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THE 
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OF 
DAVE

RAMSEY
THIS SUMMER, THE PERSONAL FINANCE FIXER 

CELEBRATES 25 YEARS PREACHING HIS MESSAGE 
TO HELP OTHERS AVOID THE PITFALLS OF DEBT. 

BY JESUS JIMENEZ

SALVATION

THIS SUMMER, THE PERSONAL FINANCE FIXER 
CELEBRATES 25 YEARS PREACHING HIS MESSAGE 

TO HELP OTHERS AVOID THE PITFALLS OF DEBT.

C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

R
A

M
SE

Y 
SO

LU
TI

O
N

S

CS_SM1706_Ramsey.indd   45 4/3/17   8:52 AM

© 2017 SUCCESS. All Rights Reserved.



46  |   SUCCESS  JUNE 2017

veryone in the room looks up to see what he’s 
going to do with it. “I’ve got four pieces of plastic 
in this thing,” he says in a nasally Tennessee 
twang. “I have my personal debit card, my busi-
ness debit card, my driver’s license and my 
handgun carry permit.” The conference center 
fills with laughter after that last one.

Ramsey’s made his point: He doesn’t have any credit cards, and he 
doesn’t want any. If you understand anything about the 56-year-old 
financial guru and radio personality, you must understand this: He 
despises credit cards. Because he despises debt. For Ramsey and his 
disciples, borrowing is a serious sin. It’s his first and most important 
rule, and as he elaborates about why, everyone in the room starts 
scribbling notes.

This is the third day of an EntreLeadership Master Series course 
in Brentwood, Tennessee, just south of Nashville. I’m surrounded 
by more than 100 entrepreneurs, CEOs and leaders who have trav-
eled here from across the country for five days of business wisdom 
directly from Ramsey and his team. In his book EntreLeadership: 
20 Years of Practical Business Wisdom from the Trenches, Ramsey 
defines EntreLeadership as “the process of leading to cause a venture 
to grow and prosper,” and that’s what he’s aiming for this week.

Ramsey is a one of the biggest names in the world of personal 
development. He has seven best-selling books and has sold more 
than 10 million books all together. His eponymous radio show gets 
more than 12 million listeners per week on more than 575 radio 
affiliates and a variety of digital outlets. And he and his team put 
on dozens of live events every year that have been attended by more 
than 1 million people. That is why the attendees here at the Master 
Series have each paid upward of a couple thousand dollars for the 
chance to interact up close with Ramsey and his team for the week.

He generally eschews the dry-erase boards and boring spread-
sheets that traditionally accompany financial advice. Instead his 

lessons come in the form of stories about his own experiences. He 
likes stories because his business is all based on a story—his story, 
the story about how he made a lot of money early in life, then lost it 
all, then made it all back and then some. He jokes that he could write 
an entire book just based on the mistakes he has made in business. 
Like the time he wrote a children’s book about a kid who couldn’t 
afford NASA Space Camp, only to find out NASA is trademarked 
and he had to pull and destroy all of the books he printed. And about 
the time he lost $78,000 in a radio deal that seemed so perfect at the 
time. But even here, he stresses, he wasn’t working with borrowed 
money, so his problems didn’t magnify themselves.

I’m watching the way he engages and inspires people, but all 
the talk of finances makes me think of my own. They are, to put it 
frankly, not where I’d like them to be. And now as I listen to him 
railing against debt, I begin to get ner vous thinking about what 
Ramsey will say when he sees how I’ve been spending my money.

* * *
Ramsey’s hatred of debt comes from his own experiences. He 

knows that borrowing is what got him in trouble in the first place. 
Ramsey was in his mid-20s at the time and had already built a real 
estate portfolio worth more than $4 million. W hen his bank was 
sold to another bank, the new bank demanded Ramsey pay back 
$1.2 million in notes, and Ramey was forced to file for bankruptcy 
relief. The year before the bank called for their notes, he says he 
made $250,000 in taxable income. The next year he made $6,000.

That’s when the borrowing stopped.
“Nobody wanted to loan it to us at that point,” Ramsey says. “We 

haven’t borrowed money since then, and we’ve lived on a written 
budget every month since then where every dollar has a name before 
the month begins.”

A few weeks after his leadership event, I’m sitting in the studio 
where Ramsey shoots his show at his headquarters—a building 
he’s dubbed Financial Peace Plaza. He’s wearing a black blazer, a 

E 

Dave Ramsey 
holds his wallet 
up in the air.
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patterned gray shirt and jeans, sitting in the chair he occupies while 
on air for three hours a week. This is where he has listened to the 
problems of countless callers, following patiently as strangers ask him 
for advice—something I’ll be doing in a few minutes. On the shelves 
behind him are an autographed football helmet from his alma mater, 
the University of Tennessee, and the most recent books printed by 
Ramsey Press. Right outside the studio door is a wall of fame that 
includes pictures with celebrities and even presidents.

It took Ramsey and his wife Sharon eight years after filing for 
bankruptcy before they finally felt as if they were starting to heal 
financially, he explains. Fast-forward a couple of decades and he has 
built a company, Ramsey Solutions, and a radio program that in 2017 
are celebrating their 25th anniversaries. He now has an estimated net 
worth of $55 million. Today anytime someone on the show calls in 
and asks how Ramsey’s doing, he always says, “Better than I deserve.”

I ask him what he means when he says that.

“It’s a theological statement of grace,” Ramsey says. “I deserve 
hell, and I’m not going because of Jesus. It’s because of grace. I’m 
better than I deserve.”

He credits his faith for giving him hope as he and his wife clawed their 
way out of debt. Throughout the week at the EntreLeadership event, on 
his show, in his books and in the time I spend with him, he refers often 
to Scripture. He’s memorized dozens of verses from the Bible, and when 
he recites them he does it with clear conviction in his voice.

If you didn’t know better, you might mistake him for a preacher. It’s 
one of the reasons so many people come to him with their problems.

My finances aren’t in bad shape—at least I don’t think so. If 
anything, my finances look stellar compared to some of the people 
who call into The Dave Ramsey Show. It’s not uncommon for someone 
to call Ramsey and burst into tears because their financial picture 
looks so grim. Many of them are hundreds of thousands of dollars 
in debt, and they see no way out of it. They reach a point so low that 
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they’re willing to go live on air and expose their finances to Ramsey 
with millions of people listening or watching.

He tells a story of a time when he was driving on a Sunday night, 
and he came across a frequency broadcasting a fiery loudmouthed 
preacher. He later found out that this specific frequency reached 
38 states and Puerto Rico at night. He badly wanted to be on this 
frequency, so he started making calls and eventually he was sitting 
in the studio on a Sunday night eager to start broadcasting to so 
many new places.

As the show was up and running, Ramsey asked his producer—
who screened calls—why he wasn’t getting any calls from listeners. 
“Do you want a sober one?” his producer asked.

Many men with financial problems were drinking heavily on 
Sunday nights to relieve the anxiety of going to work on Monday 
and facing more money challenges, they learned. This is how serious 
it can get.

I don’t owe hundreds of thousands. I’m not crying over my finances 
or staying awake at night because of them. Nor am I drinking heavily 
to mask the stress of a financial burden looming over me. Thanks 
to the help of my parents, and the bartending skills I developed in 
college, I was blessed to graduate without any student loans. But 
I have not one but two credit cards. Plus, I bought a new car a couple 
of years ago, so I have car loan.

I know he won’t like that.
* * *

At one of Ramsey ’s Financial Peace Universit y events a few 
yea rs ago, a preg na nt woma n ca me up to R a msey to compla in 
because she couldn’t buy one of the products sold at the event 
with a credit card.

“No ma’am. Credit cards are a tool of debt,” Ramsey explained to 
the woman. Ramsey’s conviction against debt is so strong that you 
can’t purchase one of his books, products or a pass to an event with 
a credit card—only a debit card.

The woman was in disbelief and started ranting to Ramsey, but 
before she could finish, Ramsey told her that he was going to give 
the product to her for free. The only catch, Ramsey requested, was 
that the woman bless someone else with the gift when she was done.

“He told me later, he knew she was hurting financially,” says Chris 
Hogan, author of Retire Inspired: It ’s Not an Age, It ’s a Financial 
Number and a “Ramsey Personality ”—a disciple partnered with 
Ramsey and equipped to spread his message. “He would rather help 
her than sell her a product. That’s who Dave Ramsey is.”

This type of thing is a relatively common occurrence during his 
radio show, too. After a live call, someone from the Ramsey team 
almost always stays on the line. Whether it ’s a free copy of one of 
his books, a kit or a ticket to one of his events, the callers get some 
form of help and additional guidance.

“The way he conducts his business and personal life is through 
the lens of giving. That ref lects in his leadership,” says Ramsey’s 
daughter Rachel Cruze, who authored the book Love Your Life Not 
Theirs: 7 Money Habits for Living the Life You Want.

W hen I ask Ramsey about this, he’s quick to def lect any sort 
of praise. “It ’s leading by example, but it ’s hiring the right people 

BEST PRACTICES 
FINANCIAL TIPS THROUGH THE AGES
FOR MILLENNIALS… 
“The No. 1 thing I see constantly is that people don’t get in the habit of budgeting,” says Rachel Cruze, author of Love Your Life 
Not Theirs. “People cringe at the word and think it means, I can’t have any fun or go on vacation because I’m on a budget. 
A budget doesn’t limit your freedom. A budget gives you freedom; it gives you permission to spend. If you’re going to win at 
anything in life—whether it’s business, marriage, parenting, your money, whatever it is—you have to be proactive. That’s what a 
budget is. You’re being proactive with your money on a monthly basis, and saying here is where my money is going.”

FOR BABY BOOMERS… 
“I want them to dream,” says Chris Hogan, author of Retire Inspired. “That’s when you tap into the things that are inside your 
heart that you’ve always wanted to do or for the people you’ve always wanted to do for—whether that’s your kids or your 
grandkids. I think tapping dreams helps us understand that we’ve got to do something. Helping people begin to have those 
aha moments will then allow them to start to move and to take the right kind of action.”

For Ramsey and 
his disciples, 
borrowing is a 
serious sin. 
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because those aren’t things that are unique to me,” he says. He’s 
able to delegate this kind of authority to his team because he holds 
them to high standards. Ramsey often refers to bad team members 
as “turkeys”—and he doesn’t hire turkeys. The average interview 
process at Ramsey Solutions consists of 17 interviews. One of the 
17 is a spousal interview where an applicant and the applicant ’s 
spouse dine with the potential supervisor and his or her spouse. 
But even after someone is hired, Ramsey expects a lot from those 
on his pay roll. If you’re caught cheating on your spouse, you’re 
fired. He doesn’t want people who don’t represent his own values 
working for his company.

At the EntreLeadership event, he mentioned he has a personal 
policy not to be alone in the presence of a woman who isn’t his wife. 
He says he won’t even ride an elevator with a woman unless there’s 
someone else there. He’d rather take the stairs.

* * *
At some point in our conversation, I’m comfortable enough to bring 

up something I don’t talk about with anyone: my personal finances. 
Not even my parents know how much I make. Money is something 
most of us think about often but, for a number of social reasons, 
rarely discuss. Sharing salaries and spending habits is something 
even couples in long-term relationships can struggle with.

A nd although I’m ready to share with Ramsey, I don’t really 
want the other people in the studio and control room overhearing 

me. (I’m also not about to go into detail in a national magazine.) So 
I printed out my budget for Ramsey. I slowly slide a spreadsheet of 
my expenses across his wooden desk.

He seems slightly taken aback.
“That’s pretty revealing,” Ramsey says.
Most people who call into the show throw out a few numbers but 

not a line-by-line budget. Through his frameless glasses, he care-
fully examines what my rent and utility payments are and my other 
monthly expenses—gas, lunch, toll roads, a gym membership, credit 
card payments, magazine and newspaper subscriptions, Netflix and 
“fun” (drinks and going out). Factoring in insurance payments, 401(k) 
contributions and taxes, I wrote what I have left over at the bottom 
of the spreadsheet and circled it.

I assume he’s going to say something about cutting up my credit 
cards. But neither my car loan nor my credit card debt is what he 
addresses first.

“You don’t have food in here,” Ramsey points out.
“I have lunch,” I shoot back, quick to defend myself.
I explain that lunch includes some groceries and that what I spend 

on “fun” includes dining out. What it really means is drinks. I wrote 
fun because that’s an easier way to describe it without being judged 
by America’s No. 1 Christian-based leader in personal finance. Fun 
has a positive connotation; alcohol does not. He’s not one to judge, at 
least he doesn’t come off that way. But I wrote fun because it’s nicer 
to look at my budget and see that what I spend on fun is almost the 
same as what I spend on my monthly car payment. If I were to write 
alcohol on my budget, it would be more embarrassing and harder to 
swallow. I realize immediately that it’s an out-of-sight, out-of-mind 
approach to budgeting.

RUNNING A BUSINESS 
IN THE YOUECONOMY
4 TIPS FROM DAVE RAMSEY
1. Avoid debt.
“Why would you go into debt to start a business?” Ramsey 
suggests not borrowing and growing organically out of 
cash flows when running a business. “It means you grow a 
little slower, but you’re growing steadier and with less risk.”

2. Prioritize your expenses.
Make a list that organizes your expenses from most to 
least important. This way even when money is unstable, 
you have a plan in place so that spending is prioritized.

3. Be intentional.
“I think the overarching worst thing that people do is that 
they don’t do money on purpose,” Ramsey says. “They’re 
not intentional. You would never buy a car on 22 percent 
interest with a $600 car payment when your take home 
pay is $1,200. It’s this lack of being purposeful and 
intentional that leads people into stupid stuff, which is 
overspending into debt.”

4. Take pride.
“Running a business is a very cool thing. You’re giving 
people jobs. You’re serving people in the community. It’s a 
noble calling, and it’s yours. Run it, do it, lead it.”

“ The goal is when 
you build your 
budget out so that 
every dollar has a 
name before the 
month begins.”
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I also realize that, like he does with callers on his show, he’s 
looked past the financial concerns and pinpointed some bigger 
personal issues at play. Listening to Ramsey’s show, I’ve noticed 
many times, money is really just a symptom that underlies other 
problems. A woman recently called into the show who said she was 
struggling to fix her money issues because she wanted to save, but 
her husband kept spending. Ramsey didn’t give her money advice. 
Her problem wasn’t her money—it was her marriage. What the couple 
needed, he said, was marriage counseling. Until they could work out 
their relationship problems, they wouldn’t be on the same page to 
straighten out their finances.

A lcohol is not necessarily something I struggle with but it ’s 
certainly something I could do with less of. Perhaps that’s why I barked 
back at Ramsey so defensively. Perhaps that’s why I interpret his 
observational tone as accusatory. Regardless of whether he knows 
that fun really means alcohol, I know the finances reflect something 
bigger that needs to change.

“Fun is fun,” Ramsey says calmly. “But you still don’t have enough 
grocery money in here. I know you’re single, but you have to buy 
something at the grocery and it’s not in here.”

He’s right. I don’t buy enough groceries. I eat out more than 
I should. I’ve known this for a while, but I’ve always justified this 
by telling myself that it ’s ha rd to cook for one. The f irst thing 
I need to do, Ramsey advises, is break down my budget into more 
detail. He says this w ill help me have a more precise picture of 
what I’m spending.

“The goal is when you build your budget out so that every dollar 
has a name before the month begins,” Ramsey advises, “Every dollar 
has an assignment, all the way, top to bottom.”

* * *
Ramsey’s high expectations of his company and his staff serves 

two purposes. First, he wants his people to enjoy coming to work. 
Ramsey Solutions has been voted one of the best places to work in 
Nashville 10 times. Each year they have a battle of the bands contest 
featuring in-house performers. Ramsey has given away free cars to 
his employees. But beyond fun activities like lip-synch competi-
tions and monthly team lunches, Ramsey has created a company 
culture of people who care for others. Ramsey says when a team 
member is sick, co-workers step in to provide meals for them or 
even mow their lawn.

“You’re not interacting with transactions,” says Christy Wright, 
author of Business Boutique: A Woman’s Guide for Making Money 
Doing What She Loves. Wright is a Ramsey Personality and host of 
the Business Boutique podcast at Ramsey’s company. “You’re inter-
acting with human beings that have a life and a story, and you’re 
taking care of them. If you do that, people feel it. They sense it. They 
know it, and they come back for more business because they want to 
be taken care of. That’s what we model here.”

The second reason Ramsey has high standards is that he wants 
to be confident that when the time comes, he will leave his business 
in good hands. One of his goals is to eventually become irrelevant 
from his own company. “The best way I can remain relevant is to 
personally become irrelevant,” he says. “If I stay so relevant that 
when I die this thing closes up, in 10 years I’m irrelevant. But I can 
stay relevant if I have a succession plan, so there’s a little bit of 
selfishness in there.”

He started working on the plan about six years ago. The process 
has three components: ownership, leadership and brand transfer. 

FROM LEFT: CHRISTY WRIGHT, 
RACHEL CRUZ AND CHRIS HOGAN 

ARE PART OF THE DAVE RAMSEY 
SPEAKERS GROUP.
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Ramsey ’s adult children, Cruze, Denise W hittemore and Daniel 
Ramsey, will be the owners. Ramsey says his children have been in 
intense training for almost 10 years to learn how to be proper owners. 
He has a lot of confidence in his leadership team, but he says the 
brand transfer is the hardest part. To do this they have built a team 
of Ramsey Personalities, including Cruze, Hogan, Wright, Anthony 
ONeal and Chris Brown. They each focus on a different niche under 
the Ramsey brand and do their part with speaking engagements, 
books and other products.

“We are doing something bigger than us,” Cruze says. “It’s not 
Chris Hogan or Rachel Cruze or Christy Wright. It ’s the message 
that we have hope for people, and we all have our own little sector.”

C r u z e ,  H o g a n  a n d  W r i g h t  w e r e  a l l  s p e a k e r s  a t  t h e 
EntreLeadership series.

“It’s all in synergy and in conjunction with each other,” Ramsey 
says. “I’m using my platform to launch their brands from so they get 
a head start. The goal would be that the revenue produced by that 
group eclipses mine, which is an indication of the survivability of 
this organization upon succession.”

By building out his brand, Ramsey can ensure his company 
continues. Despite having this plan in place, Ramsey says he doesn’t 
expect to retire any time soon. “I don’t have a set date at which 
I step out,” he says. “I don’t really intend to completely disappear. 
I just intend for them to become the 800-pound gorilla in the space 
instead of me.”

Ramsey isn’t done setting goals either. This company is currently 
in the beginning stages of building a new 200,000-square-foot facility, 
the first of four planned buildings. Ramsey has already paid more than 
$10 million for the land—cash, of course. In true Ramsey fashion, 
however, he doesn’t plan to break ground until he’s accrued the rest of 
the approximately $50 million necessary for the land and construction 
of the new headquarters. Because he doesn’t want to borrow.

“You’ve heard the rumor,” Ramsey jokes.

THREE A’S TO A BETTER LIFE
Chris Hogan, author of Retire Inspired: It’s Not an Age, 
It’s a Financial Number, shares three tips that are easy to 
remember.

ASSESS: Assessing makes you be aware of where you are. 
You have to be honest with yourself. You don’t sugarcoat it.

ACKNOWLEDGE: Acknowledge whether there are better 
opportunities for you. Is there somewhere you can improve?

ACTIVATE: Activate a plan of action that’s going to move 
you in that direction. Activate the things you’re going to give 
up versus what you’re trying to gain. If you do that in your 
personal life or in your business life, it will always point you 
in the area of progress. You will get better.

This is the power of Dave Ramsey: 
He makes people want to live 
better, more disciplined lives.
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* * *
Taking a deeper look at my finances, Ramsey says the next thing 

I need to do, after getting more detailed and eating better, is tackle 
my credit debt. I was sort of dreading this even though that debt 
doesn’t exceed $500. But he has a solution. He preaches the debt 
snowball plan. What this means is I would pay off my debts from 
smallest to largest. This clicks for me. Once I pay off my credit card 
with the smallest balance, I can use that extra cash to pay for my 
next smallest credit card balance.

After I’ve paid off my credit cards, Ramsey says I need to cut 
them up and focus on the baby steps. Step 1: Save $1,000 to add to my 
savings. Step 2: Stop all saving and investing, including my 401(k) 
contribution. This frees up more money to increase my car payments, 
by as much as 200 percent, and pay off my car much faster. After the 
car is paid off, I can move on to Step 3: Build an emergency fund, 
which is the money to pay my expenses for three to six months. Step 
4: Save. This means continuing my 401(k) contributions, Roth IR A 
and the like. If I wanted to buy a house, this is when I would start 
saving for one.

Even though Ramsey calls them baby steps, they’re much easier 
said than done. And a couple of things make me uneasy, like halting 
my 401(k) contributions and cutting up my credit cards.

I explain to him that I don’t use my credit cards to pay for things 
I can’t afford. If I can’t pay for something in cash today, I won’t buy 
it—plus the points are always a nice perk.

Ramsey doesn’t buy my excuse. He says there are two options. 
The first is to conform to most of society. He says the typical person 
carries a credit card balance, has a car payment and lives paycheck 

to paycheck. “They have no margin. They have no wealth. They have 
nothing on their balance sheet.”

“Juxtapose that with the people who are winning financially,” Ramsey 
adds. “Is it because they had inordinately large incomes? Most, never. 
Less than 1 percent of millionaires were rock stars or athletes. Most 
of them just worked, put money in their 401(k), did not live with debt, 
didn’t tinker with debt products and didn’t play around with this stuff.”

He boils it down like this: “I’ve never met a millionaire that said 
‘I made all my money with my points, I made all my money with my 
airline miles.’ But I meet a lot of broke people who say, ‘I’m making 
money on my airline miles,’ and they’re broke. They’ve got no money. 
Who do you want to emulate?”

It’s hard to argue with that.
On my way from Financial Peace Plaza to the airport, I do the math 

and figure that if I stick to Ramsey’s advice exactly, I can pay off my 
car a year or so earlier than I had planned. I open a credit card app 
on my phone and stare at my smallest debt—$159.37. Payday is a week 
from today, and the first thing I plan to do when the money hits is pay 
that off. Then I want to pay off my next credit card, and then I can 
tackle my car loan. Although I’m not sure how I feel about temporarily 
halting my 401(k) contributions, I like the idea of living debt-free.

This is the power of Dave Ramsey: He makes people want to live 
better, more disciplined lives. He makes me want to raise the stan-
dards I’ve set for myself. I’m a year younger than the age Ramsey 
was when he filed for bankruptcy. It’s a pain he suffered—falling so 
hard—so he could save others from the same fate. Now, by following 
Ramsey’s tips, I hope that’s something I’ll never have to experience. 
The financial habits I develop now will affect the rest of my life; it ’s 
up to me whether I want them to haunt me or bless me. ◆

JIMENEZ IS THE MANAGING EDITOR OF SUCCESS.

 “The best way 
I can remain 
relevant is  
to personally 
become 
irrelevant.”

BELOW: RAMSEY WITH HIS WIFE SHARON 
AND THEIR FAMILY. EVENTUALLY, RAMSEY 
PLANS TO TRANSFER OWNERSHIP OF HIS 

COMPANY TO HIS CHILDREN RACHEL CRUZE, 
DANIEL RAMSEY AND DENISE WHITTEMORE.
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THE 
NO-SPEND

MONTH
ATTEMPTING TO LIVE FREE TAUGHT OUR WRITER ABOUT WILLPOWER, 

VIGILANCE AND THE JOY IN OCCASIONAL INDULGENCES.

BY JEFF VRABEL

I
cut out inessential spending for one month. And 
by that, I mean: I didn’t come anywhere near 
cutting out inessential spending for a month.

For the record, I tried. My assignment was 
simple: Eliminate all spending that wasn’t essen-
tial to the health of my family, the payment of 
recurring bills or the survival of the pets. No 

fancy coffee. No clothes. No cocktails. No movies. Nothing outside of 
the pure necessities of life in a hardening America. Then at the close 
of the experiment, I was to report all of my glittering lessons about 
the value of self-denial, discipline and minimalism.

Here’s what I learned: Life can get crazy, and sometimes you just 
want a taco.

This is not to say that a spending hiatus is a bad idea. British 
blogger Michelle McGagh documented this exact concept in her 
book The No Spend Year: How I Spent Less and Lived More, which 
tracked 365 days of no spending by her a nd her husba nd. A s a 
financial advice writer, McGagh’s challenge was better organized 
and executed than mine. After bills, food and toiletries, she writes, 
“Everything else was off-limits. W hich meant there’d be no more 
rounds of drinks purchased in the pub (tap water only from now 
on), no new clothes, no presents for my nephews, no ta keaway 
coffees, no meals out and no holidays.” She got around on her bike, 
discovered free entertainment and allocated the money she saved 
largely for extra mortgage payments.

Although I might not have cut out all of my spending for a month, this 
exercise instilled in me, like McGagh, a sharper grasp on what money is 
going where and why. And I reminded myself that dedicating time and 
icy, emotionless attention to your budget is a wise and welcome endeavor, 
as long as you don’t do it so frequently that you end up abandoning joy 
or companionship.

Frankly, I had neither her willpower nor her dedication for eschewing 
an anti-consumerist lifestyle. My family has never been terribly big into 
gratuitous spending anyway, with exceptions made for travel and Bruce 
Springsteen tickets. Not to sound like a sore loser, but McGagh also had 
two big advantages on me: 1) She has no kids; and 2) She lives in London, 
where some of the world’s most awe-inspiring activities, like hanging out 
with a sarcophagus at the British Museum, are readily available for the 
reasonable price of nothing. We have two kids and no free ancient dead 
people in Indianapolis, so there would be some unavoidable expenses.

But if I’m being honest, it was mostly the lack of willpower that made 
me fail. Dedicating myself to a milkshake-free month turned out to be an 
exercise in brutality I was unprepared to face. It’s one thing to be mindful of 

APPLYING A MAGNIFYING GLASS TO MY 
FINANCES DIDN’T HELP ME ELIMINATE A NEW 
CAR’S WORTH OF EXPENSES, BUT IT DID FORCE 
ME TO PRIORITIZE THEM.
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your expenses; it’s entirely another 
to walk past La Chinita Poblana on Westfi eld Boulevard and not drop 
in for a crispy shrimp taco, just because, at 4 o’clock in the afternoon.

One could argue that my failure represents a breakdown of will, 
an inability to make it even 48 hours before collapsing into a heap of 
excuses and justifications. To that I’d say: Yeah, I know.

But there’s more to it. First, this experiment in militant miserliness 
came at a particularly bad time. February contained my son’s 13th 
birthday, the release of The Lego Batman Movie and the announcement 
of a summer concert that featured Def Leppard and Poison, together, 
ON THE SAME STAGE. I’m appropriately dedicated to my work as a 
writer, but I’m also a sucker for shameless, sugar-packed nostalgia-
metal concerts you can see for a $25 Groupon. Also, as you may or 
may not know, February is the month that has Valentine’s Day in it, 
and that required a finer present for my wife than hair metal tickets.

Second, and more important, I found out quickly, a life without 
the occasional indulgence—even, if not especially, small ones—can 
be a dull and pointless slog. In no way am I suggesting that happiness 
is available only in the form of moon-sized yachts and cigars lit with 
rolled-up $100 bills. Some of my favorite people conjure joy with very 
little, and many of my most prized memories didn’t involve a single 
expense. McGagh writes of camping trips, handmade gifts and visits 
with friends that don’t have to happen in pubs.

But a life without rewards, without a moment to breathe and think, 
I’ll get that slice of key lime pie or I’ll put this away for summer vacation?

What’s the point in that? Isn’t that ill-advised 
extra glass of wine one of the better parts of life?

***
I initially found the idea of a spending hiatus deeply appealing. As a 

family, we Vrabels have always been a frugal lot, and by frugal, I mean 
some of us take strawberry and grape jelly packets from diners instead 
of purchasing substantial jars at the grocery store. My extended family’s 
garages contain about 900 buckets full of water-logged golf balls fished 
out of ponds and mini-golf courses. And my cousin recently confessed 
that after nearly 15 years of marriage, it still drives him bonkers to 
see his wife use a piece of aluminum foil only once. “I die a little each 
time,” he texted, “and don’t even get me started on the plastic bags.”

So I initially thought of this as a welcome and genetically satis-
fying reset, an opportunity to throw the emergency brake on the 
family finances. (It helped that it arrived about the same time as the 
Christmas credit card bills.)

Besides, I thought, How bad could it be? I already had a house 
full of unfinished projects, unwatched shows and un-spun records. 
I re-evaluated old clothes. I found books I’d been meaning to revisit 
since college. (I am blessed with a few hoarding chromosomes.) But 
one night, when we settled in to figure out whatever this Stranger 
Things TV show was, an uncomfortable thought floated right into my 
field of vision: Does Netflix qualify as necessary? And then, scanning 
the rest of the house: Does any of this qualify as necessary? Can I eat 
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only dry bread and cans of beans, 
use gasoline only to get to essen-
tial places? Is karate essential? Is 
school? Frankly, it was way more 
of a n ex istentia l crisis tha n I was 
ex pecting. This would need r ules. The 
rules went like this:

INESSENTIAL SPENDING 
INCLUDED:

• All clothes.
• Books. 
• Ice cream from The Scoop downtown.
•  Media, unless we could stream it with an existing subscription.
•  Breakfasts and lunches out (not dinners, as our Tuesday schedule 

is packed with after-school events and a weekly Dad-and-boys 
pizza trip I consider emotionally essential).

• 100 percent of externally purchased doughnuts.

ESSENTIAL SPENDING: 
My first essential was the coffee shop. (Look, I work from home. 
If I sit in my house all day, I end up a patch-bearded lunatic with 
6-inch fingernails who wanders the grocery store in a bathrobe. But 
I ordered only small black coffees, which is a fairly pathetic version 
of self-denial, but here we are.) Then it was a dentist appointment. 
And I confess that I splurged on medicine for pinkeye—the medi-
cine was $30, which at the time seemed awfully extravagant, and 
I stood at the pharmacist ’s counter wondering: Is this an essential 
expense? Can I just ride this out? Would it strengthen my white blood 
cells to let them combat this for free? And then I forked over $30 for 
the medicine, because I was tired of being a crimson-faced demon 
with itchy eyes.

And indeed, I found pretty quickly that the line between essential 
and non-essential was nebulous, constantly shifting and subject to 
my whims and caffeine needs. I also found how quickly I factored in 
things that were technically non-essential but felt pretty essential. 
Our Blue Apron subscription, which we use to cut back on grocery 
bills and shopping time, stayed in. We abandoned cable years ago, 
but Netf lix’s Octonauts and Dragons: Race to the Edge were highly 
essential, according to the small children who run my house.

* * *
Why didn’t it occur to me to work from the public library? Well, it 

did, and I discounted that idea outright: I don’t work from coffee shops 
for the pricey coffee. I do it to be around people; and as richly valuable 
as libraries are, they’re not great for people-watching.

These were the kinds of minor justifi cations that sank me. I decided 
I could purchase tickets for a concert because it was in May; that I could 
buy this butter streusel co� ee cake because technically I found it before 
my experiment and also because it’s delicious. Those little cracks of 
sunlight in the rulebook made all the subsequent ones much easier.

This, of course, is the gradual, 
subtle process of justification that 

gets people into trouble: One 
jacket here, one scone there, 

and before long every incre-
mental expense adds up to 
credit card balances and dark 

phantoms that steal your money 
without you ever noticing.

A l t h o u g h  I  d i d n ’t  s u c c e e d  a t 
McGagh’s brutal version of cold turkey, 

I feel the experiment worked, and here’s why: It demanded vigi-
lance. It coldly identified easily removable spending, expenses I’d 
become accustomed to OK’ing even when they were red-f lagged in 
Mint, the budgeting app I use.

Like most people, I had a broad sense of how much went to four 
movie tickets, a record here or there, a Panera meal on the run. But 
that sense was less math and more a vague notion easily shoved to the 
back corner of my mind. And the cracks in between those merciless 
digits are where the overspending takes hold and flourishes.

Applying a magnifying glass to it all didn’t help me eliminate a new 
car’s worth of expenses, but it did force me to prioritize them. Vacation 
saving, for instance, was the first thing that stayed. My wife and I long 
ago decided that travel is a primary reason we work in the first place. 
If you’re not setting goals, working toward them and then enjoying 
the payoff when they become reality, what’s the point?

And this reordering of priorities—a dull, annoying process—is the 
life-saving part. Fiscal vigilance taken to the extreme can make you not 
a lot of fun at parties and a super-annoying spouse, but determining 
what is essential is worth a few lousy hours.

Now I stop and think before purchases, an automatic little self-
check that wasn’t there before. In 30 days—a shorter time than I’d 
have guessed—I installed a mental hold-up button, one that I’ve been 
employing ever since. I’d argue that even this entry-level awareness 
can pay off in the long term.

So I’m left a bit more mindful after this experience, skipping another 
blue-plaid shirt here and movie there to gradually hoard cash for more 
meaningful-to-me goals like travel, family, time not thinking about 
money and maybe a few tickets to see the Chicago Cubs, who raised 
their ticket prices 20 percent this year—inessentially. ◆

VRABEL IS A REGULAR CONTRIBUTOR TO SUCCESS.

ALTHOUGH I MIGHT NOT HAVE CUT OUT ALL OF 
MY SPENDING FOR A MONTH, THIS EXERCISE 
INSTILLED IN ME A SHARPER GRASP ON WHAT 
MONEY IS GOING WHERE AND WHY.
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