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Retirement planning - and the broader practice of financial planning - is all about making 
decisions, often in the face of uncertainty. 
 
Sometimes a lot of uncertainty.  
 
And while I enjoy the “numbers” part of financial planning, what I really love is getting to 
know and build relationships with humans. 
 
Folks like you. 
 
Because humans - like you and me - are fascinating creatures. 
 
Especially when it comes to making decisions. 
 
And even more so when those decisions involve money.  
 
And this isn’t just about investment or portfolio decisions. 
 
But rather than rattling off an endless list of examples which compare and contrast how 
people - often in somewhat similar situations - can make radically different choices from one 
another, let’s instead explore what influences our decisions. 
 
Or, what I’ve begun referring to as “deciding under the influence.” 
 
First of all, look in the mirror. 
 
While there are plenty of external influences that weigh on our financial choices and 
decisions, the most powerful is the person looking back at you in the mirror. 
 
We each have our own personal history with money that often begins when we’re young 
children. 
 
Ask yourself: what is your first memory of money? 
 
Was there never enough money growing up?  
 

Russ Thornton, CDFA™ | Vice President 

DUI 
“Deciding Under the Influence…”  



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        2 

Did you and your family “feel” poor? Did shopping for school clothes involve a trip to the thrift 
store instead of the mall? 
 
Or was money plentiful in your family?  
 
Did you feel that you were average or above-average compared to your friends and their fami-
lies? Did you feel, generally speaking, that you always had what you needed? Or wanted? 
 
If one of the scenarios above resembles your childhood memories around money, think about 
how that experience - which more often than not forms our beliefs - could impact your money 
beliefs and decisions today. 
 
Therapists often look to your past to help you make better sense of your present. 
 
And while I’m no therapist, there is a growing profession around financial therapy. 
 
But I do believe it can be informative to consider our past to help us understand why we make 
the decisions we do today. 
 
But beyond ourselves, what are other influences that impact our financial decisions? 
 
How about: 
 

▪ Family - not just when you were growing up, but your family’s influence on you today. 
Many of us want to live up to the expectations of our parents. Or we subconsciously 
“compete” with our siblings which can manifest in our financial decisions. 
 
▪ Friends - we all want to feel successful, and some of us want to look successful too. 
We buy bigger homes or nicer cars or go on more lavish vacations, often just so we can 
post about how great our life is on Instagram. 
 
▪ Media - my friend Carl refers to CNBC, Bloomberg, and the other financial media net-
works as “financial pornography.” I don’t disagree with him. I’ll let you interpret that 
perspective as you see fit. 
 
▪ Co-workers - how do you feel if you see Jane from Human Resources park a brand 
new BMW in the company parking deck on a random Tuesday? You might not feel any-
thing at all. But, then again, perhaps you wonder how can she afford that? Why can’t I 
afford that? And that’s often the start of trouble. 

 
This isn’t even close to an exhaustive list of all the influences that impact our financial  
decisions, both large and small. 
 
 

https://financialtherapyassociation.org/
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But my hope is that this will raise your awareness of how your decisions are rarely, if ever, 
made in a vacuum without the influence of emotions, psychology, other people, or advertis-
ers. 
 
This isn’t a guaranteed way to make better decisions in the future, but maybe - just maybe - 
you’ll be more sensitive to whether or not your decisions are truly YOUR decisions. 
 
Or if you’re simply deciding under the influence… 
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