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Chapter 1 

Wait, What?!: A Brief History of Women and 
Financial Independence 

Throughout history, women have faced a variety of challenges to 
their ability to maintain financial independence. Men either 
controlled the purse or the laws that restricted women’s access to it.  

It wasn’t always so. In Cleopatra’s ancient Egypt, women had equal 
rights with men. They could own property and freely transact in 
transferring property. However, numerous cultural and religious 
influences since that time created a constantly evolving financial 
landscape for women that placed barriers to their ability to navigate 
the financial landscape. You might be startled to learn just how 
complicated the relationship was between an American woman and 
financially independent transactions.  

Following the lead of the country that colonized it (such as 
England, France, or Spain), laws that governed the rights of women 
largely prevented women from owning real property. Over time, 
however, certain colonies began to (slightly) expand the rights of 
women. 

Back in 1771, New York passed a law stating that if a woman 
brought property into the marriage, her husband could not sell that 
property without her consent (namely requiring her to sign the 
deed transferring that real property). In fact, a judge had to meet 
privately with the wife to confirm her approval with the transaction. 
By the way, if you’re keeping score at home, the name of that fun law was, 
the “Act to Confirm Certain Conveyances and Directing the Manner of 
Proving Deeds to be Recorded” or the ACCCDMPDR. (I know…it 
just rolls off the tongue.) 
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Maryland passed a similar law, again requiring the consent of a 
woman to transfer real property, and Massachusetts created a legal 
status called “femme sole trader”, which permitted women to transact 
business on their own. However, this status was limited to situations 
when husbands were out to sea or otherwise not available. This was 
particularly helpful in situations where the husband had a business 
that required transactions to keep it up and running. 

It’s important to note that at this point in history, laws that benefited 
women, only benefited white women. Slavery was still practiced 
and legal at this time, and enslaved peoples had no rights at all. 
Recall, they were deemed property of another. An ugly truth, of 
course, but one to note as we travel this bumpy path of history. 

It wasn’t until 1839 that Mississippi became the first state to allow 
women to own property in their individual names — 
unfortunately, it was mostly about owning slaves. In 1848, the 
Married Woman’s Property Act,1 in New York, became model 
legislation, essentially allowing women to have individual rights to 
financial transactions, independent of their husbands. By 1900, 
every state had given women some form of control over property. 
However, there were still institutional barriers and biases that 
prevented women from being on equal footing with their male 
counterparts. Remember, it would be another 20 years before 
women would have the right to vote through the ratification of the 
19th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. 

It would take until the 1970s (yes, those “70s”) before a woman 
could apply for a credit card on her own — prior to that, a married 
woman would be required to get her husband’s signature to be 
allowed to receive a credit card.  

So, you may be thinking, “Things are different now. This is the 21st 
century. Women have all the same rights as men and can do and achieve 
whatever they want without legal restrictions.”  
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And while that is legally true, as a practical matter, women are still 
at a huge disadvantage. For several reasons, women face challenges, 
decisions, and commitments that inevitably hinder their financial 
security and independence.  

Disparity in Earning 

One of the first issues is that women earn less than men. Receiving 
lower pay, even for the same work, has been the case for a while. 
As you dig into the numbers, the picture is depressing once you 
appreciate the magnitude to which women must meet their needs 
with so much less.  

In April 2016, the Joint Economic Committee of the United States 
Congress released their report: Gender Pay Inequality: Consequences, for 
Women, Families, and the Economy.2 One of the key findings was that 
there is a 21% difference between what women and men earn. 
That’s more than 1/5 less money on which to live. Multiplied out 
over the course of a career, this disparity can easily equate to at least 
$500,000 less in earnings over a lifetime. 

There are several reasons why women, and the choices they are 
often compelled to make, create these significant financial 
differences.  

For instance, women are more likely to interrupt their careers to 
care for children. Between a mom and a dad, the mom is most often 
the one that stops their work-life to care for children.  

Given that women tend to be the more typical choice for caregiving 
duties generally, women more often interrupt their careers to 
become the primary or supplementary caregiver for other family 
members too, such as a parent.  

These interruptions impact career advancement and earning — a 
phenomenon called the “mommy penalty”.  
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Moreover, traditional gender roles (or gender biases, if we’re calling 
a spade a spade) place women in occupations that pay less than the 
occupations that men work. Now, this is a cycle that perpetuates 
the problem. Women in the same job earn less, and what’s worse is 
that women hold a majority of jobs that earn less overall than the 
occupations held my men.  

The impact of all of this is that, notwithstanding legal equality 
between men and women, women have a practical disparity in their 
ability to make the money that men make. 

Longer Life Expectancy 

Women also live longer than men. That may seem like something 
to celebrate until you realize that women need money to live in 
those extra years. Let’s break apart the problems with a longer life 
expectancy — first by exploring the magnitude of the amount of 
extra time that women live, and then by a brief discussion of the 
financial impact of that extra time.  

According to the CDC, women are expected to live to age 81 vs. 
men to age 76.3 These extra five years (on average) carry two 
financial impacts. The first is that everything is more expensive later 
in retirement. Health care costs are typically higher (a subject we’ll 
explore in detail), and the potential costs of long-term care (such as 
needing an assisted living facility or in-home care) impact the 
money needed to live through that longer life expectancy.  

The second financial impact includes the compounding effect of 
inflation. We know that the cost of a gallon of milk goes up over 
time. That increase is expressed as inflation in the form of a 
percentage...say it’s 2.5% per year. However, if things increase 2.5% 
a year, that inflation compounds over time. When you combine 
that with the idea that most people in retirement lower their risk 
exposure (and related potential to grow their money), the impact 
of inflation can lower the ability of a single woman to make it 
through those extra years in life expectancy successfully.  
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This phenomenon also has a name: Bag Lady Syndrome 

“Bag Lady Syndrome” was first coined in the 1970s, and was used to 
describe the feeling that middle-aged women had, that they could 
wind up homeless and carrying around their possessions in shopping 
bags.  

Forty years later, it’s still a concern for many women. In 2013, a 
large financial institution conducted a study of more than 2,000 
women with household incomes above $30,000. Nearly half, or 
49%, of total responses and a full third of incomes above $200,000 
or more reported that they “often” or “sometimes” fear losing all of 
their money and becoming homeless.  

Here’s the upshot: 

If you earn less throughout your lifetime and have less financial 
assets to fund your retirement, and you are likely to be divorced or 
a widow, on your own, you’ve got some important planning to do. 
(It’s the reason why I wrote this book, and why it’s important for 
you to read it.) 

Not only must women prepare for greater costs associated with 
retirement, but they must also account for a longer period of 
healthcare expenses. Living longer may mean living longer with 
reduced capacity and the need for assisted living care.  

Lack of Financial Literacy 

Another issue to contend with is that too many married women, 
leave the “money stuff” to their husbands to handle. This can be the 
result of falling back on traditional gender roles (or said another 
way, falling victim to historical biases that prevented women from 
being educated about and dealing with financial matters.)  
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To the extent this decision is something made willingly and 
knowingly, women pass off this responsibility to handle the finances 
at great detriment to their financial well-being. By leaving the 
money management to a husband, they deny themselves the 
invaluable opportunity to build financial knowledge and 
confidence. Some women wake up one day, as widows, and have 
no idea what assets they own, much less where they’re at, how to 
use them, or what the right next steps are. 

Differences in Investment Strategy or Tendencies 

Women also tend to be more conservative than men when it comes 
to making financial decisions. Women tend to save, while men tend 
to invest. I understand that this may seem to be a broad 
generalization. To be sure, I’ve worked with plenty of women who 
were risk-takers, and plenty of men who were as cautious as they 
come, but, overwhelmingly, the numbers break in the other 
direction. By and large, women tend to take fewer chances with 
their investments and would prefer to invest in strategies that 
protect their money.  

Now, you may even think that saving carefully is wiser than 
investing. The reality, though, is that any portfolio can be at risk if 
it is not adjusted for the unique circumstances that will impact you 
and the economic changes that we all encounter. Depending on the 
length of time money is needed, the right strategy for a particular 
woman might be to have money invested for growth and not just 
squirreled away for rainy days. The idea here is that having an 
approach that is on one end of the spectrum (or the other) may not 
be right for you. 

And while this is yet another generalization, women tend to be 
“worriers” — in the most positive way. They spend their time 
concerned for others, and what the impact of certain decisions will 
be on them, and the ones they love. To help address that concern, 
women want to take the risk out of losing their money, which may 
explain, in part, why they are more conservative. 
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That said, some portfolios that seem safe still fail to help women 
achieve their goals. Whether it’s the fact that women make less, or 
work less as they raise their family, or invest later…all of these 
contribute to the limitation that diminishes the potential for women 
to build an adequate portfolio to sustain them throughout 
retirement confidently. 

The Advisory Business Doesn’t Help 

For many reasons, women tend to feel less confident in their ability 
to more actively control their finances. I don’t have much to back 
this up. Still, one suspicion I have for this experience is that part of 
it may be due to less exposure to STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math) subjects in school, which then feeds into 
the decision to leave the “money stuff” to their husband to handle.  

This all puts women at a disadvantage when they need it the most.  

Women need to have the confidence to make more aggressive and 
proactive decisions that can fortify their financial foundation. And 
they need to be just as effective as men in engaging qualified and 
unbiased financial advisors as needed to help them navigate financial 
obstacles and opportunities.  

That alone may create challenges since women often feel that most 
advisors tend to overlook the woman’s concerns and needs. When 
a husband is present, the advisor might be more inclined to focus 
on communicating with the husband, rather than equally engaging 
with both spouses.  

Regardless of the reason (whether it’s the lack of the advisor’s ability 
to appreciate the value of addressing both spouse’s concerns, or 
another reason altogether), women must know that their advisor 
genuinely cares about the issues that matter to them. Women need 
advisors who fully grasp how critical it is that women are better 
positioned to prepare for their own future financial needs. 
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Dealing With Being Moms and Caregivers 

The disadvantages don’t end there. Women are more likely to get 
crushed in the sandwich generation, where they are much more 
likely to be caregiving for children and parents at the same time. 
Women often put their careers on hold and suffer financial setbacks 
as they assume the care of loved ones.  

And I’m not approaching this just from the theoretical angle, armed 
with research. My mother had her struggles raising me after my 
parents divorced. Life wasn’t easy, and she got a crash course in 
making her way through life with numerous setbacks before things 
settled down. 

In honor of her journey, and the journey of so many clients that 
I’ve met along the way, I wrote this book specifically to help 
women to confidently navigate a world that has not set them up for 
success.  

Although I have worked to help all of my clients (both men and 
women) to build financial and estate plans that optimize their 
financial foundation and peace of mind, I have always been troubled 
by the blatant disparity in conditions between men and women. I 
think it’s time to change that. And the easiest way to do that is with 
knowledge. 

There are so many important reasons why helping women to take 
control of their financial well-being is necessary. There is plenty of 
global evidence that when women are lifted financially, society is 
lifted as well. Research suggests that when women are economically 
empowered, their children, their families, and their communities 
are also enriched. Sadly, the opposite is also true.  

If women continue to be disenfranchised from the decisions that 
will affect their financial well-being, then there are significant 
consequences. More women and children will slip into poverty. 
And there could be a devastating burden on government programs 
and resources, not to mention the cost of human potential. 
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Women Are The Superior Sex 

And just to be super clear about my thoughts on the 
matter...highlighting these disparities between men and women and 
finances isn’t meant to suggest that I think that women are in any 
way inferior. Actually, I believe quite the opposite. I’ve even 
dedicated a chapter here to highlight the reasons why I think 
women possess talents that far exceed that of men.  

Those aren’t just my beliefs. A recent Pew Study4 concluded that 
women make great leaders. Women tend to operate in ways that 
are essential behaviors for great leaders and business owners. They 
are more likely to create safe, respectful, and fair workplaces, value 
diversity, make socially-conscious decisions, and mentor the next 
generation.  

Scientific studies5 have also revealed that women have greater IQs 
and better memory than men. They are also better at finding things, 
multi-tasking, handling stress, and driving. (We already knew that 
women are better at asking for driving directions.) 

Some studies even concluded that women, more than men, possess 
characteristics that are more commonly associated with being a 
good doctor. That’s powerful!  

The Pew Study also concluded that women generally must work 
harder to prove themselves. Still, the tide is turning, and women 
are stepping into the spotlight and claiming more elected and 
corporate leadership roles. 

So, the next big goal is to see women make the most of whatever 
resources they have at their disposal to end the woman’s financial 
disadvantage. It’s time to take control of your financial foundation 
while preparing for your future needs. I hope that the insights and 
strategies that I am about to share will help women to take back 
their power. Cleopatra would expect nothing less.  


