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“The national personal savings
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crisis — better than the precrisis low of 1.9%, but still far
below the level needed to sustain
our citizens in old age.”
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As the behavioral economist and personal finance
author Sarah Newcomb explored in her 2016 book
LOADED, our money stories are a powerful force
behind our money habits. These stories are the
internal dialogue behind our financial decisions.
Without realizing it, they insert themselves into
our thinking constantly. They may be good stories
or bad, and they may be true or untrue. The most
important point to realize is that we all have
stories that shape our perspectives on wealth,
status and self-worth.
Brené Brown, a social work professor and expert in the
emotions that drive behaviors, notes that our money stories
are often rooted in vulnerability, courage, worthiness, guilt
and shame — a lineup that represents some of the most
powerful human emotions.¹

An Urgent Matter
As individuals become responsible for providing their own
“pension,” they must become masters of saving and investing.
Most financial planners estimate that people should save 10 –
15% of their income each year to accumulate sufficient savings
by retirement.
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By that measure, we’re all falling woefully short. The national
personal savings rate in the U.S. has hovered around 5 – 6%
since the financial crisis — better than the pre-crisis low
of 1.9%, but still far below the level needed to sustain our
citizens in old age. The rate of saving among Americans is also
generally below that of earlier generations — the national
personal savings rate was north of 10% for most of the 60s and
70s — and below the current rate of most other developed
nations, according to the OECD.²

goods are a reliable indicator of status — we may be “keeping
up with the Joneses” just to demonstrate our worth to
ourselves and our peers, without ever realizing it. In a culture
filled with nonstop advertising, celebrity worship and now
the 24/7 online access to shopping, the drive to consume is
overriding the need to save.
The young people in our society may be the biggest victims of
this consumption-first culture. In a 2009 study by a Notre
Dame sociologist, well over half of “emerging adults” — those
aged 18 to 23 — agreed that their “well-being can be measured
by what they own, that buying more things would make them
happier, and that they get a lot of pleasure simply from
shopping and buying things.”⁴

Put Your Stories Under the Microscope
As you evaluate your own finances, take time to consider the
stories behind your choices and habits. Both your personal
experiences and your cultural setting can be powerful drivers
of your big and small decisions. Consider this a matter of great
urgency — your savings depends on it.

Past performance does not guarantee future results.

Middle-Class Woes
The matter is even more urgent than the average savings rate
suggests. Research shows that savings rates vary widely
among income brackets — and only the richest people are
saving much at all.³ In fact, from 2010 – 2012, the average
savings rate for the “bottom 90%” — that is, all but the top 10%
of earners — was about 0%. In the 2000s, this cohort, which
represents the majority of Americans, had a negative savings
rate. Instead of saving, they were going into debt.
These patterns are unfortunately nothing new. The highest
earners have perpetually higher savings rates, while the rest
of the population hovers in the 0 – 5% rate over the long term.
This entrenched difference in savings rates is one of the
reasons that the “rich get richer,” as they say.

Our Cultural Values Matter
Americans enjoy one of the highest standards of living in
the world. But for better or worse, our free market and
individualistic society is quite status-driven. And material
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