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If you and your partner have regular disagreements about money, you are not alone. It is 
nearly impossible to go through life without them. 

As you’ve read in our Managing Money in Marriage series on the Gottman Relationship Blog, 
arguments about money aren’t about money. The key to successfully managing financial 
conflict in marriage is to focus on the hidden meaning money has to each of you. 

For one person, buying an organic apple is too expensive, yet buying a new high-end luxury 
car every two years is not. How is it something that costs $1.99 feels more unreasonable 
than a $52,000 car that only decreases in value over time? 

It’s because one person values material possessions more than healthy eating. There isn’t a 
right or wrong way of spending money, unless you spend more than you make, but it is im-
portant to understand you and your partner’s personal history of money and what it means 
to both of you.  

Use this exercise to stop fighting about money and start understanding each other. 

EXERCISE: WHAT DOES MONEY MEAN TO YOU? 

Step 1: Identify Your Feelings, Needs, and Values About Money
Check any of the items below that apply to you. 

Love 
For some of us, money offers us a gateway into love. While we know that our worth should 
not be measured by the dollar value in our bank account, some of us don’t feel that way. 
That’s because money can symbolize our self-worth. It can symbolize our value. All of us 
want love and some of us see money as a way to receive love and connection from others. 

For me, having money means...
____ Being loved
____ Being nurtured, taken care of
____ Being “enough” rather than being found wanting and inadequate
____ Being acceptable as I am 
____ Getting listened to
____ Being important
____ other: 
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Security
Sometimes money symbolizes security and safety. It protects us from our modern day 
predator - isolation, homelessness, starvation. It protects us from the fear of not being able 
to take care of our family or ourselves. Money can gives us the security to be able to relax and 
not worry about how we are going to make it. That is why saving for money can mean so much 
to some and spending money on luxuries can offer security that they have enough to others. 

For me, having money means...
____ Feeling safe
____ Being able to imagine a secure present  
        (as opposed to fearing how I’m going to  
        make it to tomorrow)
____ Being able to plan and dream
____ Having a financial safety net in case  
        emergencies arise
____ Being able to afford children and having  
        the power to keep my children safe
____ Being able to be secure in old age
____ Having the ability to have adventures

____ Being able to be healthy and leading a  
        long active life
____ Being able to take care of those I love
____ Being free from oppression
____ Having a stable family
____ Not being exhausted
____ Being able to have time to do what I want
____ Being able to be truly lazy
____ Having a sense of control in my life

Significance
What makes you different from the person next to you? Is it the way you dress? The car you 
drive? The house you own? As people, we do need connection and love, but we are also driv-
en to be different. To stand out in our own unique way. 

Some feel significant by the things they create, like artist. Others feel significant with money 
and what it allows them to do. In what ways does money make you feel significant? 

For me, having money means...

____ Feeling respected
____ Being a real man or woman
____ Being handsome or beautiful
____ Being successful 
____ Being competent
____ Beating out the competition
____ Being smart
____ Being powerful
____ Being independent (not needing anyone)
____ Being sexy
____ Being able to have true luxury
____ Being able to avoid drudgery

____ Being able to honor the legacy of  
        my ancestors
____ Not being stuck in a bad job
____ Having the power to wear beautiful things
____ Being able to support my vices and  
        bad habits
____ Knowing my worth beyond my looks  
        and my body
____ Having the power to see the whole world
____ Having the ability to stay fashionable
____ Having the power to own “toys”
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Personal Development
For some of us, money can give us the opportunity to reach our full potential. It can allow us 
to hire personal trainers, business coaches, and employees to make our dreams become a 
reality. In what ways do you use money to improve your life? 

For me, having money means….
____ Having the power to get an education
____ Having the ability to realize my own potential
____ I’m responsible
____ Being able to learn new things and new skills
____ I’m an adult, not a child
____ I can pursue the truth of my life
____ Having things my parents never had
____ Being able to challenge myself
____ Being able to invest in my personal development

Contribution
For some of us money means being able to give back. To contribute to society. To create and 
help those less fortunate. 

For me, having money means...
____ Being able to give to other people less fortunate than me
____ Being able to help save our planet, which is now dying
____ Being able to help create justice
____ Being able to create positive change
____ Being able to build something wonderful
____ Being able to be generous
____ Being able to make this world a better place
____ Being able to empower other worthy people
____ Being able to invest in science that could change lives
____ Being able to leave a legacy for other people, like our kids
____ Being able to be apart of a community

Step 2: Share a Story About an Item You Checked
You’ve probably learned a lot about yourself going through Step 1. Now we want you to 
share with your partner why those items are important to you. Remember, there are no right 
or wrong answers. By understanding what money means to you and your partner, both of you 
can begin to work together to find new horizons of handling money conflicts with each other. 

Ask your partner, “How did you get that meaning for money? Who taught you that? Was 
there a history of these meanings in your family?” 

Then switch.

As your partner talks, try to just listen without judgement. Take notes. Use their responses 
to ask even more thought provoking and open-ended questions. 
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Step 3: Create Money Laws for Your Marriage
Money laws work like this: “If x happens, then I feel y.” They are the things that must happen 
for you to feel financially secure and happy in your marriage. 

Money law examples: 

If we save $1,000 this month, then I feel that my partner truly cares about the financial  
future of our marriage. 

If he takes me out to an expensive dinner on Friday, then I feel loved. 

If she books our two week vacation, then I feel cared for.  

Create three money laws each and share them with each other. Now that you have an  
understanding of each other’s money laws, it’s time to discuss the financial conflicts in  
your marriage. 


