options are like playing the stock market, but with training wheels. It’s like the company saying, “Hey, we’ll give you the chance to buy some of our stock, at a really cheap price, so that you make some money.” 

					Stock appreciation rights are like getting to ride the stock market rollercoaster without actually having to buy a ticket. It’s like the company saying, “We’ll give you the chance to ride the stock market up, but you don’t have to risk your own money to do it!”		Employee Stock Purchase Plans (ESPPs)

	Overview
	An ESPP gives employees the right to have up to $5,000 per year of after-tax payments deducted out of their paychecks and held in escrow for buying company stock. The stock is purchased at set, rolling periods (usually six months), and often at up to 15% less than the stock’s worth on the open market. 

	Advantages
	ESPPs offer a simple way for employees to purchase company stock. When the plan includes a discount or “look-back” provision, it’s like buying a gift card whose face value is more than the purchase price. Upon purchase, the employee is a shareholder and has voting rights in the company. No additional taxes are incurred until shares are sold.

	Disadvantages
	Purchase plans are limited to $25,000 per year, per employee. If the ESPP does not offer discounts or look-back provisions, there’s no significant difference between buying the shares through the ESPP or on the open market. Taxes at sale can be relatively complex; planning is advised.




			

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Restricted Stock Units (RSUs)

						
					

					
							
							Overview

						
							
							RSUs are a form of equity compensation where the company grants shares of stock to an employee (no purchase necessary), but the shares are subject to certain restrictions. The restrictions typically include a vesting period (i.e., the employee must work for the company for a certain amount of time before the shares fully vest) and may also include performance criteria or other conditions.

						
					

					
							
							Advantages

						
							
							Restricted stock has value even if the stock price does not increase. Once the shares are vested, the employee can sell or transfer the shares, or continue to hold them and benefit from any future increase in the stock price. The employee is immediately a shareholder and has voting rights in the company

						
					

					
							
							Disadvantages

						
							
							The employee must pay taxes on the value of the shares at the time of vesting, even if they do not sell the shares. The value of the shares may decline during the vesting period, making them less valuable. It also means that you have paid tax on stock at a higher value. 

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Stock Options (ISOs and NQSOs)

						
					

					
							
							Overview

						
							
							Stock options give an employee the right to purchase shares of company stock at a predetermined price (the exercise price) for a certain period of time. The exercise price is typically set at the fair market value of the stock on the date the option is granted.

						
					

					
							
							Advantages

						
							
							Stock options provide the potential for significant gain if the stock price increases above the exercise price. The employee can choose when to exercise the option, allowing them to optimize the tax consequences. ISOs do not have a tax consequence at exercise. 

						
					

					
							
							Disadvantages

						
							
							Stock options have no value if the stock price does not increase above the exercise price. For Non-qualified Stock Options (NQSOs), the employee pays taxes on the gain when they exercise the option, which can be significant if the stock price has increased substantially since the option was granted. The employee does not have voting rights in the company until they exercise the option and become a shareholder.

						
					

				
			

			Grow It: Investing in the Future

			Whether you fund your investment portfolio from your base pay, equity compensation proceeds, or those fortunate windfalls, the purpose is the same: you’re setting aside money you could have spent today, hoping to sustain, if not increase future spending. 

			Your goals and their timeframes dictate how much money to keep on tap for upcoming needs, and how much to save or invest for tomorrow. It also depends on how much stock market risk you’re willing to accept in pursuit of higher expected returns. Over the long haul (ten years or more), markets are expected to deliver higher returns than more stable investments such as a CD or your sock drawer. But you must also expect to tolerate a wilder ride along the way without blinking (i.e., panicking and selling out during a downturn). 

			A rule of thumb is to NOT invest assets that you may need within the next three years. In other words, park your upcoming spending money somewhere safe, where it’s not expected to earn much, but neither will it do a disappearing act on you just when you need it to work its magic. For example, the 2023 interest rate environment pays over 5 percent on a 6–12-month certificate of deposit (CD). On the other hand, if you’re setting aside money for retirement or other distant goals, it will lose spending power to inflation if you leave it to lie fallow. 

			Zoe Builds Her Future

			Zoe wants to remodel her bathroom, and estimates it’ll cost about $20,000. She plans to save $5,000 per year, so she can get the job done after about 4–5 years. But what if the price is higher once she’s ready to proceed? To keep pace with inflation, Zoe decides to invest the savings earmarked for this project. That said, Zoe is busy, and doesn’t have time to monkey with the market. From her cash flow, she transfers $420 per month to her Fidelity brokerage account, where she sets up an auto-pilot program for investing the assets in a basic, low-cost balanced index fund of 65 percent equity, 35 percent bonds. 

			Zoe also receives about $50,000 per year in RSUs that vest each quarter. She has decided this asset will serve as her kids’ college savings. While she thinks her company stock is a good investment, she doesn’t want all her kids’ college savings to depend on the fate of a single stock. She decides to sell half of each vest and put the proceeds into her children’s 529 plans, to take advantage of tax-free growth and the power of compounding. 

			Then there’s Zoe’s retirement. For that, she contributes the max each year to her 401(k) plan (plus company matching). Again using a global, low-cost index fund approach, she invests these proceeds largely in the stock market. Since she won’t need these assets for a while, she can withstand the market’s inevitable higher risks in pursuit of higher expected returns. 

			Your House as an Investment? 

			Zoe’s plans sound great. Then again, we all know there’s often a mismatch between our financial goals and the resources we’ve got to achieve them. For example, what if you don’t want to wait 4–5 years to remodel? The kids are getting older, and let’s face it, you’re tired of sharing your bathroom with a seven-year-old. (Need we say more?) 

			Clearly, it would be better to complete the renovations sooner, so you can love your improved home longer, while your children are still at home. That’s the point, right? But what if you’re like Zoe, and you’re still saving up for it? 

			If you have equity in your house, you could use it to pay for the remodel sooner. Yes, I’m talking about a home equity line of credit (HELOC). 

			Now, like an otherwise-utilitarian chainsaw, a mismanaged HELOC can be scary. Most are variable rate. If interest rates are rising, the rate will go up, and you’ll have no control over it. Plus, if you already carry other kinds of debt, a HELOC will only add to your load. The last thing you want is for your borrowing to spiral out of control, until your home-sweet-home ends up going to the highest bidder. 

			However, hear me out. You typically only need to pay interest (no principal) during the first ten years of a HELOC loan once you make the initial draw on the loan. If you are disciplined about paying yourself back within a few years, this can make a HELOC an affordable way to pay for a big project like a remodel. 

			But I’m only giving you permission to consider this approach if you lead with a detailed plan for how you’ll pay off your HELOC within a set timeframe. 

			I suggest my clients to plan to repay their line of credit within five years, or ten at the very maximum. 

			Let’s say the remodel costs $400,000, and you expect bonus income of $60,000 per year after taxes. The bonus will go toward paying down the line each year until it is paid off. 

			I am a strong believer that your house is the ONLY thing on your balance sheet that you get to use. A house has tremendous utility if you continue to maintain and take care of it. Sometimes this means fixing a leaking shower sooner rather than later. 

			Concentration Risk: The Company Stock You Keep

			Before we wrap our income overview, let’s talk about the difference between holding company stock versus investing in the broad market. For that, we need to talk about concentration risk—a topic too often overlooked, or at least underappreciated by most equity compensation awardees. 

			Equity compensation can be an amazing benefit. We’ve all heard the ramen-noodle-to-riches tales of ordinary folk receiving mind-blowing fortunes when their company goes on a winning streak. You may have experienced this yourself. Yay, you!

			When sales are surging, and the stock price keeps rising on a tidal wave of seemingly endless profits, it’s easy to believe you’ll be riding high forever. 

			But what about if (or too often, when) the tide turns? If you’ve concentrated too much of your wealth in a single company’s stock, you risk experiencing a wipe-out of equal magnitude. Plus, if it’s your employer’s stock, up to 100 percent of your human capital is invested there as well. Which means your equity stake and your career could take a face-plant at the same time. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: To avoid concentration risk, keep your single stock concentration to less than 10 percent of your net worth or 20 percent of your total investments. If you are going to exceed that rule of thumb, make sure it’s a conscious choice, with your eyes wide open to what can happen if bad news strikes. 

			I get it. If your company’s been on a tear, it’s hard to drop the stock. Why sell a stock that’s been beating the pants off the S&P 500, especially if you’ve got a front-row seat as an insider? Selling out would feel wrong, right? Hello Apple!

			But hey, I wouldn’t be much of a financial advisor if I didn’t get at least a little stern and lecture you about some of the worst, avoidable mishaps I see happening out there. So it’s my duty to remind you: 

			Whether it’s your employer’s stock or anyone else’s, single stock concentration risk is real. 

			Consider these words from Daily Beast columnist, Megan McArdle, writing about the market’s inherent risks and rewards: “There’s no way to take the risk out of betting on the future . . . We’re just picking how we want to take our risk, not whether we want to take it. . . . [T]he minute we decide that we don’t have to make that choice—that we have figured out some way to get rid of the risk altogether—is generally the moment that the universe decides to give it to us, good and hard.”

			So there. Just ask any employee from any once-mighty company gone bust. It makes sense to find a balance between striking it rich on company stock, without taking on more company-specific concentration risk than you can afford if worse comes to worst. 

			To siphon off concentration risk, have a plan to periodically sell some of your appreciated company stock. Before you sell, plan where the money will go, and to what end—whether that’s to reinvest it into a more diversified position, pay off student loans, shore up your monthly spending, or build that addition to your home. 

			Once you have decided to diversify and reduce your concentration, it can be a challenge to figure out which shares to sell. This is mostly a tax-related issue. If you have shares that you have held for years at a low-cost basis and are still vesting in new shares each quarter, it can make sense to go ahead and sell the currently vesting shares ASAP. 

			Your tax event is at vesting. This is when the IRS adds the value of the vesting RSUs to your W2 pay, on which you pay income tax. If you sell those vesting RSUs sell right away, there is likely no meaningful tax gain or loss on the shares. This scenario is most helpful when stock prices are on the rise, and those old shares you have been holding for years have a meaningful long-term gain. 

			Don’t get me wrong. We love us some meaningful gains, but we don’t love paying a lot of taxes. In 2022, lots of tech stocks took big hits, like down 20–30 percent of their 2021 highs. RSUs that vesting during this period, if held, may be at a loss. These losses could be used to offset and harvest some long-term capital gains on older shares. If you can get your taxes close to zero by selling some shares that vested high but are at a loss with some you have had since the dawn of time, more power to you. 

			Courtney’s Plans Hit Some Headwinds

			In 2017, Courtney landed her first “real” sales job for a fast-rising tech firm specializing in enhanced communications software. Her base pay was solid, and her commissions even better. She also participated in the company’s ESPP and was granted some RSUs. 

			For the first few years, everything came up roses. The company went public, with an IPO of $25 per share. After that, its share price skyrocketed to $425. In the meantime, Courtney got married, bought a house, and had her first child. Along the way, she was pretty good about selling some of her vested RSU stock when the price seemed right. She used the cash to help pay their nanny and upgrade to a bigger home. 

			Fast forward to 2021. With baby number-two on the way, she contemplated taking some time off. But with the promise of a nice promotion, she stayed on. Unfortunately, that’s when the stock price started to drop. By fall 2022, it was down to $45 per share. Next her company had to downsize, and Courtney was laid off. 

			It could have been worse. Courtney was able to retain some of her unvested RSUs, as well as some unsold stock shares in her brokerage account. Someday these shares may rise again. But in the meantime, she’d wisely taken some of her “winnings” off the proverbial table by systematically selling some of those highly appreciated shares along the way. 

			While she didn’t choose to be laid off, she now had time to be home and was okay financially, and that part wasn’t so bad.

			Leticia and Adam Tackle Taxes

			Leticia and Adam both work in tech. Adam is at a big tech company, and Leticia is at a another really, really big public tech company. Both make great base income. They’ve also been doubling their base with annual bonuses, ESPPs and vesting RSUs. 

			But one thing was weighing on their minds. Leticia’s stockholdings represented a high percentage of their net worth. Her company’s stock split and kept rising from there. Despite the stock’s ongoing strong performance, they agreed it felt better to diversify. They considered buying an investment property or moving, so they also had a potential purpose for the money.

			The big question was what to sell. Which would be more tax-efficient: Older shares with long-term capital gains, or newly vested RSU and ESPP shares? 

			The answers vary depending on your situation, but here’s how we ran the numbers for Leticia and Adam. The stock market wasn’t doing great. Leticia’s old shares were still highly appreciated, and due to her high earned income, she wasn’t going to get a big break on long-term capital gains taxes. Instead of selling the older shares, we decided to sell all currently vesting RSU and ESPP shares for the next year. Taxes would be due on the RSUs anyway, whether sold or held.

			> An RSU tax tip: By selling the shares at vest, when the IRS deems there is no risk of forfeiture, you have one tax event—at vest. The price at vest is what the IRS taxes you for W2 income, just as if you received the value in cash rather than stock. If you sell the shares as soon as they vest, no additional taxes are incurred from the sale. If you hold shares after vesting, their vesting price is their new cost basis. If you eventually sell these shares for higher (or lower) than their cost basis, you’ll owe additional capital gains taxes (or incur capital losses for offsetting other gains).

			Back to Leticia, who sold all her equity vesting during that lackluster year: She and Adam used the proceeds to buy the property they had in mind, and rented it out, as another source of potential income. A rental property is still a more concentrated risk compared to investing in the broad, global markets. But they are enjoying, and taking pride in being landlords, and that’s of value in itself. 

			Incorporate Your Tomorrow

			Congratulations! As CEO of Your Entire Life, Inc., you’ve now considered the income and expense components involved actively managing your money. As the boss of your personal wealth, you’re ready to start cranking out your “product,” i.e., the abundant cash flow you’ll spend on you and yours. Cash flow is queen, and to succeed, we’ll lead with planning. Because if you haven’t got a plan, how can you possibly proceed as planned? 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Power Planning to the People

			“Would you tell me, please, which way 

			I ought to go from here?”

			“That depends a good deal on where you want 

			to get to,” said the [Cheshire] Cat.

			“I don’t much care where—,” said Alice.

			“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” 

			said the Cat.

			“—so long as I get SOMEWHERE,” 

			Alice added as an explanation.

			“Oh, you’re sure to do that,” said the Cat, 

			“if you only walk long enough.” 

			—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

			At the supersonic speed most tech moms are moving, you may not think of yourself as being a financial planning ninja. You work, you play, you keep your kids from self-destructing. You pull in boatloads of money, you spend what you must out of it, and enjoy what you can. Sometimes, you wonder—or worry about—your financial fitness. But there’s precious little space to ponder which way you’re going before it’s time to tackle another day. 

			That’s not planning, is it? 

			Maybe not yet. But there’s good news here. 

			You’ve got momentum. If you’ve read this far, it means you’ve got what it takes to keep going. And you probably already know where your personal “somewhere” might be found. As you knock off the rest of this book, I believe you’ll be pleasantly surprised by how ready you are to make the few incremental changes you need to proclaim, “Hell, yes, my financial plans are in place.” 

			You’re more than halfway there. You’ve already completed a lot of the heavy lifting. In Chapter 3, we started putting price tags on your abundant-living goals. In Chapter 4, you looked at your cash outflows, including the realities of the cash-hemorrhaging years when the kiddos are young. Then there were your cash inflows from Chapter 5: the essential worth of your human capital, the value equity compensation can add to your base pay, and the growth and preservation potential available through your investment portfolio. 

			We’ve got your back. For added inspiration, remember: Alice in Wonderland had to travel solo down that crazy rabbit hole, with only a drug-addled caterpillar to assist her. You are part of a tribe of super-smart women who are available for support and camaraderie. As I described at the outset, this book’s impetus came from a Facebook group conversation among women in technology. You don’t have to travel alone with your money questions and challenges. 

			You’ve got you. With all your grit, know-how, and circles of support, I believe you’re poised to give the middle finger to any fear or inertia that’s been holding you back. If there’s one quality most tech moms share, it’s a fondness for crushing lists. I love them myself. Give me a list of action items, and they’re usually as good as done. I believe you’re ready to create a to-do list of your best, bad-ass financial plans, and conquer them one by one. As you tick off your action items, the momentum will grow, until you find you’re spending a lot less time worrying about your money, and a great deal more time enjoying it. 

			In short, especially if you’re a list-freak like me, you’re ready for the fun part. Let’s roll. 

			Begin at the End (Your Bookends, That Is)

			Admittedly, moving from nervous inertia to joyful action is rarely a linear path. Implementing any kind of change is hard, especially when it involves your money, and all the emotional baggage that comes along with it. To help you get started—and stay on course through the speed bumps you’re going to slam into along the way—let’s make some lists. 

			Your first, highest-level list is your “bookend goals,” as introduced in Chapter 3. Except there’s an important plot twist here: Many people structure their bookend goals around their money, such as making “X,” so they can spend “Y” within “Z” timeframe(s). Their plans flow from there. 

			I suggest this puts the accent on the wrong sy-lah-ble, so to speak. Because remember what I wrote way back in Chapter 2 about what is most important in financial planning? 

			Time is finite. Your money is not.

			That’s why I prefer to see you use your core values as your keystones for why you are doing what you are doing, rather than the financial goal itself. This makes it easier to connect your ongoing action items to the abundance you’re seeking, rather than to the particular balances in your account. It’s a subtle shift, but the results can be life changing. 

			Everyone needs bookend goals: short-term liquidity and long-term savings. Without these, you will feel money stress and cannot enjoy your life as much. By fulfilling these goals first, or at least having a plan to achieve these goals, the financial weight of the world will lighten. These boundaries actually give you the freedom to pursue the other fun stuff in life with confidence. Instead of these boundaries feeling restrictive, view them as the foundation for abundance. 

			To review from Chapter 2, here are some categories into which your core values might fall: 
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			What are core values? Remember them, repeat them, and live them. As touched on earlier, dream large, and write it down. And remember, even though “Security” appears toward the end of this alphabetic list, I consider it a top priority, and so should you. If you don’t have your next meal and a roof over your head nailed down hard, it’s hard to dream of anything else.

			Lights, Camera, Action Items!

			Next you’ll connect your bookend goals to another set of lists: your financial action items. Your lists of financial action items will describe the “how” you’ll use to achieve your “why.” 

			For example, to attain and maintain a bookend goal of financial security, your first action item is to establish an emergency fund, like so: 

			Bookend Goal: Financial Security > Action item: Establish an Emergency Fund

			An emergency fund will grant you the short-term liquidity you’ll need to ride out any imminent threats that come your way. It’s why I don’t even want to talk with my clients about their epic travel plans and big bathroom remodels unless they first have their emergency funds action item completed and crossed off the list. 

			Chunk It: Micro Actions 

			In college, you may have heard the expression “Chug it!” once or twice. Chunking it is the opposite of that. A big, broad action item can seem beyond your reach. Instead of trying to tackle the entire task all at once, you can usually “CHUNK” it into micro actions to make them more attainable in your busy days. Here’s a general guide for chunking out your actions:

			Create an account for each goal.

			Have a specific dollar amount. 

			Use cash on hand or set up automatic transfers to fund this account. 

			Nurture this account. Your money needs to make money. 

			Keep track of your progress at least annually.

			For Example: Emergency Fund Micro Actions 

			Even when it seems there’s never any money to spare, here’s how to build more financial security by chunking out your emergency fund action item into digestible micro actions:

			Step 1: Open a high-yield savings account dedicated to holding your emergency funds.

			Step 2: Link the new account to your checking account.

			Step 3: Set a funding goal for this account, such as enough liquidity to cover three–six months of expenses. 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: Usually, $30,000 in an emergency fund is a fantastic goal. Put it in a high-yield savings account linked to your everyday checking so that it earns as much interest as possible and is completely liquid. 

			Step 4: Transfer any available assets into this account. For example, if you’ve got $30,000 earning peanuts in some other account, move all of it (above any minimum balance required to avoid fees on the existing account). Don’t have enough? Move something in there, maybe $100, as a tangible micro step toward achieving your goal. 

			Step 5: Follow up on your intent by directing surplus cash flow into your emergency fund. Ideally, set up a monthly automatic transfer from your checking account to the high-yield savings account holding your emergency funds. If there is nothing left over at the end of the month to transfer, earmark bonus income or an RSU vest towards this goal. 

			Step 6: Once you reach your goal, stop the automatic transfers. Redirect this extra cash flow to another goal. 

			Step 7: Good job! Your emergency fund is now there for you if you ever need it. And yes, you can use this money if you need it, but consider how you’ll pay yourself back if you do need to take from the fund. List the possibilities, such as liquidating your next ESPP round, or using your next cash bonus to replenish your reserves. 

			Second Example: Financial Independence / Retirement Part 1 Micro Actions 

			Financially speaking, retirement is most people’s largest financial goal. It has the biggest price tag! To calculate this goal, go to financiallyfearlessbook.com

			Step 1: Calculate how much you need to save each year to achieve your retirement goal. You need to decide on or know: 

			
					Your retirement age (Social Security is sixty-seven).

					Your expiration date (yes, when are you are expected to die).

					How much money you will spend per month in retirement. (In the Bay Area, $9,500–15,000 per month in spending is typical for retirement analysis in 2023.) 

					How much do you already have saved for retirement. Add up all resources that you could use for this goal (qualified retirement accounts, brokerage accounts, other investments). If you are sure that you will get an inheritance, you could include it in your retirement assets as well. 

			

			Step 2: Add up how much you are currently savings into employer plans and how much matching you get. This is your annual retirement savings amount. 

			Step 3: What is the difference between Step #1 and Step #2? Is there a shortfall between what you need to be saving each year and what you are actually saving? If yes, this is the “extra” you need to save from bonus, RSUs, or ESPPs. If the deficit is too big to fill, then there are three big factors that can help: 1) Push back your retirement age, 2) Spend less in retirement, and 3) Go make some more money!

			Step 4: Simplify your investments and make sure the asset allocation matches your retirement goal. If you are behind, be aggressive now. If you are on track, stick with an asset allocation appropriate for your retirement age. More investments are not always better. I see a lot of clients that pick a little of everything and think they are better diversified. Too many investments can muddy the water. You likely have a significant amount of overlap across the various mutual funds. 

			Step 5: Review your accounts annually. Did you achieve your savings goal? How have your accounts faired? Do you need to change any investments? 

			Five steps, and you should be feeling better with your head out of the sand regarding retirement. 

			Rebecca and Gary Divide and Conquer Their Action Items

			Rebecca and her husband Gary came to me a decade ago, after the well-known tech firm where they both worked went public. In addition to their new equity compensation payoffs, they both had financial baggage from previous employers, including a couple of old retirement plans, ESPP shares, and additional vested RSUs. Oh, and did I mention their two young kids? 

			When they arrived in my office, they expressed feeling directionless and overwhelmed. They wanted a financial plan to make life easier. Together we defined their bookends and established a lengthy list of purpose-driven action items. They were relieved and took a deep breath. 

			Fast forward to a few years later when I received a panicked email from Rebecca. Long story short, their action item list had been left undone. The tipping point was when she lost track of her old 401(k) plan assets and wasn’t sure where the money had gone. 

			Fortunately, we were able to track down the errant funds and set things straight there. Still, most of their other action items had fallen victim to the inertia of a young couple busy with kids and careers. They’d spent several years looking at their list. But without crossing anything off, they felt as aimless as ever. 

			Two points here: First, if you’re in your early child-rearing years, don’t be too hard on yourself if other priorities get put on hold. But second, CHUNK your action items into micro actions for better success. That’s what we did with Rebecca and Gary. We circled back to their action item list and created micro actions for each one—bite-size pieces they could measure, digest, and attain. 

			It took a while, maybe five years, but we got there. All accounts were streamlined, and we had a few more to add in. Even small ounces of weight lifted can be meaningful and can build momentum for future actions over time. 

			Most of my client’s Action Items lists span at least 2–5 pages long. I know, WTF. That’s a lot of To Do’s. But hear me out. The more detailed you can get with each financial goal in breaking it down into bite-size pieces that you can check off relatively easily, the more likely you are to complete the list and move on to living your life feeling less stressed. I’ve been doing this with clients for over a decade and have seen the physical and psychological relief of getting these things done and off your plate. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Financial Hacks for Making It Happen

			“What we do today, right now, will have an accumulated effect on all our tomorrows.” —Alexandra Stoddard

			If your financials goals are your bookends and all the books in between, your financial action items are like the shelving. You’ll fill your “shelves” with the most useful content for your purposes and arrange them in order of significance to the same.

			How does that happen? 

			If you take one message from this guide, it’s the importance of being both firm AND patient with yourself as you take action to stress less and live better. 

			Whether it’s to ramp up a new fitness routine or kick ass with your money matters, it tends to take six weeks to change a behavior for it to stick for good. That’s true even for us power moms, so I cite this same time frame when I’m coaching clients into getting shit done on their action item lists. 

			If many of your micro actions involve new practices that may take a month or more to stick, it can take a while before you get to enjoy the “instant” gratification that comes from ticking an item off your list. Permit yourself to be patient.

			On the other hand, you for sure won’t tackle anything if you don’t start with something. Plant your foot on the gas pedal and keep it there.

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: Think you can manage all your money on your own? Technically, you usually can. But sometimes, having a financial planner or trusted ally to hold you accountable can spell the difference between “doing it,” and “DID IT!” 

			That’s the big picture. In this final chapter, I’m going to crack open my toolbox full of various ploys and practices—life hacks for mastering the financial action items most tech moms face. 

			This includes busting some myths you may be laboring under, and combating common assumptions that often feel right, but are probably just standing in your way. 

			Hack #1: In Order of Importance? Not So Fast

			We’ve now covered the broad strokes of creating and attacking your action item list, establishing clear and concise micro actions, so you can knock them off, one by one. 

			But which ones, and in what order? 

			You might assume the most important actions are the first ones to attack. To a point, this is a good idea. (Such as getting that emergency fund in order ASAP.) But don’t let this ideal get in the way of your success. For that, consider knocking off the low-hanging fruit sooner than later. 

			Which micro actions can you achieve right now? 

			Go ahead, achieve them, and savor the sense of accomplishment it will give you as it frees your mind to move on to another item, and then another. 

			The low-hanging fruit is anything you can do online within thirty minutes, with no human interaction. For example, if these micro actions are on your list to begin with, you could: 

			
					Open a high-yield savings account. 

					Apply for a home equity line of credit (HELOC).

					Set up a direct-to-consumer 529 Plan (no advisor required). 

			

			Note, applying for a HELOC may take about thirty minutes. After that, the lender will be requesting lots of information from you to complete the process, which may take closer to thirty days from start to finish. But again, there’s nothing stopping you from taking that first step of applying for the loan. You can then lean into the momentum this affords you, until the entire item is done and dusted.

			Hack #2: Avoid Looking Up Along the Way

			Remember my Soul Cycle addiction? As I mentioned above, I usually love love love getting in a good sweat. Then again, we all have those days. Those “Do I have to?” times, when the minutes start ticking off in cruel slow-mo with each turn of the pedal. When that happens, I avoid even glancing at the clock. I already know it’ll be worth it in the end, so I focus on the ride, and remind myself: It’s going to take what it takes. Watching the minute hand will only make it seem harder, and slower. 

			This same hack can be applied to your money matters. Admittedly, some of your financial action items are going to be easier than others. For example, setting up your emergency fund took seven relatively simple micro actions . . . six, if you don’t count maintenance:

			
					Opening a high-yield savings account.

					Link the account to your checking account. 

					Define a funding goal. 

					Transfer initial assets into the account. 

					Automate a process for transferring more assets into the account. 

					After reaching your funding goal, redirect the automated fund transfer elsewhere. 

					 Have a plan for how you’ll pay yourself back if you use the funds. 

			

			Not every action will be so simple to dissect, which is why I encourage my tech mom clients to give their brains a rest once they do decide to take on their most gnarly items. 

			Take upfront time to identify the elephants in your room. Establish the detailed micro actions you need to handle them. After that, try to focus on just ticking off the steps on the list one by one, without getting too hung up on what those pachyderms are doing in the meantime. 

			In other words, instead of the usual yippy-skippy pep talks, you might just want to resign yourself to the fact that some of your financial action items are going to take awhile, and at times, they’re going to be a pain in the butt. By surrendering to the “ride,” you can be pleasantly surprised when you eventually get the job done (because I know you will) without having to donate a kidney. 

			Take retirement planning, for example. While you’re still working your ass off and raising your kiddos, it may feel as if retirement is a million years away, not worth worrying about now. Maybe you’re banking on striking it rich anyway, so no need to plan for anything beyond that. 

			Then again, whether you hit any jackpot, time marches on, your children grow up, and retirement happens. Along the way, most families end up with a mess of old retirement plans and investment accounts—and I do mean a MESS of them. Before you know it, you’ve lost track of what you’ve got, where you stand, and whether financial independence (aka, the freedom to retire on your own terms) is light years away or already in the bag. 

			The uncertainty not only adds unnecessary stress to your working years, but it may also cause you to work longer than necessary, or conversely, tap the brakes too soon. 

			In short, retirement is a big beast. While the steps may not be more numerous than the ones for setting up an emergency fund, they’re a lot more elaborate. 

			They may look something like this: 

			Retirement Fund Actions and Micro Actions

			Step #1 Set it up: Set up your retirement account. Often, this is as simple as creating a login for that 401(k) plan your company already has established for you. 

			Step #2 Maximize: Sign up to maximize your annual contribution percentage to the plan. For 2024, your maximum allowable contribution amount is $23,000, but this limit increases most years to keep pace with inflation. For example: If you make $200,000, your contribution percentage is $23,000/200,000 = 11.5 percent. The system may want whole numbers, so put it in as 12 percent. If you slightly overshoot the maximum by rounding up, the plan administrator will stop your contributions automatically when you hit the annual limit. Typically, your paychecks will get bigger at the end of the year near the holidays. This can be a pleasant surprise. Use it to top off your emergency fund if needed, or maybe a splurge for the holidays. 

			Step #3 Payroll Deduction Is Magic: When your employer deducts your retirement contributions out of payroll before you even see the money, it’s usually relatively painless to contribute as much as you’re able to your 401(k) plan. This is one reason maxing out your contributions is typically a nonnegotiable priority for me. However, if you sincerely cannot afford regular paycheck deductions, you could set a lower percentage, and then top off the rest using part or all of your bonus. No matter how you get there, I urge you to contribute the max. Pre-tax contributions tend to make the most sense for my clients as they are dual-income families in high tax brackets today.

			Step #4 Add in a Roth: Lots of tech companies have an added perk in their retirement plans. They allow for after-tax contributions for converting into a Roth IRA, above and beyond the regular maximum (such as $23,000 in 2024). This is known as the Mega Backdoor Roth. If you are swimming in cash and want to automate as much of your retirement savings as possible, this is a great way to do it. The IRS allows everyone’s 401(k) plans to max out at a much higher amount than you can put in on your own. For example, the 2024 max is $68,000 (under age fifty) or $75,500 (over age fifty). These higher amounts include your individual contribution ($23,000), employer matching, employer profit sharing, and any after-tax contributions you make. 

			Granted, most families with young children are not swimming in extra cash. And while Roth accounts offer tax-free growth and eventual withdrawal (yay!) there are restrictions to accessing Roth earnings before age 59 ½. Be sure to review your financial priorities before locking up your money in this manner. 

			Step #5 Pick your investments: Invest your retirement savings. Most retirement plans offer 8–12 investment options. Avoid the “everything but the kitchen sink” approach of picking all of them. Instead, consider selecting a broad, global index-based target date fund. This offers instant diversification, and an asset allocation that changes as you approach retirement. 

			Most importantly, do not waste your time or money on stable value or money market funds. That is basically the same as keeping the assets in cash. Cash won’t grow. In fact, over time, it will lose its spending power to inflation. That’s perfectly fine for your emergency funds, and other liquid savings accounts meant for spending sooner rather than later. But for retirement assets that have decades to grow, you want it to be in the market, where it can do so. 

			> Tech Mom Tip: When rolling over old employer plans, there are two critical pieces of information to know. First, does the old plan have pre-tax and Roth money? Second, do you have an account set up to receive those funds? If you have both pre-tax and Roth, you need a Rollover IRA and a Roth IRA set up to complete the rollover from the old plan.

			Step #6 Play clean up: Clean up any outside retirement accounts you’ve got hanging around. If this isn’t your first employer, you probably have at least one other plan out there somewhere. I know it’s a pain in the ass to consolidate these plans, but it won’t happen without you and a little “squeaky wheel” action. Here are your micro steps:

			
					Identify who administers the old plan. For example, is it Fidelity, TransAmerica, Empower, Schwab, Vanguard, or some other plan provider? 

					What type of plan is it? Is it a 401(k), SIMPLE IRA, something else? 

					Are all your contributions pre-tax? Are some after-tax or Roth? After-tax contributions MUST roll into a Roth 401(k) or IRA, or they’ll lose their after-tax status, and you’ll end up paying ordinary income tax on the money twice . . . yuck.

					Roll the money out of the old plan and into your current employer’s plan. This is where most people get stuck, so power through. Usually, you log into the old plan’s portal and look for Withdrawals and Distributions. They might try to scare you, because they don’t want you to move the money, but fear not. Start the online process for a Direct Rollover strictly going to your existing 401(k) plan. If you get stuck, block a half-hour or so on your calendar and call the provider’s toll-free number for assistance in properly releasing the funds. 

					The old plan will likely send you a check, made out to the current 401(k) plan administrator For the Benefit (FBO) of you. Once you get this check, mail it to your current 401(k) provider. 

			

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: DO NOT TAKE DIRECT PAYMENT of a single penny of your old plan’s assets, lest you incur taxes and penalties for early withdrawal. Make sure the check is made out to your rollover plan, as described above.

			
					If you’ve made your investment selections in your new plan, funds transferred from your old plan should be automatically re-invested accordingly. 

			

			Step #7 Look at all accounts: If you have outside IRAs, review them. Do the investments align with your goals? Are you reinvesting dividends and capital gains so the growth can generate additional growth, rather than sitting in cash? 

			Step #8 Check them annually: Look at your accounts once—and only once—each year. Add it as a task on your calendar. Your goal is to avoid second-guessing your plan by continuously pouring over the numbers, and instead let the funds capture expected market returns over time. This means you’ll rarely, if ever, need to take any action at review time. Still, it’s your money; it’s worth keeping an eye on it. 

			Yep, that’s a lot to consider. But nope, you don’t have to rush through it. It still helps to assign a desired time frame and appropriate micro actions. But if life happens, and you aren’t “on schedule” as hoped for, be kind to yourself and adjust. 

			For example, what about those kids? Saving money and assigning purposes beyond childcare can be impossible if you’re in the thick of raising children under the age of five. If you are in this situation, it is okay. It may not feel like it right now, but these costs will eventually diminish. So in that dark tunnel where current childcare costs loom larger than life, a light is at the other end. 

			Be flexible with your biggest action items. The goal isn’t necessarily to get them done next week. It is to just get them done.

			Jane Learns About Medallion Signatures

			Jane is a bad-ass power mom working in tech. She has an old 401(k) account from her first job that has been sitting in that former employer’s plan for more than ten years. During that time, it has grown to over $100,000. That’s nice, but it would be nicer if all her retirement assets were under her current 401(k). 

			Jane had her current 401(k) all set up, investments selected, reviewed, and on track. She was looking forward to how awesome it would feel to roll over her old plan assets into her new account. Glass of wine in hand, she logged into the old plan one evening, ready to roll. She tooled over to the Withdrawals and Distributions section, and . . . What? The instructions said something about obtaining a Medallion signature on the paperwork. 

			WTF is a Medallion signature? 

			It turns out, because the amount exceeded $100,000, the old plan administrator needed to take extra steps to verify that she was who she said she was. For this, Jane would need to take the paperwork to her bank or similar institution that would be qualified to provide this higher, Medallion level of identity verification. She needed them to physically stamp the form, and then she needed to send it by snail mail for processing. 

			Who goes to the bank anymore? Some are only open during office hours. What a pain in the ass. But there was no getting around it. It took weeks to find the time to get into the branch and get the dang Medallion signature. Still, Jane did it. 

			A few weeks later, the money was in her new 401(k), and the old account was history. She celebrated with another glass of wine. 

			Hack #3: Keep an Eye on Your Cash Flow

			Tracking your monthly spending is a lot like juggling which child’s playdates may coincide with what dental appointments, on what side of town. Just as you’d be sunk without some sort of calendar to track your time management, cash-flow planning keeps your money management from devolving into chaos. No wonder it shows up on so many of your action item lists.

			For immediate spending (think, within a year) liquid cash is queen. You sure don’t want to end up with a big bill to pay and no ready money on tap. Assets for spending on longer-term goals can be invested, so they can keep pace with inflation. 

			What will work for you and your family? There are several possibilities, depending on how broad or detailed you want or need to go. For example, you could:

			
					Use your monthly banking and billing statements to track total outflows at their highest level: total cash spent, total credit card bills paid, total checks written. 

					Track monthly cash outflow as just described, but subtract out fixed/periodic expenses, to reveal total everyday expenses.

					Track monthly inflows and outflows at a category or account level, and compare it to predetermined budgets using online services, such as Monarch Money (details below). 

					Keep track of everything you spend in Quicken, QuickBooks, or even just a simple spreadsheet. Tiller is a spreadsheet option for a fee that links to your accounts and updates. Carry a notebook or use your phone to keep track in real time.

					Hire a bookkeeper to track your expenses for you and report your cash flow to you. (You provide connections to your bank accounts and credit cards, or receipts and statements; they take it from there.)

			

			Get into the swing of it

			However you go about it, establishing a sense of when, where, and how you’re (both) spending your money may feel constricting at first. But once you get the hang of it—after that typical ninety days or so—it should free you to spend on routine expenses more quickly and confidently, knowing you’ve got what it takes on hand and in budget, without having to dip into assets you’ve assigned to other purposes. (Like paying for that dental work.) 

			Some Monarch Money Hacks

			As touched on above, you can make great use of Monarch Money or its equivalent for cash flow management. It’ll help you review expenses, assign how much you’ll spend in each category, and gauge your success at staying on target with day-to-day spending. For example, let’s say you’ve budgeted $17,000 for your total average monthly spending during your child-rearing years. Here are some cash-flow micro actions: 

			
					Sign up for Monarch Money. You can add a partner or spouse, or even a financial planner to the account. 

					Start by linking your bank accounts and credit cards. Add investment, retirement, and real assets (houses, etc.) to see a full picture of your net worth. If you don’t add the other assets, you might feel kind of poor on paper. 

					Turn off notifications because they will make you crazy. Go to Profile, Settings, Notifications and turn them all off.

					If you were a Mint.com user, you can download your transactions from the Transactions screen into csv format and upload all of them to Monarch Money. You won’t lose all that history that you have built up. Monarch Money will ask you to map accounts from Mint’s data to what you have connected to Monarch Money. It will also ask you to map categories that it does not recognize. This takes some time, so be patient. It will be worth the effort. 

					Input the major categories of your Spending Plan as your budgets in the Plan tab. The system will prepopulate budgets for you. You can edit them by changing the number in the box for that specific category under the Budget column. 

					Focus on the Sankey Diagram on the Cash Flow tab, which shows how your money is flowing. Make sure the diagram makes real-life sense for you. If not, click on what doesn’t make sense and see what it is and if you need to re-categorize some spending. 

					Clean up vague or uncategorized spending, like “checks,” or “Venmo” by assigning meaningful spending categories to any of these one-time expenses. 

					At the end of the month, check the total expenses. Is it more or less than your $17,000 target? Why or why not? 

					Identify big, upcoming expenses, and whether you’re ready to cover them.

			

			Make it a family gathering

			If you’re a couple, set up thirty-minute monthly Money Meetings to hold judgment-free discussions about your family’s money management, including how you are doing against your spending plans and goals. It is important for you BOTH to know what is going on with your money, and whether your spending and savings align with your priorities. 

			As your children mature (e.g. almost out of high school), you may also want to include them in the conversation, to set them up for future success once they become independent spenders of their own. (Mini-tip: Avoid the already-overbooked hours of 6:00 p.m.–9:00 p.m.)

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: A full action item list for nurturing your kids’ financial literacy, though beyond the scope of this book, is a topic well worth exploring. Maybe I’ll write about that next! Ron Lieber’s The Opposite of Spoiled is a recommended read, as is Ann Garcia’s, How to Pay for College.

			Brooke Buys Her Backyard Furniture

			Brooke had experienced identity theft. She paid monthly for identity theft protection and credit monitoring services, but she was dead set against signing up for a free service like Monarch Money, worrying about aggregating too much of her personal information in one place. From her perspective, she was protecting herself, and needed a different solution. 

			Fortunately, Brooke still found it relatively easy to track her spending. She used a single credit card for everything she could. The only expenses that came out of her checking account were her mortgage, an occasional check, some utilities, and insurance payments. She took these two sources of outflow (the credit card and the checking account) and subtracted them from her take-home pay to track her overall spending. Brooke was content with this simple process—or so she thought. 

			As you might surmise, when it came to spending, Brooke wanted to err on the side of caution. She’d been burned before, and she didn’t want to be burned again. On the other hand, she had a spending plan she longed to execute, to spruce up their backyard in the year ahead. And her existing process was not super-informative about where her money was actually going.

			Building on Brooke’s monthly income vs. expense estimates, she started to take a deeper dive into the credit card charges. The credit card company was categorizing each of her transactions, but often inaccurately. So Brooke started downloading the transactions to her spreadsheet, fixed the categories as needed, and summed them up by month. This let her see what she was spending on groceries, shopping, etc. It also helped her realize there was room in her spending plan for about $4,000 more than she’d thought she had. She could opt for the nicer set of patio furniture she really wanted. With improved cash-flow planning, Brooke could make a bigger purchase, and own the results, with a smile on her face.

			Hack #4: Give Your Money a Sense of Purpose

			Spending within your means seems like a no-brainer, right? But as I mentioned earlier, a lot of hardworking tech moms aren’t even sure what their base salary is, or how to account for their equity compensation. 

			If you don’t know how much you’ve got coming in to spend, how do you know if you’re spending too much of it? 

			Once again, an ounce of financial planning can relieve pounds of pressure you may not have even known you had. Just like you, your money tends to be happier and more productive if it has a sense of purpose. So after you’ve quantified your assets, try assigning the cash in your savings account as emergency fund money, or travel funds, or a home improvement stash, etc. The money in your 401(k) is for reaching or sustaining financial independence. Your 529 plan assets are for college education. And so on. 

			Next, based on the insights you gained from Chapters 4–5, look at how much money you’ve got coming in and compare it to your average monthly spending. Which number is bigger? 

			If You’ve Got a Surplus

			If you’re routinely spending less than your base pay, congratulations, you’ve got a surplus to put to good use. Look to your financial priorities to help you decide how to use it. (If you’re not sure what your financial priorities are, this is an excellent time to establish them.) 

			Say you are coming out ahead by an extra $1,000 per month, but your emergency fund reserves are low. Transfer that surplus money to a high-yield savings account until you’ve got enough to cover an unexpected setback. Again, a typical rule of thumb is to have somewhere between a few months to a year of streamlined spending socked away for this purpose—or around $30,000 if you want to make it even simpler than that. Once your emergency fund is full up, revisit your priorities and redirect the surplus to the next one in line. And so on. 

			If You’ve Got a Deficit

			What if you’re routinely spending more than your base pay? This is common in the tech industry, especially in pricey places like the Bay Area. Still, the deficit needs to be funded from somewhere, right? 

			> A Timely Tech Mom Tip: For most tech women and their families, the “somewhere” for balancing their household budget comes from their cash bonuses, ESPPs, RSUs, or similar equity compensation packages. 

			The Power of Planning

			Once again, the logic is simple, but the details are daunting. I often see a big pile of emotional baggage standing between a hardworking tech mom and her money. 

			One of the most powerful moments in financial planning arrives when you figure out how to make the most of your base pay + additional income. 

			Successfully connecting your base pay + additional income to your purpose-driven spending plus investing helps you make sense of why you are feeling the way you do about your money. It establishes a framework you can build on, to structure the compensation beyond your base pay as a flexible resource for living your life—before, during, and after your hyper-priced child-rearing years. 

			So many women, without this sort of planning, come to me feeling like they are failing, because they can’t cover their families’ expenses on their base pay. Despite making a ton of money, their life also costs a ton of money, and it seems like there’s no getting ahead.

			If you sometimes feel this way, you’re not alone. Nor does it mean you’re “doing it wrong.” Usually, a good dose of financial planning is all it takes to get to a better place with your wallet and your emotional well-being. Especially if you’ve got ample equity compensation to add to the treatment plan. Which brings us to our next hack . . . 

			Hack #5: Become Large and In Charge of Your Equity Compensation

			Got equity compensation? 

			As a tech mom, you probably have RSUs, ESPPs, or similar programs bundled into your overall compensation package. Seriously, don’t pretend these resources aren’t there. Too often, people come to me, having mentally accounted these benefits into something they aren’t “allowed” to touch. 

			For most tech clients, it is a great day when you get to the point where you can live on your base income, save the max for retirement, and use bonuses and RSUs to save for your financial goals. Living on your base income means that you are not depending on cash bonuses or RSUs to live your life. Instead, you can allocate these assets to fund future financial goals. 

			But not everyone should treat their equity compensation as untouchable, always, no matter what. Depending on your circumstances, this can be an unproductive and unsatisfying way to view your full range of income. The IRS sees your vested RSUs as taxable, W2 compensation, and so can you. You don’t have to necessarily “sell all.” But if you’re staunching those child-rearing cash hemorrhages, any of your assets might serve as surgical tools . . . provided you integrate the spending into your long-term financial plan. 

			In short, if you’re a new parent, struggling mightily to make reasonable monthly ends meet, or otherwise locked in miserable indecision about what to make of your equity compensation, I challenge you to reframe your thinking. Especially when your kids are young, be open to selling equity or using some of your cash bonus to fund your living expenses. Another compelling reason to sell company stock along the way is to reduce business-specific risk from being overly concentrated in one or two company stocks. 

			By reminding yourself that your money is not finite, but your time is, it’s easier to see that your equity compensation doesn’t have to be an all-or-nothing proposition. 

			Making the Most of Your Employee Stock Purchase Plan (ESPP)

			Next, let’s talk about your ESPP. If you can afford to participate, it can be a sweet way to purchase up to $25,000 per year in discounted company stock. Here’s how a typical plan works (although you’ll want to check your own plan’s particulars):

			
					Fund: After-tax payments are deducted out of your paychecks and held in escrow for you.

					Buy: After a set period, usually six months, your escrow funds are used to purchase stock on your behalf, usually for up to 15 percent less than it’s worth on the open market. This is your discount. 

					Sell: You’ll promptly sell your newly purchased shares. (We’ll explain why in a moment.)

					Repeat: Another six-month cycle begins anew. 

			

			As you can see, an ESPP offers a relatively reliable way to earn extra cash inflow. In general, by selling the shares as you receive them, you create an ongoing, after-tax return of about 5 percent on the cash you’re using to seed the program. Compared to your standard savings account, that’s a decent reward. 

			All that said, there are some caveats to consider. Aren’t there always? 

			About that seed money: Especially when you first get in on the deal, participating in your company’s ESPP can create a cash-flow crunch, since you must give up some of your upfront take-home pay for many months before you reap any returns. 

			An investment, sort of: This scenario assumes you treat the process as a very short-term investment by selling your incoming shares as soon as you receive them. Promptly selling discounted shares at full price should reliably create more cash inflow than you’ve used to purchase the shares. If you instead hang onto the shares, you’re speculating on whether future prices will move up or down. 

			Taxes, of course: The IRS considers the discount you received (market price – discounted purchase price) to be taxable income in the year of the sale. This discount is considered W2 income and included in the total income number in the year of sale. You set aside a portion to cover those taxes (which, by the way, can get pretty complicated and are best paid as quarterly estimates, rather than waiting for April 15). The rest is yours to spend or reinvest, as you please. 

			The fine print: Not every ESPP offers a full 15 percent discount or favorable look-back provisions that let you buy at the most favorable price. If your plans don’t include these provisions, the program may not be as appealing.

			Your money’s highest purpose: ESPP is an investment in your company stock. It is usually an investment that can produce a positive return. But if the missing money from your paycheck is driving your credit card balance up, think hard about the highest purpose for those assets, and be sure to sell the shares as they vest, so you can promptly pay off any high-interest debt. 

			Another reason to sell the shares is for diversification. All your human capital and RSUs are invested in your employer. Don’t concentrate too much of your financial and human capital in that one company. Learning this lesson the hard way will suck. 

			It always distresses me when I see a family routinely spending more than their total income by piling up credit card balances, they can’t pay off monthly. In any economic environment, exorbitant interest rates have a nasty way of digging your hole deeper. Add a big tax bill when your RSUs come due, and there’s no other way to describe how you’ll end up feeling: You’ll feel like crap.

			Hack #6: Avoid Bad Debt, Use Good Debt 

			Short and sweet: No matter how much or little money you make, I advise against using high-interest credit card debt to routinely cover your regular spending. 

			If you come to rely on credit cards to bridge a cash flow gap between ESPP payouts, I suggest you either figure out a way to spend less; or if that’s not possible, stop participating in the ESPP plan until it is. Direct the cash flow to reducing that debt and/or paying your bills, so you can live within your means. 

			What’s “bad” debt? It’s the kind where double-digit interest rates or other payment terms are especially burdensome. They drag you into an ever-deepening hole you’re unlikely to ever dig out of. Credit card debt is bad debt. So are payday loans and similar lending tools. If you’re tapping your retirement funds for emergencies, this isn’t necessarily bad debt in terms of rates, but if you lack a plan to pay back your future self, this too can land you in a painful quandary later down the road. 

			As part of an overall financial plan, a competitively priced mortgage, a low-interest student loan, and maybe even a favorably structured HELOC can be examples of relatively “good” debt. In a perfect world, you’d have no debt. By definition, you’re paying someone else for the privilege of spending money you don’t yet have, so the terms are never going to be in your favor. But we both know, in real life, some debt may be reasonably priced and unavoidably essential to achieving your bookend goals. 

			Is all this good advice, arrived too late? Don’t beat yourself up over it. Debt happens. Digging out won’t be easy. But I know you tech moms are tough. You’ve got what it takes to prevail. And you will! Once you’re resolved to make your move, it becomes a matter of attacking your cash flow challenges with the sharpest pencil you’ve got, while embracing new and improved habits to take yourself in a new direction. If that still isn’t enough, consider consulting with a financial therapist. As described in Chapter 4, I’m seeing more clients spend more money in targeted therapy these days, with less stigma attached. I consider that a change for the better.

			Melinda and Arthur Get It Together

			Melinda and Arthur both work in tech and have for years. They have two kids under the age of five. Luckily, with nearby grandparents, they pay relatively little for childcare. Both participate in their ESPPs, receive predictable bonuses, and have RSUs vesting each quarter. 

			Still they were nervous. Before the kids came along, they were able to set aside thousands of dollars per month from their paycheck to put toward cash and investments. They managed to save up about $400,000 and used it to remodel their home. Mel wanted to start rebuilding those reserves now that the remodeling was done. But even with minimal childcare costs, the money seemed to keep slipping away on other family expenses. 

			They knew having kids would cost them, but they struggled to identify where all that money was going. 

			We took a closer look at why they could no longer afford to set aside the same thousands of dollars each month. The low-hanging fruit was their ESPPs. Maxing out their participation at $25,000 per year for each of them, or $50,000 total, was reducing their take-home pay by about $4,000 per month. This left them with a negative base pay cash flow. There was not only nothing less to transfer, but each month they were pulling from savings to pay off credit cards and other incidentals such as travel and vacation spending. 

			If we added back their ESPP contributions, they could come out ahead by about $50,000 per year, which they could transfer back into savings and investments. 

			Clearly, Mel and Art had a choice to make: Stick with their ESPPs, stop contributing, or find a middle ground. They decided to stick with their ESPPs, but with a shift in strategy. For now, they still needed some of this ESPP money to help pay for their living expenses. So they planned to sell about $30,000 from their next ESPP vest and apply those proceeds to their travel account and property taxes rather than invest the proceeds. After that, they’d take stock and see if they needed to make additional changes to make ends meet. 

			While the approach wouldn’t guarantee their ability to quickly replenish their savings, reviewing their available options and planning accordingly relieved some of the anxiety they were feeling over the financial pinch. It also helped them to recognize their child-spending years had a beginning, and an end. It helped them choose a wait-and-see approach, for now. 

			Hack #7: Reframe Your Take on Taxes

			If financial planning had a bible (we don’t, by the way), I’m pretty sure one of its Ten Commandments would be: Thou Shalt Not Pay Taxes in Vain. 

			In fact, it’s no secret that the tax man is everyone’s favorite punching bag. No wonder most of us get pissed off when 22–37 percent or more of our compensation payout is carved out on our W2, and heads to the IRS instead of our own accounts. Seriously???

			I’m all for minimizing taxes. But in our blind hostility toward them, it’s easy to lose sight of the bigger picture:

			You owe taxes because you made money. If it’s a lot of taxes because your equity compensation paid off really well, that’s ultimately a good thing—especially if you do some tax planning along with it.

			In fact, if you fail to incur taxes on an otherwise taxable event, that’s probably bad news. It often means your net worth just took a big hit. 

			So yeah, it helps to brace for the likelihood that, for every profitable equity compensation event, a noticeable chunk of your payoff will sooner or later be spent on taxes. And it’s worth pursuing some tax planning to pay less than more when you’re able. But stretching too hard to avoid paying taxes no matter what can be a tail-wagging-the-dog exercise. If you’d be better off taking the taxable income and using it to enhance your lifestyle . . . just pay the damn taxes so you can. 

			To determine the right withholding for you, compare that 22 percent IRS supplemental wages flat rate to your own effective tax rate. (Taxes due from last year divided by taxable income = effective tax rate.) Is it higher, given your higher income? Consider yourself fortunate.

			Consider that it also means you may need to be okay with selling additional equity shares to cover any under-withheld tax liability. I point this out because most people cringe at the idea. They feel they are somehow playing the game wrong if that’s what they need to do.

			Au contraire. Being in a higher tax bracket often means you’re doing something right: You’re making more money than most. Often, that flat 22 percent supplemental income tax rate withholding isn’t enough if you’re already a high-income earner or dual income household, and then along comes a taxable equity compensation event. Some equity compensation programs allow you to elect to have up to 37 percent withheld. If not (or if that’s still not enough), selling shares to cover the taxes can be a smart move indeed.

			Giving yourself permission to sell shares to fund your goals isn’t a sign of weakness; it’s an act of empowerment. It reframes why you’re selling the shares, and helps you quantify how many to sell to cover taxes due.

			Hack #8: Give Yourself Some Grace

			As we near the end of this little guide, we’ve looked at how to set up a financial planning process, using your bookend goals and action item lists to clear time and space for your abundant life. The process is meant to take some of the suffering out of your everyday life when it comes to thinking about and managing your money. Adulting is hard; having practical systems in place makes it easier to proceed with the boldness you deserve. 

			But first, repeat after me: What’s done is done. I know you already know that. But oh my gosh, if there’s one thing that mucks up many a tech mom’s otherwise amazing financial prospects, it’s getting bogged down in what behavioral finance refers to as sunk cost bias. In English, we’re talking about succumbing to a shoulda, woulda, coulda mindset.

			Have you incurred expenses you wish you hadn’t? Is there a past investment that’s caused you nothing but regret? Are your RSU shares just not worth what you think they should or could be? 

			It may feel as if these sorts of sunken costs matter to your future plans. For example, maybe you’ve put down a big deposit on a remodeling project you’re no longer into, but you’ll lose that money if you call it quits now. Or maybe you’re waiting for that bum investment to rally, or your RSU shares to recover before you finally wash your hands of them. 

			That’s sunk cost bias in action. It may feel counterintuitive, but sometimes, by letting go of an expense already incurred, or selling a position for lower than you’d prefer, you can ultimately come out ahead by clearing your path forward. Plus, it can be extraordinarily liberating to cut that ball and chain and move the hell on from it. 

			Don’t let past outcomes weigh too heavily on your future plans. The moment a loss or expense already incurred no longer continues to serve your best forward-looking interests, give yourself the grace to let it go.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Travel Farther by Traveling Lighter

			“Sometimes I honestly want to live in a plain room with a narrow bed, a chair, a table. But then I would need a bookcase. I would see a poster I must put on the wall. I would pick up a shell here, a bowl or vase there, another poster, enough books for two bookcases, a soft rug someone might give me—and where would the first plainness be? I cannot fight too hard against it, but I regret it.” —M.F.K. Fisher, Sister Age

			Through the years, the tech moms I’ve met and the lifestyles they’ve pursued differ each time. But their financial stories often follow a familiar beat, because, deep down, we share similar yearnings. We crave simplicity, but we appreciate elegance. We want to feel as if our hard-earned money has not just been spent, but well spent on our most heartfelt joys and values. Perhaps most of all, we want to spend freely on what matters the most to us, without having to worry about money. 

			You can eliminate the vast majority of any self-imposed suffering by thinking of your money as just another practical tool at your disposal, rather than some monumental menace. 

			For starters, this means avoiding the shoulda, coulda, woulda, regrets inherent in sunken costs that are no longer serving your future abundance. That said, I’m not suggesting you bury your financial head in the sand and spend mindlessly, like there’s no tomorrow. Quite the opposite, I recommend sharpening your planning pencil, so you can write off the main source for most of your money worries: uncertainty. 

			We worry about money when we don’t know how much we have. We worry when we can’t decide whether we can afford to be worry-free. We worry when we become a victim of our wealth, reacting to what’s happened to it, instead of thoughtfully directing it toward where we want to go. 

			The antidote to worry is NOT “blissful” ignorance. Financial ignorance is super stressful. Instead, knowing what you’ve got is liberating. Deciding what you’re going to do with it is invigorating. Financial literacy is downright empowering. 

			Or at least it can be. 

			Eliminate Backyard Patio Furniture Guilt

			Remember Brooke, and how happy she was with her backyard patio splurge? Let’s contrast her experience with a similar scenario I often encounter when I first meet with a new client. 

			Looking back through a couple’s past spending patterns, I’ll usually find some noticeable pops. Say an $8,000 purchase from eighteen months ago, which they’ve only recently paid off.

			When I ask them where that money went, they’ll often look at each other, sigh, and genuinely have to think about it. Then the light bulb goes off, and they’ll remember. Let’s say, they used it to buy some backyard patio furniture. Sometimes, they smile about it, like Brooke. More often, I can see the tension in their shoulders as they revisit a significant expense that failed to provide any lasting satisfaction. 

			Why am I telling you this story? Because I want you to value your spending. I want you to remember right away, even a few years later: “Yes, that was for the patio furniture we put off buying until the backyard was done, and we had the cash on hand to pay for it. We now hang out on our back deck all the time, and we really love it.”

			So how do you position yourself to maximize this level of blissful awareness? How do you reduce your instances of “backyard patio furniture guilt”? 

			Awareness comes from approaching your spending with the mindset Brooke had when she was looking at her backyard and thinking, “Yep, it is time. It is time to buy that furniture. I know just what I want, and how I’m going to pay for it.”

			That’s what financial planning is all about. It’s about shifting the focus from a more worrisome, “What if I don’t have enough?” to a more joyful “How will I spend what I’ve got, on what I’ll love?”

			Another Action Item List

			Now patio furniture is not a bookend goal. But it likely fits in with one of your core values, such as spending more time at home with your kids before they head off to college. And it’s still a noticeable chunk of change. 

			So guess what? You get to deploy one of those action item lists we now know and love. That way, your spending can be part of your informed plan for realizing outcomes, rather than just random money-pissing. 

			Logistically, here are action items for purchasing ideal backyard furniture (or similar stuff like home improvement projects): 

			Step 1: Come up with two or three acceptable options, and price them out. One can be the Big Spend, where you stride into Restoration Hardware and say, “I’ll take the entire set, with the deluxe outdoor covers.” The second option could be from your local patio furniture store. A third might be from Wayfair, Costco, or a similar budget retailer. 

			Step 2: Sit on the decision for a while, until you can’t shake one of the images from your head. Don’t get tricked by any flashy “Buy Now!” of “Only two left in stock!” promos, pressuring you into believing you must rush into your one-and-only chance to get what you want at a screaming deal. Trust me, there is plenty of patio furniture to go around. 

			Step 3: Before you leap, look at whether there are any other large purchases you plan to make in the next 6–12 months, especially on other furniture. Unless you are moving into a new house and need to settle in fast, try not to buy all your heart’s desires all at once. Spending $10,000–$20,000 on furniture can consume a lot of your annual discretionary spending, or even spill into the kind of over-spending that feeds your worry instead of your wonderful life. 

			Step 4: Beyond being aware of the cost of any upcoming expenditures, I also want you to be aware of what you have already spent in the same year. To have this clarity suggests you also have an easy and efficient way to track your spending, as described in Hack #3, above. 

			These are the sorts of micro-steps worth taking before you commit to the cost of adding more “baggage” to your life. By taking these actions, you’ll significantly increase the odds you’ll love what you’re spending your money on—not only when it’s still squeaky clean and shiny, but years later, after the kids have been whaling on it, the colors have faded, and it’s seasoned into serving as your favorite, most comfy respite at the end of a long workday. 

			That is what I want you to feel. This is the point of financial planning. 

			Own Your Abundant Life Through Financial Planning

			I bet you are now ready to make a few, or maybe a bunch of changes to seize your own sense of abundance. 

			If you’re already well-positioned (as is happily the case for many hardworking tech moms), the planning process might not need to be a deep dive into the unknown. If you’ve already heard much of this same advice before, a few dabs may do it. If so, that’s wonderful. Use my thoughts as an affirmation that you are already going in the right direction, making good decisions for living your best life. Keep going! 

			If on the other hand, you’ve been feeling increasingly adrift when it comes to your money, I hope I’ve given you a sturdy rudder to grab onto. Take back the control you so richly deserve to have over your and your family’s financial well-being. Even if it involves wrestling with some unpleasant truths, I predict you’ll feel better once you address them head-on. 

			Either way, what are your next steps? I’d love to tell you to write down “financial planning,” get it done, and cross it off your list; but I’m sorry to say, that’s not how it’s going to go down. Financial planning isn’t an action item, it’s a process—almost a lifestyle. Like when you change how you eat versus going on the dreaded D-I-E-T. 

			One more client story before you go

			Sarah and Tim are close to my heart. They came to me as a single-income family with a young child. Tim was working on his master’s degree, and Sarah worked at a big Bay Area tech company and supported them. They bought a house in 2012 for a steal. But life wasn’t easy. Sarah’s mom passed away, leaving her some money as well as a family member with special needs. 

			Sarah craved stability and security and to know they were okay. The “bag lady syndrome” is always lurking under the surface. After we ripped off the Band-Aid and cleaned up their financials, we knew how much Tim needed to make when he graduated, and that they could afford to improve their home with a kitchen and bathroom update, and add an office pod to the backyard. 

			Fast forward a few years, and dual income meant a lot more money coming in each year. But Sarah’s company stock was on a roller coaster and freaking her out, and Tim kind of hated his new job in tech, so there was a potential job change in a volatile employment market. And like most dual-income tech families with accumulated wealth, they wanted a nicer house. They did their homework and got estimates for adding square footage. The numbers seemed insane at $450,000–750,000 to complete the renovation. But moving to a nicer neighborhood meant they would need to pay top dollar and still live in a little POS. They were bummed. They just wanted a nicer place to live, and it seemed completely out of reach. How was this possible when they both worked hard and made a great living? 

			Unfortunately, I didn’t have a magic wand that I could wave and make it all better. But what financial planning offered was a chance to find an alternative path that would still make them happy. Given the location of their home, it didn’t make financial sense to invest more than $400,000 in a renovation, or they would be pricing themselves above all the comps. They went back to the drawing board to see what they could do for up to that amount, and they started doing research on buying land they could build on someday outside the bustle of suburban life. I put them in touch with other clients who had done it already, so that they could share their insights. 

			Sarah and Tim went from disappointed to excited about exploring financially feasible options to live a better life. Then I got an email from Sarah with a tinge of panic. A house was on the market in a great neighborhood. Their bid was accepted. Sarah was freaking out because she knew the house would be great, but it was a more-expensive home than she ever thought she would buy, rates were at all-time highs, and her company stock was in a blackout period. 

			Sarah just needed a little pep talk. I told them they could afford the house and to focus on selling their current home, as that was going to be the main source of lowering the amount they needed to borrow. As soon as the blackout period ended, Sarah could sell stock if she wanted to pay down more debt. I wanted them to focus on the big picture. They had a new home on a great street where their daughter could safely trick-or-treat and ride her bike. This was a start of a new chapter and an exciting one. 

			So here’s what I want for you: 

			Use this book to rip off any bandages covering up past injuries. Do some triage; assess where you are today. Dream about where you’d love to go moving forward. Identify your bookend goals. Write them down. Then do what tech moms do best: Create your action item lists, and start knocking them off, one by one.

			Of course, as you proceed, expect the unexpected, because we know life ain’t static. Economic cycles can bring layoffs and promotions. Inflation makes the cost of living more expensive, even as market investments are expected to deliver added wealth. Unexpected expenses and windfalls happen. People enter and exit your life. Objects and activities you once treasured give way to new interests and alignments. 

			So be prepared to adjust as you proceed, using the mindset we’ve discussed in these pages. Avoid that shoulda, woulda, coulda way of life, and embrace our original premise: 

			Financial planning is your superpower for realizing what you’ve only imagined. It’s your action plan for assigning your most abundant resources to your greatest goals and values. 

			Core Values + Goals + Dreams = Financial Priorities

			Properly positioned, you can use your money to create an ongoing income stream and maintain a consistent flow. You can then use that flow to first fund your financial security (short-term liquidity and long-term savings for financial independence); and then fund everything else, including your ability to be abundant rather than stingy with your finite time. 

			Simply put, this means you can buy that high-priced patio furniture (or whatever), and love it too. You and your money, on the same page? Sounds awesome, doesn’t it? That’s the value of embracing a lifestyle where you stress less and live better. 
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