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To all the people I’ve met along the way and the readers I have 
yet to meet, this book is dedicated to you and your well-being.  
Keep moving forward on the path—you’re almost there!
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Preface

Through the years, I’ve been asked about my take on the how-tos of 

money. I have written many step-by-step personal finance articles on 

dozens of websites, including my own on thesmilemoney.com. How-

ever, I never really considered writing a book on it. I know that people 

enjoy reading books because there’s a beginning and an end, unlike 

online articles, where there seems to be an endless amount of informa-

tion to read.

Did I really need to write this book?

You see, there are many really good how-to money books already 

published. I’ve recommended many, from Erin Lowry’s Broke Millennial 

to Get Good with Money, written by my good friend Tiffany Aliche. They 

complement the mindset and habit-focused books I’ve written. So I 

initially didn’t feel the need to redo what’s been done quite well.

It wasn’t until I had multiple conversations with people during 

my happiness tour that I changed my mind. One particular statement 

struck me profoundly: “We haven’t read the how-to of money in your 

words.” Indeed, some people resonate with my voice and relate to my 

lived experiences.

Perhaps you’re one of them, and sharing my how-tos will help you 

reach your goals and dreams sooner. I wrote this book with a purpose-

ful intent: to take you from where you are today to where you want to 

be tomorrow, and then guide you to where to go next.

This book covers the financial fundamentals and money steps 

aligned with my life philosophies. Make Your Money Smile is the third 

book of the financial wellness series. It follows You Only Live Once  

(a book on time and money) and Happy Money Happy Life (a book on 

happiness and money). It completes a trilogy I had envisioned many 

years ago.

The book in your hands is about all things money. It’s a how-to guide 

sharing my step-by-step approach to achieving financial well-being. 

This book can stand on its own while incorporating the principles from 

http://thesmilemoney.com
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my prior works. In some ways, it’s an extension of my previous books, 

but it doesn’t require you to have read them prior.

I could have written this book first, as it delves into the fundamen-

tal concepts of money. However, I firmly believe what stops our prog

ress towards achieving goals is not the absence of steps but our mindset 

and habits. So, if you haven’t read my previous books, I recommend 

adding them to your reading list.

Now, for those who’ve wanted step-by-step financial guidance 

from me, this book is for you. I have written all the necessary infor-

mation you need to reach your financial goals and make your money 

smile.

With you on the journey,

Jason
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Introduction

Make Your Money Smile is a how-to guide on personal finance. It’s tacti-

cal and practical. The focus is to give you foundational financial knowl-

edge and the steps to help you master money. Although this book will 

walk you step-by-step, you will see my philosophy on living a fulfilling 

life intertwined with the lessons. Because money isn’t the end goal; money 

is the tool to achieve the goals.

I’ve written this book with an intention: to be your compassion-

ate and empathetic guide. As someone who didn’t start with a solid 

financial foundation, I made every money mistake you can think of. I 

had my share of ups and downs, twists and turns, and experienced the 

stress of being a high-achieving financial mess. I’ve also been judged. 

I’ve been ridiculed. But I persevered and triumphed. And I still managed 

a smile on my face.

I learned my way through the financial mess into personal success. 

I want to help you do the same. I will be your guide through it all. 

You’ll learn the exact steps I took. You’re also getting the knowledge of 

experts that I interviewed to help write this book, from money-savvy 

friends to sought-after financial experts.

Now, personal finance can be stressful when you don’t know where 

to start. And a challenge to achieving financial well-being is figuring 

out what to do next. You see, our financial needs continue to evolve 

as we adapt to different life situations and world events. So the answer 

that helped you yesterday might not apply to your situation today. For 

instance, budgeting might have been the most challenging financial 

issue you faced in your 20s, but now you’re stressing about investing 

in your 30s or about funding retirement in your 50s.

I’ve experienced that stress of trying to figure out what to do next. 

That’s why I developed the Smile Money Pillars—a simple approach 

that places every aspect of personal finance into five pillars. Each pillar 

has three parts, broken into chapters, focusing on one aspect of money 

in actionable detail. You’ll come away from each lesson with greater 
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insight and takeaways to help you reach your goals. In this book, you’ll 

learn the following.

Smile Money Pillars Summary

Manage Your cash flow strategy directs your money to what’s most 
important.

Earn Your income strategy optimizes your earnings and diversifies 
your income.

Grow Your investing strategy prioritizes your savings for retirement 
and independence.

Borrow Your credit strategy shifts your mindset to build wealth 
using leverage.

Protect Your legacy strategy secures your most valuable assets.

I’ve been where you are, lost and confused, and unsure of where 

to start: it can be overwhelming. Or perhaps you’re more money savvy 

and simply want to know if you’ve got all your bases covered. Whether 

you are the former or the latter, this book has something for everyone. 

It has something for you.

AN IMPORTANT MESSAGE

Before we get started, I want to acknowledge that your situation is 

unique. Certain variables affect your life that don’t apply to other people. 

So when it comes to finding solutions to your financial situation, the 

answer will always start with “It depends.” Because it does depend on 

a variety of factors that affect you specifically.

I’ll be honest with you: I was never big on prescriptive financial 

advice. I don’t believe in yelling at you to stop spending or shaming 

you about your debt. Doing so reduces us into mere caricatures devoid 

of the socioeconomic realities, systemic issues, and family structure and 

medical conditions that affect our financial decision-making. Personal 

finance is personal. And financial decisions aren’t simply made with 

numbers. That said, this book will give you the financial framework 

that will revolutionize how you think, relate, and use money.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I wrote this book with a purposeful flow.

I recommend reading the entire book to see what it offers. As you 

do, dog-ear page corners, add Post-it Notes, highlight sentences, mark 

up areas, and fill in the book in places I’ve asked questions. You can 

also use a journal or notepad on your smartphone to take notes. I 

encourage you to revisit the pillar(s) you want to work on more. This 

is your book. Make it yours and interact with it.

But feel free to skip around.

Do you need help with budgeting? Go to Chapter 2. Do you want 

to invest for financial independence? Skip to Chapter 9. Do you want 

to improve your credit score? Go to Chapter 11. Do you want to create 

your estate plan? Head on over to Chapter 15. You get the idea. Each 

chapter can stand independently. So go to where you need the most 

guidance.

Also, the book has an appendix that includes all the tables and 

exercises you’ll see in the chapters. You can also download them and 

find all other resources shared on these pages by visiting thesmilem-

oney.com/book.

Are you ready to make your money smile? Let’s go.

YOUR FINANCIAL WELL-BEING

We’re about to explore a range of personal finance topics to enhance 

your financial know-how and steps to improve your financial well-

being. But before we get into the pillars, let’s begin with a financial 

checkup.
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Financial Wellness 
Checkup

What areas need more of your attention? Circle your choice (Yes or No) 

and write down any thoughts that come to mind.

Do you feel generally optimistic about your finances?
How you’re feeling about your situation matters as it affects your health.

Yes / No

Do you know where your money is going?
Using a budget or detailed knowledge of how you spend your money is essential.

Yes / No

Do you have an emergency fund?
Having money to cover emergencies and unexpected expenses helps with 
peace of mind.

Yes / No

Do you have enough for monthly expenses?
Your income should cover your needs, wants, and savings goals.

Yes / No

Have you recently paid any service fees?
Paying bank fees, late fees, and nonsufficient funds (NSF) fees impacts your money.

Yes / No

Are you affording monthly debt payments?
Debt should be minimized to reduce interest payments and improve cash flow.

Yes / No

Are you contributing to retirement?
Take advantage of employer-sponsored plans and IRAs to fund your lifestyle in 
retirement.

Yes / No

Are you investing for independence?
Invest money into a general investing account to regain your time freedom.

Yes / No

Do you have other forms of income?
Don’t rely solely on a paycheck. Income diversification is essential.

Yes / No

Do you have a healthcare plan?
Health issues are the leading cause of financial stress.

Yes / No

Do you have a tax-saving strategy?
Optimize your income withholding and reduce your future tax obligations.

Yes / No

Do you have life insurance?
Protect your loved ones by giving them a safety net.

Yes / No

Do you have an estate plan?
Indicate how you want your assets distributed.

Yes / No

(Continued )
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Do you use all or most of your employee benefits?
Use your salary and benefits to achieve goals.

Yes / No

Do you work with a money expert or a financial advisor?
Get help and find answers to your specific financial situation and challenges.

Yes / No

How are you feeling? What are you thinking? This simple checkup 

increases your financial awareness. You’ll notice areas of strengths and 

weaknesses. Note these areas, because they will be addressed in more 

detail in the following chapters.
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Introducing the 
Smile Money Pillars

There are many parts to personal finance. It can feel overwhelming. 

At one point, I certainly was overwhelmed. So I started using a system 

that categorizes personal finance elements into five pillars, which I call 

the Smile Money Pillars. Each pillar focuses on a simple strategy:

1.	Manage Money. The first pillar is your cash flow strategy, to 

direct your money to what’s most important.

2.	Earn Money. The second pillar is your income strategy, to 

optimize your earnings and diversify your income.

3.	Grow Money. The third pillar is your investing strategy, to pri-

oritize your savings for retirement and independence.

4.	Borrow Money. The fourth pillar is your credit strategy, to 

shift your mindset to build wealth using leverage.

5.	Protect Money. The fifth pillar is your legacy strategy, to 

secure your most valuable assets.

You don’t have to master the pillars in order. The system is meant 

to help you organize your thoughts about money, making it simpler to 

reference an area of highest concern.

In the upcoming chapters, you’ll discover straightforward steps to 

improve your finances. The best part? You can jump around or revisit 

specific pillars needing more of your attention. If you’re keen on invest-

ing, go to the “Grow Money” section. To boost your earnings, skip to 

“Earn Money.” Need to eliminate debt? Check out “Borrow Money.” 

You get the point: you have the flexibility.

Okay, let’s get started.
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Manage Money

C 

 

ash Flow Strategy

Tell your money where to go so it’s spent on things that matter.

Managing money is more than just tracking numbers; it’s about 

finding harmony between spending in the present and saving for 

the future. It’s about enjoying today while securing a better finan-

cial tomorrow.

Let me start with a question: what came to mind when you read 

the words “manage money”?

Was it the “b” word? Did an image of a daunting task involving 

spreadsheets pop into your mind? Was it followed by a sigh of reluc-

tance? Or were you happy because crunching numbers is your thing? 

While budgets are crucial for everyone whether you like or dislike 

them, I’m here to give you a different perspective. You need a budget, 

but it’s not the rigid, restrictive concept you might think it is.

So if budgets actually work, why do people struggle with them? 

Well, there’s a misconception that budgeting is about deprivation and 

it’s thought of as a restrictive one-time task. Well, it isn’t. In these 

chapters, you’ll learn a better approach that changed my financial life 

and can change yours.

The first Smile Money pillar is Manage Money, the cash flow strategy.
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Cash flow is about how your money moves in and out of your life. 

It’s a critical aspect of personal finance because this is how you manage 

money. Here’s a truth: the money you earn won’t ever be enough if 

you don’t know where your money goes and how to make it flow to 

where you want.

Mastering cash flow is the key to achieving financial goals. It deter-

mines success or failure in your financial wellness journey.

Manage Money Direct where your money flows.

You make your money smile through cash flow management—

how money enters and exits your life. It requires developing a budget 

that accounts for income, expenses, and savings goals. By embracing 

better spending habits and differentiating between needs and wants, 

you’ll reach your life milestones.

In this pillar, you’ll better understand banking concepts, how 

money works, the products and services to manage money well, and 

steps to cash flow your money. It features three lessons:

■■ Lesson 1: Elevate Your Banking Relationships

■■ Lesson 2: Create Your Budget

■■ Lesson 3: Cash Flow Your Money

Let’s get managing!
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Contrary to popular belief, most people don’t completely grasp 

banking. Sure, they know what it’s for but don’t truly understand 

how it works for them. And guess who benefits from this lack of 

knowledge? Certainly not you! The less you know, the more you pay 

in banking charges and fees.

The first lesson of the Manage Money pillar is understanding bank-

ing fundamentals, including financial institutions and their products 

and services. This might seem basic, but you must know them to man-

age your money better.

At its core, banking is both a financial service and a form of money 

management. Your banking accounts are the conduits through which 

your money flows, allowing you to perform financial transactions eas-

ily and conveniently. It’s kind of like a car for your money. Just like a 

car takes you from place to place, bank accounts move your money 

from place to place too.

Elevate Your 
Banking 
Relationships
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How does it all work? You can also think of banking as a game. 

Imagine yourself as a player in the banking game where there are two 

roles you can play: the saver and the borrower. Often, you find your-

self in both positions simultaneously. As a saver, you might earn inter-

est on your deposits, while as a borrower, you’ll be required to pay 

interest on loans you take.

Now, banks, credit unions, and other financial institutions are mas-

ters at playing this game. They collect your deposits and then cleverly 

invest them, often through loans to other customers. It’s a well-oiled 

machine that repeats over and over, allowing these institutions to 

make a profit and thrive.

To illustrate, say a bank offers a 1% interest on savings and offers 

a personal loan at an 8% interest rate. The difference between the 1% 

and 8% is the “spread” in which the financial institution makes its rev-

enue for operational costs and profit.

In this chapter, you’ll learn the following steps to elevate your 

banking relationships:

■■ Step 1: Using your banking accounts effectively

■■ Step 2: Identifying your ideal financial institution

■■ Step 3: Choosing your banking partner

STEP 1: USING YOUR BANKING ACCOUNTS EFFECTIVELY

The first step is understanding the common types of banking accounts 

available. Financial institutions offer different accounts for various 

purposes. And it’s more than likely you’ll need a few of these accounts 

to manage your money. So what kind of accounts do you have? Using 

the right banking accounts is vital because each one serves a purpose. 

Let’s dive into the different banking accounts one by one.

Savings Accounts

A savings account is designed to help you save money for the future 

while earning some interest. It’s a place to store your money, and  

the bank will pay you a small amount for keeping it with them.  
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Some banks may require a minimum deposit and may limit how often 

you can withdraw money or may charge fees for excessive withdrawals.

Checking Accounts

A checking account is a flexible transactional account that allows you 

to make deposits and withdrawals whenever you need to. It’s handy 

for everyday spending and paying bills. While most checking accounts 

don’t earn interest, some may offer a minimal interest rate. Be aware 

of transaction limits, minimum balance requirements, and fees associ-

ated with these accounts.

Debit Cards

A debit card is linked to your checking account and allows you to 

purchase conveniently at stores and online. You can spend only the 

amount of money in your account, which helps you manage your 

spending. Additionally, you can use your debit card at ATMs for depos-

its, withdrawals, balance reviews, and transfers between accounts.

Money Market Accounts (MMAs)

A money market account is a hybrid between savings and checking 

accounts. It typically requires a higher minimum balance and offers 

better interest rates than regular savings accounts. The interest rate may 

be fixed like a savings account or tied to financial market conditions.

Certificates of Deposit (CD)

A CD is a savings option with a fixed interest rate for a specific term, 

ranging from 30 days to several years. Your money is locked in for the 

agreed-upon period, and in return you earn a higher interest rate com-

pared with a regular savings account.

Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA)

An IRA is a specialized savings account for retirement. There are two 

main types: traditional IRA and Roth IRA. Both offer tax advantages to 
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help you grow your retirement savings. You can learn more about IRAs 

in the Grow Money pillar.

Remember, each account serves a different purpose, so use the 

ones that align with your needs and financial goals.

Now, let’s talk strategy: choosing the right banking partner. Select-

ing the financial institution that best aligns with your needs and desires 

is fundamental. Be mindful because they are not created equal.

STEP 2: IDENTIFYING YOUR IDEAL FINANCIAL INSTITUTION

There are many types of financial institutions out there, each with its 

unique brand and offerings, giving you many options to choose from. 

First, there are the traditional banks that we all know, available in vari-

ous sizes, from national giants to local community banks. Then there 

are credit unions, the not-for-profit champions, offering products and 

services like banks. And finally, there are alternative financial services 

available.

What kind of financial institution resonates with you? Let’s go over 

the different types in more detail.

Banks

When we think of banking, we usually picture traditional banks. They 

come in different sizes, such as local, online, and national banks, and 

are regulated by state or federal agencies. The FDIC (Federal Deposit 

Insurance Corporation) protects the money you deposit in these banks, 

giving you peace of mind.

Credit Unions

Credit unions are another type of financial institution. They are not-

for-profit organizations regulated by state or federal agencies. Like 

banks, they offer similar products and services, but due to their not-

for-profit structure, they often provide better savings rates and lower 

loan interest. The NCUSIF (National Credit Union Share Insurance 

Fund) safeguards deposits of participating credit unions.
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Online Banks

Online-only banks do everything through the internet, from account 

opening and management to transactions and customer support. Since 

they don’t have physical branches, they can offer higher interest rates 

on savings accounts and lower fees for services, passing on the cost sav-

ings to their customers.

Alternative Financial Services

There are also financial companies known as neo-banks, mobile apps, 

and financial apps that provide banking services. Examples include pre-

paid debit cards and mobile payment apps. These alternative services 

may or may not have a banking charter but often work with traditional 

banks and credit unions to hold your deposits securely.

As you’ve read, there are many different types of financial institu-

tions. And there are even more potential banking partners in each of 

those types. For instance, there are over 4,000 credit unions in the 

United States to choose from.

STEP 3: CHOOSING YOUR BANKING PARTNER

If you didn’t know better, you might still be paying more for subpar 

banking services, paying unnecessary monthly fees, or using check-

cashing services. Now that you know better, you can use a better bank-

ing partner. I want you to make a conscious effort and shop around.

■■ Consider banking locally with community banks and credit  

unions.

■■ Ask your family and friends what banking services they use.

Use the following questions to help narrow your banking choices:

■■ What’s the company culture? Its mission?

■■ Where are they located?

■■ What products and services are available?

■■ Are there monthly or transactional fees?
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■■ Are there minimum balance requirements?

■■ How can you access your money? What are the ATM network  

and fees?

■■ Can you set auto-transfers, auto-payments, and transaction alerts?

■■ Do you require a physical location (like a branch) or prefer a 

robust mobile app?

■■ Does community banking matter to you, or do you want the 

nationwide presence of a big bank?

■■ Are deposits FDIC or NCUSIF insured?

Take your time and explore your options to find the perfect match. 

And if you happen to choose a financial institution and learn it’s not 

the right fit, find another. Again, you have options.

WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU GET DENIED A NEW 
BANKING ACCOUNT?

In some cases, a negative banking history can affect your ability to open new 
accounts. If, in the past, you’ve had multiple insufficient funds (NSFs), overdrawn 
accounts, or closed checking accounts because of abuse, these activities may 
be reported.

There are a few little-known consumer reporting agencies that many financial 
institutions use to determine if a new account should be opened. One such agency 
is ChexSystems, which collects and aggregates your banking history reported to 
them by participating financial institutions. It’s similar to what credit bureaus do 
with your credit history.

There is good news: you can request a copy of your report, resolve outstanding 
issues, and dispute inaccuracies.

Under the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA), you are entitled to a free copy of 
your ChexSystems consumer report, at your request, once every 12 months. And if 
you’ve been denied a new banking account and ChexSytems was used in the deci-
sion, you can also get a free consumer report.

If there’s no information available in your report, it means you never had an 
adverse action reported by a financial institution. Additionally, you can dispute the 
inaccuracies if you find negative information in your report.

To request your consumer report, visit chexsystems.com.

http://chexsystems.com


E le  v a t e  Y our    B ankin     g  R ela   t ions    h i p s   ◂  9

TAKE ACTION

1.	Review your existing banking relationships using the checklist 

in the Appendix.

2.	Request a free copy of your ChexSystems consumer report.

Elevate Your Banking Recap
In this chapter, you learned about banking fundamentals, the types of finan-
cial institutions available, and the products and services offered by them. 
The lessons presented the following steps:

■■ Step 1: Using your banking accounts effectively
■■ Step 2: Identifying your ideal financial institution
■■ Step 3: Choosing your banking partner

Remember, you have options when it comes to banking.

Congratulations! You’ve just finished your first lesson and elevated 

your banking knowledge. In the next chapter, you’ll learn about budg-

ets and the budgeting process that’s best suited for you.




