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Illustration: David Pohl

Martha Beck has no head for numbers (just ask
her accountant), but she does have a proven
strategy for converting money into happiness.
Here's her unconventional plan...

Long ago, so long ago that I was practically still
a gill-breather, I noticed a magazine ad that
claimed the average person earns $700,000
over an entire lifetime. I have no idea how they
came to that number, but I never forgot the
words splashed in big, bold letters across the
page: 

WHAT WILL YOU DO WITH YOUR $700,000? 

I was lucky to encounter this question so early on, because it's lurked in my mind ever since,
reminding me that I want to spend my life's earnings creating the most satisfying experiences I
can. That might mean buying and using certain objects, paying someone for life-enhancing
services, or donating to good causes. 

This is a type of wealth management, but the wealth isn't money; it's happiness. And to reap as
much of it as possible, I've come up with a little system to maximize the joy dividend in all my
money decisions. This strategy may sound odd to actual financial advisers, but when I've ignored
it—even to make what appear to be fiscally sound choices—my joie de vivre has declined. I've
learned that sticking to my rules makes things turn out far better, and I'm hoping that if you adopt
this system, it will work for you, too. 
Calculating Satisfaction
My financial planning starts with temporarily ignoring the market value of an item and assessing its
"psychic value." This isn't as mysterious as it sounds. Economists use the term psychic income to
represent the satisfaction we get from a product or experience. To calculate the psychic value of
an item, you just need to ask, "How would purchasing this thing affect my life?" The answer will
vary wildly from person to person. For example, I've found that real diamonds give me not one whit
more satisfaction than fake ones. If you're scandalized by this confession, real diamonds must
matter to you. For you, wearing even the nicest zirconium may feel like a shameful lie. I don't
understand this, but I accept it. 

On the other hand, when my golden retriever's knees gave out, I paid $12,000 for their surgical
repair without a second thought. Even a cursory financial assessment would reveal that this dog
produces no useful goods or services whatsoever, and that instead of having him bionically
enhanced, I should have whacked him over the head with a shovel. But Bjorn is to me what
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diamonds are to whoever wrote that song: a girl's best friend. 

My point is that psychic value comes from our unique inner responses, which means you need to
get in touch with your own heart's desires. You might learn that you value (or devalue) something
simply because others do, but I think you'll find you already know what you consider the psychic
value of everything—all the way from worthless to priceless.
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Posted: Sun 1/2/2011 7:59 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful

 
Heavenlybody :  Very interesting but you know wht they say! "The Best Things In Life Are Free,
Yipeeeeeee. Gotta love that, that makes you happy.:-)

Posted: Mon 10/4/2010 2:23 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful

 
lab22 :  yes it makes sense to buy sensibly and declutter our lives. spending money obn stuff that i
love and realy need is my passion,but spending on stuff that i dont love or dont need realy hurts me

Posted: Sat 9/18/2010 7:23 AM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful

 
amobrien2201 :  I  loved this article as it made me chuckle. When you have no money it is very easy to
get wrapped up in that and drive yourself crazy on what is the best way to use what money you do
have, so this was just what I needed to read to lighten the mood.

Posted: Sat 9/11/2010 7:59 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful

 
anajana :  In 1992 my mom introduced me to Joe Dominguez' and Vicki Robin's book Your Money or
Your Life, which is similar to this in that the issue's not money itself but what it represents. I used that
system well for years, with sons and grandson, navigating some pretty tough financial waters. I'm wide
open to this system now- I just finished my BSN after 29 years of working on it, and have plans for a
26-month-long Practitioner course in Anat Baniel Method work to compliment my RN and 30 years of
experience with disabled kids- so I'm really happy to find something to help me with being happy with
what the next 20 or 30 years of my life brings. Thanks, Oprah, and thanks, Martha Beck.
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Posted: Mon 8/2/2010 4:12 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful

 
jewel491 :  I  love this article and plan to use the 4-square matrix whenever I shop. Wrote it on ana
index card and plan to take it out and ask myself those questions before making a purchase (as a
reminder being I'm a senior citizen!) That way, I'll  always know what to ask myself. Thanks!!

Posted: Fri 7/23/2010 10:34 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful This comment has 1 positive vote

 
athas17 :  How funny! I already live like her 4-square matrix without even realizing it! That's how I
easily stay within my means and live simply, collecting things I love with money in savings.

Posted: Thu 7/22/2010 7:56 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful  1 Replies

 
Kaylancor :  This article is really for single people, in my opinion. As a parent, I've bought things for the
sake of the children or just because I know "they" will love it. A lot of those purchases are things they
don't love long enough, in my opinion but you don't really know that until a few weeks or months down
the line. In other words, I have hardly any nice, nice clothes or jewelry or books or things I would like to
have because I buy for my family instead. Same with food choices. As a mom, you sorta get into this
mode of giving them more than you had and its not a good financial decision. Hopefully we can get
back on track. Sadly, this economy does not help. Another problem I had with the article. I think it is
more for the rich and not the working class.

Useful Not Useful This comment has 2 positive votes

Posted: Mon 8/2/2010 2:54 AM
dina716 :  Hi - this is actually not true you see I am a mom too , and as a
matter of fact if you truly love giving ur kids things they want then you are
doing excaCtly what Martha is saying , but if you regret buying the kids
expensive gizmos and gadgets then shame on you for wasting your
money , maybe you should buy yourself some new clothes and books and
things to make yourself happier, you will soon see that all  those gizmos
and gadgets dont mean as much as a happier mommy! You have to give
to yourself first even if it seems selfish. You are no good for anyone if you
arent good to yourself. You would be so much better off going into the
store knowing you look and feel (that is the key here your feelings) better
about yourself and then maybe put the kids gadgets into the box # 4 for a
little while.Kids who have everything dont really have anything because
they never have enough, so show them the way to want and as they
become young adults they too can take their own money and LOVE there
gismos and gadgets.. And you can enjoy and LOVE your books and other
stuff.

Posted: Thu 7/22/2010 3:35 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful This comment has 1 positive vote

 
mrunsky :  Thank you! After I read the paragraph about you paying $12000 for your dog's knees, I
knew I wasn't nuts for spending $5000 on my cat for cancer testing. You made me feel good about my
decision. BTW they determined she does have cancer but she's being treated with steriods and she
has gained her weight back, is eating and happy as can be. She IS worth the $5000! Thanks again!

Posted: Mon 7/19/2010 12:27 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful This comment has 2 positive votes

 
mummsey :  Thank you. Like Beck's friend, I had a humble beginning. I consider it a blessing because
I learned to appreciate small things. I light up in the presence of sunflowers. I know the difference
when sleeping on certain thread counts too. But what has been giving me the biggest kick lately is the
opportunity to help other people. For some reason the universe has positioned me in a way to be a
conduit of information and jobs for others. People seek my counsel and I seem to have the connections
to help them find what they are looking for...even when it's work. So, I guess, I love that I am able to fill
other peoples needs. I don't wish to consider it a need since it would require others to have lack in
their lives but ... I  think you get what I'm saying.

Posted: Thu 7/15/2010 6:57 PM

Reply to this comment Useful Not Useful This comment has 2 positive votes

 
huromw76gy :  I  knew it intuitively but now I have a matrix. Thank you Martha Beck always a great
informative read.
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