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“Success is not the key to happiness. Happiness is the key to success. 
If you love what you are doing, you will be successful.” 

— Buddha 
 
 

For most of us, work and money are inseparable. While some may view work as just 

a means of earning money, it can be so much more than that. It can be where we 

express what’s important to us, where we utilize our talents and the individual 

qualities that make us unique. At work we can learn and stretch ourselves in new 

ways. Our work can be an aspect of our lives where we derive satisfaction, 

confidence, success, and self-worth. 

 
 

When our work “works” for us, it fulfills many of our needs. When our 

relationship with work (and the money it provides) is not working, it can be a 

source of great stress, worry, and unhappiness. 

 
 

Over the years I’ve met and worked with many people struggling with work and 

earning issues: A one-time Grammy winner who’d blown her fortune and was trying 

to make it on the salary she earned waiting tables part-time. A woman who’d grown 

up with enormous wealth, now living from inheritance to inheritance, unable to 

imagine how she might support herself if the money dried up. An investment broker 

who was constantly living for his next “big deal” but earned nothing in the years 

between his big payoffs. A contractor whose business seemed to eat money faster 
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than he could make it. An administrative assistant who felt stuck because she didn’t 

think she could ever earn any more money. The list goes on and on. 

These people don’t necessarily struggle in their financial lives because of 

overspending. They hit their emotional and financial bottom because of their 

relationship with their work and earning. 

 
 
Recognizing that you need, want, and deserve more than your work is giving 

you can mark the beginning of transforming your relationship with work and 

earning. Asking yourself whether the money you earn allows you to meet your 

needs facilitates another layer of growth in your Financial Recovery. 
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My Work Story 
 
A few months after opening my financial counseling business, things were going 

very well. The word of mouth was bringing me a steady stream of new clients. I 

loved my work and found it deeply satisfying. Business was good, but I was still 

living on a bare-bones spending plan. What was I doing wrong? 

 
 
At about that time I decided to take a six-week course from a Bay Area therapist 

who was working with people on their money issues. At one point during the course 

I expressed the frustrations I was having about not being able to get ahead. 

 
 
The therapist asked me what I was charging for my services, so I told her my hourly 

rate. She looked up at me and said, “You need to charge more.” That took me by 

surprise. I had been so grateful to be out of the corporate life that didn’t suit me and 

to be doing something that I loved that I’d never put the work and earning pieces 

together. 

 
 
To this day, when I work with clients they sometimes reach the same impasse. When 

I say to them, “You’re doing great with your spending. You just don’t make enough 

money,” they respond with looks of relief and surprise. 

 
 
Years after I’d connected the issues of work and earning, I was going through all my 

client files as preliminary research for a book I was writing. To my surprise, with 
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rare exceptions, clients who had been working on their personal finances over a 

period of time had all increased their earnings. It didn’t matter if they were self- 

employed or worked for a salary. Each of them, as part of this process, had changed 

something in their relationship with work and earning that caused them to earn 

more than they had when they had first come to see me. 

 
 

Self-employed people and small-business owners had gotten better at charging 

appropriately and collecting their fees. Those on a salary had gotten assertive about 

seeking raises or had sought positions that compensated them for the real value of 

their work. Over and over, clients were able to apply what they’d learned about 

spending to what they were earning. They looked at their needs and determined 

that they deserved to be paid more for what they were doing. It’s so exciting when I 

see people in their progression of Financial Recovery begin to recognize that they 

deserve to have fulfilling work and to be appropriately compensated. 
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The Sequence Is Important 
 
 

It’s important to note the sequence of the Financial Recovery process. If you’re 

constantly struggling with managing your spending, more money alone won’t fix 

that problem. You first have to address your relationship with spending, debt, and 

savings. These are essential components in the Financial Recovery process that give 

you the power to heal your relationship with money. 

 
 

If, after you’ve gotten a handle on those areas, there is still a gap between how you 

are living and how you want to live, it’s time for you to look at your relationship 

with work and earning. 

 
 

In the pages that follow, you’ll see examples of how different people approach their 

relationship with work and earning. Though their specific professions and 

circumstances may be different from yours, I’m sure you will find aspects of their 

stories that resonate with you. 

 
 

As with so many issues that affect our relationship with money, it pays to look not 

merely at your current circumstances but also your history to learn how you 

developed your belief systems and attitudes about work and earning money. This 

will help you look at your work and earning in a more informed way. 
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How Your Family History and Old Money Messages 

Impact Your Earning 

 

The events of our childhoods forcefully shape our lives, whether or not we are 

conscious of this force. Exploring your family history and the messages you 

absorbed from those early experiences can help you understand your current 

relationship with work and earning. It can also help you examine, with greater 

objectivity, whether your current work is working for you. 

 
 
Some people have never asked themselves what they want from their work. Some 

devalue their skills or their capacities and feel they have to accept something less. 

Others grew up in affluent families, hobbled by the presence of family money. The 

knowledge that someone would always rescue them, either by gift or inheritance, 

became the cold water that extinguished the fire in their bellies for making their 

own way in the world. 

 
 
I’ve also worked with people who grew up with modest means who uncovered 

feelings of guilt for wanting a financial life bigger than the one in which they grew 

up. They minimize their desires for a bigger life, thinking themselves shallow or 

selfish. Those who have survived abusive, neglectful, or harshly critical family 

experiences often reveal untended wounds in their relationships with not only 

spending, but earning too. 
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No one would argue that our early family experiences have a lot to do with how we 

lead our lives, but many of us don’t think about our relationship with work and 

earning as being connected to those experiences. Having role models who have a 

healthy relationship with money can be a big advantage. On the other hand, if 

money has been an area of struggle for you, it pays to look back at the 

experiences you had in your family concerning work and earning. 

 
 

What lessons did you learn from your family? Did you feel pressured in any way? 

Asking yourself these kinds of questions can offer insights into not only your 

relationship with work but your lifelong relationship with money. 

 
 

When it comes to your relationship with earning and the work you choose, family 

messages can also come to bear. Some money and work messages (both positive and 

negative) we hear in our families are overtly stated, such as the following: 

• You can do whatever you want in life. 
 

• Don’t get too big for your britches. 
 

• You can never make a living that way. 
 

• Security is more important than money. 
 
 
 

Some of the messages we absorb from our families are never spoken out loud but 

might as well be posted on the refrigerator as family announcements. It might be 
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fine if they stayed on the refrigerator, but they don’t. Instead, we often carry them 

forward with us as we work to build our own work and financial lives. 

 
 
For example, you might have been shushed when you innocently asked how much 

money your parents made in their jobs. From this, you might think there is 

something wrong with money or that it’s not a subject you should explore. 

 
 
If you observed your parents or guardians go from boom to bust in their financial 

lives, you may have learned that money is something you can never rely on. If your 

parents or guardians frequently pressured you to consider a certain profession, 

rather than supporting you in exploring your own desires, you might conclude that 

only some choices will be met with family approval. 

 
 
Exercise: Uncovering Family Messages about Work and Earning 

 
When I work with clients, I encourage them to keep a money journal, a notebook in 

which they can record their thoughts, feelings and revelations as they explore their 

changing relationship with money. As you answer the questions in this mini eBook 

and explore your own family history as it relates to work and earning, you may want 

to do the same. 

 
 
A money journal can be an inexpensive spiral notebook or something more special. 

It’s up to you. What’s important is that you feel comfortable writing in it. 
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Also, you may also find it helpful to discuss the following questions with your family 

members: 

• What family messages about work and earning did you receive? Were they 

spoken, or unspoken? 

• Were you expected to do chores at home? How did you feel about that? Did 

you get paid? 

• Did you receive an allowance? If so, how did you feel about your allowance? 
 

How did you manage your money? How was the amount determined? 
 

• Were you paid for things other than doing chores (such as getting good 

grades, doing well in sports, or even keeping a secret)? 

• What examples of relationships with work and earning were modeled for 

you? 

• What support, instruction, or encouragement were you given regarding work 

and earning? 

• Did you feel free to explore professions different from those of your family 

members? 

• Did you grow up feeling as though being either more or less financially 

successful would cause you to experience disapproval? 

• Was there family money that you were told would take care of you? How did 

this affect your thoughts about work? 
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• What family stories about work and earning, successes, failures, 

accomplishments, and so on did you hear about your family or people they 

knew? 

 
 

Good work! These exercises are no joke! They are designed to take you to the core 

of your relationship with money and earning, so be sure to give yourself plenty of 

time, space and compassion as you continue this process. 

 
 

As we move through the rest of this mini eBook, if you find yourself resisting or 

avoiding any of these exercises, know that this is to be expected. You are, after all, 

looking at (and challenging) the old stories, beliefs and patterns that have kept you 

from earning the kind of money you truly want. While it may be enlightening, it can 

also be challenging. 

 
 

Special Note: In the Financial Recovery Counselors training, we teach our 

counselors how to support people as they move through these exercises and the 

Financial Recovery process so they can transform their relationship with money and 

establish financial stability. As you can imagine, this work is incredibly rewarding. 
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Take an Inventory of How Work Has Been Working for You 
 
 

Completing a Work History Inventory will help you explore how your decisions 

about work may have affected your entire approach to life. It can be an important 

step in identifying under-earning issues. The process will help you discover your 

own definition of meaningful work and begin to create a vision for the lifestyle 

you desire. Once you explore that vision and match it with what you need to earn, 

you will be on the road to living the life you want to live. 

 
Exercise: Your Work History Inventory 

 
 
Reflect on your history and current circumstances in your relationship with work. 

You can make note of these reflections in your money journal. 

 
 
First, ask yourself this: "What was your very first job as a kid? Was it a lemonade 

stand? A paper route? Babysitting? How did you feel the first time you earned 

money?" 

 
 
Create a list of every job you’ve ever had, in the order that you had them. Yes, 

all of them. Whether they were paid or unpaid, part-time or full-time, years ago or 
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yesterday. To help you in this process I’ve included a free download of this 

exercise on my website. 

For some people, this can be quite a list. Think back to mowing the lawn, early fast- 

food jobs, and all the jobs you’ve had over the years. You may have had three 

different jobs all within the same company. If so, list each separately. 

 
 

Once you’ve completed your list, write the title of each job at the top of a separate 

sheet of paper. If you have eighteen jobs on that initial list, you’ll have eighteen 

sheets of paper. Then, thoughtfully answer the questions below about each job. 

1. How did you get this job? 
 

2. While you were doing this job, how did you feel about your work? 
 

3. What skills did you use or develop in this job? 
 

4. How much money did you earn? 
 

5. How did you feel about the money that you earned? Did you feel you were 

paid what you deserved? 

6. Why and how did you leave this job? 
 

7. How much time did you have between this job and the next one? 
 
 
 

When you are done answering the questions for every job, spread all your papers on 

a table or the floor and take some time to examine them. What do you notice and 

how do you feel when you see them all laid out together? 
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Now take a few breaths and then answer the following questions: 
 

1. Which job(s) did you find most enjoyable, satisfying, and rewarding? 
 

Why? 
 

2. Which job(s) did you like least? Why? 
 

3. Describe any patterns you noticed regarding the types of jobs you’ve had. 
 

4. Describe anything else you notice about your work and earning patterns. 
 
 
 

It’s always fascinating what comes up when people look at their Work History 

Inventory. It’s another angle from which to view and understand your relationship 

with money. 

 
 

By the way… it can be challenging for people who don’t receive money for their work 

to do this exercise. If you are a homemaker or work as a volunteer, it is equally 

useful to look at your work to understand your relationship with it. 

 
 

While we tend to assume someone’s income would go up with their work 

experience over time, some discover that they’ve fluctuated between good-paying 

jobs and ones that pay substantially less. Some observe that the long gaps between 

jobs have been a big part of their money problems, putting them into financial holes 

for years. 
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I’ve had clients who realize they have a pattern of quitting or being fired from jobs, 

citing conflicts with bosses as the reason. Others have very few jobs in their history, 

noting that they stay in one place for a long time, whether or not they find the 

position and the money satisfying. I even had one student who noted, “I never 

noticed before that I’ve gotten nearly all my jobs because my mom helped me get 

them!” 

 
 

Another client, in his mid-thirties, came to an appointment after doing this exercise. 

He was shocked to discover that he’d already had 19 jobs since he’d graduated from 

college. More importantly, he saw in black-and-white that he had created a crisis in 

each one that had required him to leave — even when he had liked the work. 

Another client, a woman who was never able to make enough money at her jobs, 

recognized a pattern that had begun when the business where she had her very first 

job folded. She never even got her first paycheck. 

 
 

This exercise isn’t just a review of your résumé. It can be very useful for you to make 

notes about the patterns you observe in your relationship with work and earning. 

You might just be surprised by what you see. 
 
 
 

Financial Recovery is about much more than the view in the rearview mirror 

(though in this case, looking back does give you quite a lot). It’s also about looking 
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through the windshield at what is around you. In this next exercise, you will focus 

on how things are right now. 

Exercise: Evaluating Your Current Work 
 
It’s time to shift your focus from the past to the present. Note your responses to the 

following: 

1. How do you feel about your overall experience of the work you’re 

currently doing? Is it fulfilling? Satisfying? 

2. Is the stress level of the work manageable for you? 
 

3. Are the hours you work compatible with your life? 
 

4. Is the money you receive from your work adequate to meet your needs 

and provide the lifestyle you choose? 

5. What (if any) changes do you imagine you might need to make in your 

relationship to work and earning for your professional life to be a source 

of satisfaction for you? 

6. Do you have any secret or spoken fantasies about a profession or work 

style you’d prefer to the one you currently have? 

7. Have you inherited money, or do you expect to inherit money? What 

are your feelings about that? How does this affect the decisions you 

make today? 

 
 
By looking both to the past and to the present, you can gain a great deal of insight 

into your relationship with work over time and the patterns you’ve created. The 
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next section will help you focus specifically on what works and what doesn’t about 

your current job. 
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Is Your Work Working for You? 
 
 
 
At first, almost everyone with money problems feels that more money will fix 

everything. Many find that once they’ve changed how they manage their money, 

they actually do earn enough to meet their needs and live in the way they want to 

live. In short, their work (and the money they earn) is working for them. 

 
 
Once you are able to exit the survival mode of living in financial chaos and feel the 

firm foundation of financial stability under your feet, use that new vantage point to 

examine your relationship with work and the money it brings you. 

 
 
Clients I have worked with generally describe their relationship with work and 

earning in one of the following three ways: 

 
 

1. The job works — the money doesn’t. They’re content with their work, but 

the money is not adequate to meet their needs. 

2. The money works — the job doesn’t. The job pays well enough but is in 

other ways unsatisfying, stressful, or doesn’t fit with how they want to live. 

3. The work doesn’t work — neither does the money. They hate their job 

and they’re still not making enough money! 

 
 
As you read the stories below, can you find some inspiration to change your situation? 
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Joanna: The Job Works — The Money Doesn’t 
 
Joanna had worked for many years at a nonprofit organization that benefits children 

in her community. She loved her job and believed that the work done by her agency 

made an important difference in her community and in the lives of the kids they 

served. She lived debt-free and within her means, with a lot of creative attempts to 

get the most for her money. 

 
 
No matter how disciplined she was in her money management, Joanna just couldn’t 

make her money stretch enough to live in the way she would like. She wanted to buy 

a home, and on her salary this would be out of her reach. Joanna’s work, even 

though she loved it, wasn’t working for her. She recognized she was growing 

unhappy with the severe financial limitations her “dream job” caused in her life. 

 
 
Once she had spent some time looking at her family and work history and working 

with a spending plan to get in touch with her needs, Joanna realized that in order to 

have the financial life she wanted, she’d either have to get more money for the work 

she did or she’d have to consider a career shift. She was already at the top salary her 

position would pay. 

 

Because she had learned to get creative in adjusting her monthly spending plan 

(part of the Financial Recovery process), Joanna knew how much more she would 

need to earn to meet her needs and achieve her goals. She decided to apply some 

creativity to find a solution. 
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She approached the director of her agency, with whom she had a great relationship, 

and presented her dilemma — as well as an idea. Perhaps if she could write and 

obtain a grant to expand the agency’s services, she could get a promotion that would 

justify a raise in salary. 

 
 

The director had an even better idea. She didn’t want to lose Joanna. She was 

planning to retire in two years and had been trying to figure out a way to cut back 

her hours in the meantime. She did the math and figured that if she went to four 

days a week instead of five, and Joanna stepped into a co-director role, with the 

additional grant money, Joanna could increase her salary by 30 percent for the next 

two years. She’d also be well positioned to succeed the director when she retired, 

and that would mean another bump. It would take board approval and the new 

grant, but the plan made sense for all concerned. 

 
 

Joanna’s creativity and her rapport with her director were a big part of why this 

solution worked. However, Joanna’s newfound awareness that she needed and 

deserved to make more money was what led her to address the situation and 

propose a plan to increase her salary. 
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Dianne: The Money Works — The Job Doesn’t 
 
 

Dianne worked as a counselor in the employee assistance department of a large 

bank. For twelve years she answered calls to the company’s crisis hotline, helping 

callers manage various personal and professional crises. The calls covered 

workplace traumas, such as bank robberies, and mental health emergencies, such as 

suicidal thoughts, family violence, and child abuse. Occasionally, Dianne even went 

into branches shortly after shootings and met with those who had witnessed the 

terrible events. She sometimes had to step over blood splatters to get to the 

frightened group of people who awaited her support. 

 
 
Dianne listened to literally hundreds of calls per year in which people described, in 

vivid detail, the most traumatic moments of their lives. Her empathy made her good 

at her work but it also made her vulnerable to the emotional stress that came with 

it. 

 
 
While providing support to troubled callers gave Dianne great satisfaction, and the 

compensation she received eventually grew to be a six-figure salary, the emotional 

impact of her work became unbearable. She was unable to sleep. She felt raw at the 

end of each day, as though she were missing her outermost layer of skin, and she 

found that she could no longer tolerate watching the news or movies that had any 

element of intensity. Her work involved long hours and being on-call overnight and 
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on weekends. Her wrung-out emotional state and her long hours made Dianne less 

available for her children’s needs. 

 
 
As she progressed in her Financial Recovery, Dianne and her husband began to see 

that some things were more important than a six-figure salary and the lifestyle it 

supported. After careful consideration, they decided that it would be best for her to 

find a less stressful job. This necessitated some big changes for them. 

 
 
Their spending plan helped provide the information and insights they needed to 

make these changes without compromising their ability to meet their needs. They 

saw that by downsizing, selling their home, and moving to a less expensive 

community, they could live on a smaller income and be more available to their kids. 

Dianne developed a small private practice in her new community where she enjoyed 

the satisfaction of helping people but without the relentless exposure to trauma. She 

also developed a freelance writing career, and she loved being able to do this from 

home. Every day her young son came home from school and one or both of his 

parents were there to greet him. 

 
 
Dianne and her husband reduced their income but adjusted their lives to make that 

income work. As a result, Dianne’s work is now working for her. 
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James: The Work Doesn’t Work — Neither Does the Money 
 
 

When I met James, he was just at the beginning of making big changes in his 

relationship with work and earning. His earnings fell far short of giving him what he 

needed, and he was unhappy with his work and his financial circumstances. 

 
 

James’s financial story had nothing to do with overspending or any other form of 

excess. In fact, he was living in a serious state of deprivation. He was working for a 

car dealership earning $800 a month, plus commission. Unfortunately, since he 

could never seem to actually sell a car, there were no commissions. 

 
 

Half of his income went toward the rent at his friend’s apartment where he was 

staying temporarily. At a certain point, the desperation James felt became 

overwhelming. “I’m sick and tired of not having any money. I can’t keep living this 

way,” he thought. He realized in that moment that he was willing to do whatever it 

took “not to be poor anymore.” 

 
 

The irony was that James was a licensed attorney with ten years of experience. 

Earlier he had bought a small private law practice and tried to run it on his own. 

Despite his skills as an attorney and his charm and intelligence, James lacked the 

skills and the temperament to operate a business. Eventually, it became clear that 
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the business was doomed to fail. James was able to sell what was left of the practice 

and live off of that money for a short while. 

 
 

Because he’d always loved cars, he thought that by selling them he could make ends 

meet while he determined his next steps. After months of working hard, James had 

not sold a single car. He was in a state of emotional and spiritual crisis. Completely 

unsure of how to go forward, he hit a financial, emotional, and spiritual low. He felt 

desperate and lost, his self-esteem crushed. He was not overspending; his issue was 

that he had inadequate resources for supporting himself — he was under-earning. 

His relationship to work and earning was ruining his life. 

 
 

By working the Financial Recovery process and looking at his Work History 

Inventory, James eventually determined that it was not the field of law that hadn’t 

worked for him; it was running his own practice. He was not entrepreneurial by 

nature, and it was a better fit for him to be employed by a firm. Once he saw this, he 

was able to look for and find a position with an established firm that allowed him to 

earn a wage that was satisfying for him. James created a financially healthy lifestyle 

in which he could meet his needs. 

 
 

If you are unhappy in your job for any reason — whether it is because the job 

is too stressful, unsatisfying, or doesn’t pay enough to meet your needs — you 

may want to consider a change. This may involve getting in touch with your own 
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skills, talents, and desires and looking, as Joanna did, for a creative way to make 

your current work work for you. 

Sometimes, as in Dianne’s case, it involves being bold and creative and changing 

jobs so your work can become a source of satisfaction rather than something that is 

doing you harm. Other times it requires honestly evaluating your needs as well as 

your talents and professional skills, as James did. 

 
 

Most of the people we train to become Financial Recovery Counselors and money 

coaches fall into one of these categories. They feel ready to have their own business 

(or augment their current career), work from home (or anywhere in the world),  

and set their own hours while making great money doing deeply rewarding, life- 

changing work. Some of our counselors already had a coaching or therapy practice, 

but they weren’t making the kind of money they wanted. By choosing to up-level 

their practice by becoming a Financial Recovery Counselor, they were able to raise 

their rates, attract more clients and distinguish themselves from the others in their 

industry. 
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What Is Your Earnings Ceiling? 
 
 

This next process will help you become aware of the limiting beliefs you might have 

about your earning potential. I’ve done this exercise with clients as well as the 

students I train to become Financial Recovery Counselors. It never fails to provide 

insight and information about one’s relationship to earning. 

 
 
Usually, I guide trainees and workshop participants in what I call the Earnings 

Ceiling Meditation, in which I encourage them to visualize different levels of earning. 

I ask them to close their eyes and imagine themselves in a great job they enjoy and 

are very good at. 

 
 
Then, I ask them to imagine they are being paid $25,000 a year to do this job they 

love. I ask, “How do you feel about your job? How do you feel about what you earn?” 

I instruct them to imagine what it would feel like to earn this amount of money. 

What do they feel? What do they notice? 
 
 
 
With their eyes closed, the participants are asked to imagine that their annual 

earnings are now $50,000. I ask them, what does this feel like? Then, I move to 

$75,000 and keep raising their earnings to higher and higher amounts. As the 

amount gets higher, the atmosphere in the room starts to change, and I can always 
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tell when people reach their “earnings ceiling,” which is the amount above which 

they don’t believe they could ever earn. 

 
 
You may not think you have an earnings ceiling, but you do. Every time I’ve done 

this exercise, every person finds their limit. At some point the tension of trying to 

visualize themselves earning a particular level of salary proves too much. Reactions 

vary, but the most common reaction I’ve seen is that when they reach their limit, 

their eyes pop open and I’m greeted with a “you’ve got to be kidding” look. 

 
 
I continue to raise the earning level to $150,000, then $200,000. By now, people are 

fidgeting or even snickering. Depending on the group, I continue to go up in 

increments, sometimes getting as high as a million dollars, and sometimes beyond. 

By that point very few people, if any, remain with their eyes closed. 
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Exercise: Finding Your Earnings Ceiling Meditation 
 

It’s journal time again! Let’s go through this visualization. You may find it helpful 

to record this on the Earnings Ceiling Meditation form, available for download on 

my website. 

 
 

If you’re using your money journal, write down each earning level in $25,000 

increments starting at $25,000 and going as high as you like. After each amount, 

write answers to the following questions: 

1. How does it feel to earn this amount of money? 
 

2. What do you notice about yourself at this income level? 
 

3. What attitudes come up as you contemplate making this amount 

of money? 

 
 

When you have fully visualized yourself at that level, move on to the next income 

level. Keep going up until you reach a level where you just can’t imagine yourself 

making that much money. 

 
 

Where did you get this belief? Is it based on facts or is it just assumed? When I take 

people through this visualization and ask them how it feels to reach their own 

ceiling I often hear answers such as: 

• I couldn’t earn that much because I’d have to work too hard. 
 

• It would be too much responsibility to be at that level. 
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• I’d have to give up too much to make that happen. 
 

• That would be impossible for me. 
 

• I’d have to be ruthless to get that, and I’m not willing to compromise my 

values. 

 
 

People with very different income ceilings and different career histories often 

talk about similar internal blocks and concerns when they think of making 

more money. Is it their resistance about the amount of money, or does it stem from 

deeper beliefs born of their individual family histories? 

 
 

When you’ve found your earnings ceiling, remember, you can break through it. The 

first time I did this exercise it was hard to believe I would ever make enough money 

to break through that ceiling. But I did. So did James, and Joanna. 

 
 

If you want to break through that imaginary earnings ceiling, you’ll need to 

first identify that it exists for you, then determine what it would take to break 

through it. For some, this is about confidence. For others, it’s about overcoming 

negative assumptions about what it means to make that much money. Identifying 

your imagined earnings ceiling and altering your beliefs about it could require some 

outside support. Qualified therapists, career counselors, and especially certified 

Financial Recovery counselors can be mentors who help you through this part of 

the process. 
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Case Study: Catherine and Michael 
 

When Catherine and Michael first came to see me, each of them was struggling in 

their relationship with money. Their money issues played out in their marriage too, 

and they were at a crucial turning point. Throughout their marriage, Michael had 

received a series of small inheritances, little windfalls that had dug them out of one 

or another financial predicament. These little windfalls had allowed Michael to 

continue as an under-earner for years. Recently, he had received what he knew was 

to be the last of these inheritances. 

 
 

Catherine was sick of their never-ending financial troubles. While she wanted to 

continue as a stay-at-home mom, she recognized that without the promise of the 

small inheritance, they could not live on Michael’s salary. Michael and Catherine 

agreed to come into financial counseling because they knew that their relationship 

with work and earning had to change. 

 
 

Michael and Catherine were both in recovery from addiction and understood the 

value of committing to a course to overcome their patterns. “Money is the thing that 

always slipped through our shared recovery process,” Michael explained. 

 
 

The couple confessed to just how vulnerable their marriage was. One day after 

leaving my office, Michael had told Catherine, “We’re screwed. I just know you’re 

going to leave me.” 
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“It goes back to a family pattern around money,” Michael explained. “There were 

people who only wanted to be around me because I had go-carts and things. If I 

hadn’t had those things they wouldn’t have wanted me.” Michael expressed his 

vulnerable feeling that Catherine wouldn’t want him if he couldn’t support her. “If I 

didn’t have the bucks, there was no point. I didn’t feel I had any value without 

money,” he said. 

 
 

Over many months of working together, the couple built a spending plan and began 

reducing debt and growing savings. “We were on the same page. We were both 

present,” Michael said. Overcoming their initial resistance, they embraced money 

consciousness. They practiced tracking and adjusting their spending plan to keep 

themselves aligned with their goals. 

 
 

Catherine explained, “I always tell people that in Financial Recovery I learned how 

to be a grown-up when it came to money. One thing that became clear through this 

process was that we were not making enough money. We’d been enabling our 

under-earning with these inheritances, and we’d never had to address the real issue 

of work and income before.” 

 
 

At the time, Michael operated a small piano sales and restoration business out of a 

warehouse. He revealed that he’d always dreamed of owning a family business, one 

in which he and Catherine could work together. Catherine grew willing to share in a 
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venture with him, but she’d gotten clear about her own needs too. She was unwilling 

to work in a warehouse. 

 
 
The couple then had a remarkable opportunity cross their path. A small piano store 

came up for sale. It was priced right, in an ideal location, and came with the perfect 

line of quality pianos. Because of their work improving their individual and shared 

relationship with money, their personal finances were stable. Both were able to 

recognize the opportunity for what it was. 

 
 
Michael and Catherine bought their piano store in 2007, just prior to the recession 

that crushed so many businesses. They operated the business with the same 

principles they’d learned in their personal finances. They kept the business lean, 

staying in touch with spending and keeping their needs clear. They made a business 

spending plan and stuck to it by making thoughtful adjustments and planning for the 

unexpected. Even their bookkeeper was impressed with the way they operated and 

tracked the progress of their business. 

 
 
Though the recession kept Michael and Catherine’s piano store from growing as fast 

as they’d first hoped, their solid practices helped the business survive while so many 

others were closing their doors. They’ve kept the business small and basic, but it’s 

remained secure and profitable. 
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For Michael and Catherine, as for many people, developing their relationship with 

work and earning was a natural step in the progression of their work in Financial 

Recovery. Once they were no longer in survival mode, living from one inheritance 

check to the next, they were able to recognize and seize a business opportunity. 

They’d created a sound financial foundation, and this allowed them to design a work 

life that worked for them. As a result of their hard work, Catherine and Michael not 

only improved their financial lives and created a satisfying business, but they 

strengthened the foundation of their relationship as well. This was an added and 

invaluable payoff of Michael and Catherine’s Financial Recovery. 
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Entrepreneur or Employee? 
 
 

Whether you’re an entrepreneur or a salaried employee, it’s important that you 

make an accurate assessment of how you can work most successfully. Some people 

have the entrepreneurial bent. They thrive on the work required to grow and 

operate a business of their own. They love it, and they succeed. Being an employee is 

a much better fit for those who feel more comfortable getting a steady paycheck. 

 
 

Your Work History Inventory will help you see which work style works best 

for you. There is nothing inherently better in either being self-employed or being 

employed by others. It’s just necessary to know which works for you. 
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Don’t Let Self-Employment Become Self-Imprisonment 
 
 

If you tend not to be happy in traditional jobs or if you have entrepreneurial skills, 

being self-employed can be a great way to design your own way of working and 

create a satisfying relationship with work. But not everyone is suited to self- 

employment, and the skill-set for doing a job (even a highly skilled one) can be quite 

different from the skills it takes to operate a business from day to day. 

 
 

The self-employed face some special money challenges. While self-employment was 

a great fit for Michael and Catherine, James realized he was not suited to running a 

practice. Instead, he could better utilize his skills at a firm where he could focus on 

being an attorney without being a business owner. Owning a business can bring 

both great freedoms and big challenges, and self-employed people have another 

dimension of exploration to do to understand their relationship with work and 

earning. 

In my work with clients who are self-employed, I have discovered several things 

that are important in operating your own business successfully and happily. 

 
 

See the work as a business 
 

Many self-employed people have a hard time viewing their work as a business. They 

often undercharge or have difficulty collecting fees. Their sliding scales sometimes 

slide too far. Consultants and contractors have a hard time bidding accurately for 
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their jobs in a way that is profitable and values their time. Hair stylists, landscapers, 

and website designers end up doing work for friends at little or no charge. 

 
 

While there is nothing wrong with helping family and friends, you need to 

remember that if you’ve developed skills that people want, it pays to value these 

skills appropriately. If you can help a friend or loved one, that’s great. Just remain 

mindful that you also deserve to have the time and energy to put into your business so 

that you can earn the money you need. 

 
 

Apply Financial Recovery principles in your business. 
 

The skills you gain in the Financial Recovery process, such as distinguishing needs 

from wants, creating a spending plan, and tracking your money, are equally useful in 

your business as they are in your personal life. This is especially true for those who 

freelance or bid work (such as contractors and landscapers). If you’re carefully 

monitoring your money and tracking expenses, you will be able to see which jobs 

are profitable and which eat your time, energy, and money. On top of that, your 

bookkeeper and tax accountant will love you! 

 
 

Since Financial Recovery Counselors prefer to run their own business, all Financial 

Recovery trainees receive extensive training in how to properly set up, market and 

position their businesses for financial success, and avoid many costly first-time 

business mistakes. 
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If you choose to become self-employed, I recommend you apply the 

 
Financial Recovery principles to your business. 
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Challenges for Those Employed by Others 
 
 

While you can avoid the hassles of self-employment by working for someone else, 

traditional jobs have their challenges as well. Many people who are employed feel 

they’re stuck and unable to change what doesn’t work in their jobs. The following 

suggestions might help you avoid the traps into which salaried workers sometimes 

fall. 

 
 

Don’t forget to ask for raises. 
 

Many people assume it’s impossible to get a raise. They may go years without 

approaching their bosses about increasing their salary. Don’t be one of them! 

 
 

Be careful not to overdo overtime. 
 

If you’re regularly working excessive amounts of overtime without getting paid for 

it, this is actually reducing your hourly wage. Depending on the requirements of 

your job, you might want to consider limiting your overtime or seeking 

compensation for it. 

 
 

Think expansively. 
 

If you need a higher salary, you might want to look beyond the traditional raise as 

your only option. Perhaps you can negotiate a new position within your 
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organization. If you offer your boss a plan, you might just be surprised by what 

happens. 

 
 
Don’t assume that you’re stuck. 

 
It’s always a challenge to think about changing jobs. But if your job is a source of 

excessive stress, or if it doesn’t pay you what your work is worth, it may be time to 

consider a move. Naturally, you’ll want to factor in the current job market before 

making any changes. 
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The Next Generation: 
 

You’re Creating Your Kids’ Family Money History 
 
 

When people first arrive in my office for financial counseling, many of them are 

focused on providing for their kids’ futures. They’re thinking about college funds 

and weddings. Of course, every good parent thinks about providing for their kids. 

 
 
One of the best things you can do for your children’s financial future is to be a model 

for them. When you model a healthy relationship with money for your children 

and help them understand the relationship between work and earning money 

right from the beginning, you give them the most valuable kind of inheritance. 

You endow them with confidence in their own abilities. You give them an 

inheritance of sound money management. You support them to make wise and 

informed choices about the work they choose and the lifestyle that fits them. 

 
 
It’s also important to tune in to our kids — help them see the value of knowing what 

they truly need. By both modeling and talking openly with them, you can help them 

understand the lure of wants and the power of advertising. 

 
 
In many ways, you are your children’s’ first career counselor and money 
coach. 
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By seeing your children for the special and unique individuals they are, you can 

better support them to choose a profession that is right for them, rather than the 

one you want them to have. Ultimately, this will help them be happier and more 

satisfied in their own lives. 



Is Your Work Working for You? 
Your Relationship with Work and Earning 

© 2016 Financial RecoverySM Institute. All rights reserved. Perpetual copyright claimed. Page 43 

In Closing 

Your relationship with work and earning is a valuable component of developing a 

healthy relationship with money. Looking to what you earn and how you feel about 

it is a natural part of your Financial Recovery. Understanding that you have value 

and deserve to have that value rewarded is a wonderful feeling, one that I hope this 

process helps bring to you and you can pass on to those you love. 
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Next Steps 

If you are interested in a new lucrative career and would like to learn how YOU can 

become a Financial RecoverySM Counselor and Money Coach. The Financial RecoverySM 

Counselor Training is a program in which you will learn how to counsel couples, 

individuals and small business owners about their relationship with money-and 

transform their lives in the process. In addition, you will become much clearer about 

your own relationship to money. Please fill out a request for an interview here.  

If you have your own business, or starting your own business and need help I would 

love to chat with you to see how we can work together. Please fill out the form on the 

following link https://shop.financialrecovery.com/consult/

http://www.financialrecovery.com/contact/request-an-interview/
https://shop.financialrecovery.com/consult/
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Karen McCall revolutionized the financial counseling 

industry with her highly-acclaimed Financial Recovery 

process, which liberates people from the beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviors that keep them stuck in a self-defeating 

relationship with money. Founder of 

the Financial Recovery Institute, she shares her passion for her work by training 

counselors and money coaches to build their own successful practices. She is also the 

creator of the MoneyMinder system (and co-founder of MoneyMinderOnline.com), a 

nationally-recognized financial expert, and author of several books, including 

FINANCIAL RECOVERY: Developing a Healthy Relationship with Money (New 

World Library). She lives in San Rafael, CA, with her smart, funny, loving, and 

supportive husband John. In her spare time, she does her best to spoil her 

grandchildren rotten. 

Karen McCall 
Financial Recovery Institute 
3450 Sacramento Street, Suite 343 
San Francisco, CA 94118 
Phone: 415.761.0007 
Email: Karen@FinancialRecovery.com 

mailto:Karen@FinancialRecovery.com
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