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Chapter 6

The Culture vs. The Capital

Instagram is not a financial plan. And neither is your
relationship if money is never discussed.

Open your phone. Scroll for thirty seconds. I'll wait.

What did you see? Someone in a car that probably costs more than they make
in a year. A vacation photo from a place that almost certainly went on a credit
card. Sneakers that retail at three hundred dollars and sold out in four
minutes. Bottle service at a club where the minimum spend would cover a
month of someone's rent. The kind of lifestyle content that scrolls by so fast
and so continuously that you've largely stopped noticing it consciously — but
your brain hasn't stopped processing it. Your brain is taking all of it in,
comparing, cataloguing, running the calculation: they have this, you don't, and
what does that say?

This is not your fault. It is, however, your problem.

And understanding the mechanics of how it works is the first step to not being
controlled by it.

This chapter is about the external cultural forces that amplify the patterns
you've already carried into adulthood. All eight of those cognitive biases —
present bias, loss aversion, stereotype threat, the rest — exist in an internal
landscape. But that landscape doesn't generate itself in a vacuum. It is
continuously fed by an external environment specifically engineered, with
billions of dollars in algorithmic sophistication, to trigger exactly the
emotional responses that are most damaging to wealth-building. The culture is
not neutral. Understanding that — specifically, mechanically, unapologetically
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— is what this chapter is for.

The Wealth Illusion: Looking Rich vs. Being Wealthy

There is a distinction that doesn't get made nearly often enough in
conversations about money and culture: looking rich and being wealthy are
not the same thing. They are, in fact, in many cases directly opposed. The
person who looks the most financially impressive — the car, the clothes, the
lifestyle, the appearance of abundance — is often the person whose net worth
is closest to zero or below it.

The person who is actually building wealth is often largely invisible because
wealth-building behaviors — saving, investing, living below your means — are
not photogenic. Nobody posts a screenshot of their Roth IRA contribution.
Nobody goes viral for paying off credit card debt. The algorithm has no
mechanism for showcasing financial discipline because financial discipline
doesn't generate engagement. It generates freedom, but quietly, and years
from now.

Let me give you a scenario. DeShawn is twenty-four years old. He graduated
from college two years ago, landed a job paying $52,000 a year, and by most
external appearances is doing very well. He leases a BMW 3 Series — $549 a
month, which he can technically cover. He wears $300 sneakers and rotates
through four or five pairs. He posts vacation photos from Atlanta, Miami, and
once from Cancun, all of which went on a credit card with a 22% APR. He goes
out Thursday through Saturday and usually picks up a round or two because
that's what you do. His Instagram has 2,300 followers and the comments on
his posts say things like 'goals' and 'living your best life.'

Here is DeShawn's actual financial picture: He has $847 in savings. He has
$6,200 in credit card debt that is growing, slowly but steadily, every month.
His net worth — everything he owns minus everything he owes — is
approximately negative $18,000 when you add in the lease obligation and his
remaining student loan balance. His followers see success. His bank account
sees something very different.

The reason this scenario is worth naming in detail is not to embarrass
DeShawn or anyone like him. It's to make visible the math of appearance. The
performance of wealth is extraordinarily expensive, and it is specifically
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designed to look like the real thing. When you see DeShawn's life and feel a
pang of comparison — when that low-grade feeling of 'I'm behind' surfaces —
you are comparing your internal reality to someone else's external
performance. That is a comparison that will never resolve in your favor.

Thorstein Veblen named this phenomenon in 1899: conspicuous consumption
— spending primarily to display status rather than for any practical utility.
What has changed since 1899 is scale and speed. Today, a lease agreement, a
buy-now-pay-later app, and a good camera angle are sufficient. Thomas
Stanley and William Danko documented the inverse in The Millionaire Next
Door: most actual millionaires drove mid-range vehicles, lived in modest
homes relative to their income, and spent in ways that looked, to an outside
observer, like nothing remarkable. Because they were building, not
performing. Every dollar that goes toward the performance of wealth is a
dollar not compounding toward actual wealth.

REAL TALK

DeShawn's followers say 'goals.' DeShawn's net worth says -$18,000. The
followers don't have access to the bank account. You do, in your own life.
Which one is actually running your decisions?

Social Comparison and the Algorithm

In 1954, psychologist Leon Festinger published his social comparison theory
— the idea that human beings have a fundamental drive to evaluate
themselves by comparing themselves to others. In the context of small
communities where your comparison set was roughly 150 people who actually
knew you, social comparison was a reasonably calibrated instrument.

Social media has taken this ancient, deeply embedded psychological drive and
exposed it to a curated highlight reel of millions of people simultaneously,
filtered to show the most impressive versions of their lives, selected by
algorithms designed to maximize the emotional engagement that drives
platform usage. The algorithm knows that comparison triggers engagement. It
knows that envy and aspiration and the low-grade dissatisfaction of 'I don't
have what they have' keeps you scrolling. It is explicitly engineered to exploit
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exactly the psychological vulnerability that Festinger identified.

The spending loop that results looks like this: social media exposure generates
comparison. Comparison activates inadequacy. Inadequacy generates the
desire to close the gap. A purchase temporarily closes the gap. The temporary
relief fades. The inadequacy returns. The loop repeats.

Call this what it is: the Comparison-Purchase Loop. It is the business model
of social media applied to consumer spending. They are not selling products.
They are selling the temporary resolution of a feeling they created.

A 2021 study in the Journal of Consumer Research found that social media
users systematically overestimate the wealth of their peers — that exposure to
curated content causes people to believe their friends and followers have more
money, more stability, and more financial security than they actually do. You
are competing with a fiction. And the fiction is specifically engineered to be as
compelling and as difficult to distinguish from reality as possible.

The Real Cost of Lifestyle Inflation

Here is a number that might land harder than any policy history: a 2022
survey by Slickdeals found that the average American spends approximately
$314 per month — $3,768 annually — on impulse purchases. Among
eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds, the number is higher, and a significant
portion of those purchases connect directly to social media exposure.

$314 per month, invested from age twenty-two to sixty-five at a seven percent
average annual return, compounds to approximately $1.5 million. That is the
concrete, mathematical cost of lifestyle spending driven by social comparison
rather than intentional choice. The math does not care about your intentions.
It only tracks where the money went.

The psychological mechanism underneath all of this is called lifestyle inflation:
the tendency for spending to rise proportionally with income, so that no matter
how much more you make, you never seem to have more margin than before.
You get the promotion, the income goes up, and within six months the lifestyle
has expanded to consume the new income. The person making $80,000 a year
and spending $79,000 of it has roughly the same wealth-building capacity as
the person making $35,000 and spending $34,000. Income does not build
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wealth. The margin between income and spending is what builds
wealth.

Why This Generation Is Uniquely Vulnerable

Every generation has faced lifestyle pressure. What makes this generation's
version categorically different is the delivery mechanism: a device in your
pocket, algorithmically optimized to show you the most aspirationally
triggering content, updated in real time, twenty-four hours a day. Previous
generations experienced lifestyle pressure through television commercials and
the immediate social circle — roughly 150 people whose real financial
situations were at least partially visible. Social media has replaced that
bounded comparison set with an infinite, curated, globally sourced highlight
reel of peak moments.

Buy Now, Pay Later: The New Debt Architecture

Buy Now, Pay Later services — Klarna, Afterpay, Affirm — have embedded
themselves into virtually every major retail checkout. The proposition is
psychologically brilliant: instead of experiencing the full price as a number
that might trigger hesitation, you experience the first installment — $19 today,
three more payments of $19 over six weeks. The friction that would have
produced the pause that would have produced the choice not to buy — that
barrier is gone.

Research from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau found that BNPL
users are more likely to be financially distressed than non-users, more likely to
carry credit card debt, and more likely to have overdrawn their bank accounts.
The product that presents itself as a budgeting tool is, in practice, a debt
mechanism that accelerates consumption beyond means.

The Car Payment: America's Most Accepted Wealth Destroyer

The average new car payment in the United States as of 2024 is approximately
$735 per month (Experian). The average used car payment is approximately
$523 per month. Seventy-two and eighty-four month loans are now common,
meaning many Americans are paying off one car while beginning to shop for
the next, never leaving the payment cycle.
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$735 per month, redirected to a retirement account starting at age twenty-two
at a conservative seven percent annual return by age sixty-five: approximately
$3.5 million. The car — which depreciates the moment it leaves the lot, which
requires insurance and maintenance on top of the payment, which produces no
return whatsoever — is consuming a seven-figure retirement in slow motion.

Drive what you can afford to own. Build toward what you want to drive. The
sequence matters.

Practical Countermeasures

The point of naming all of this is not to produce guilt about past purchases. It
is to make the invisible architecture of lifestyle inflation visible enough that
you can build deliberately against it. Four specific, immediately actionable
countermeasures:

First: implement a 48-hour rule on any non-essential purchase above $50. Add
it to your cart. Leave it there for forty-eight hours without buying it. Research
consistently shows that the majority of impulse purchases evaporate on their
own within two days when the immediate emotional trigger has dissipated.

Second: automate your savings and investment contributions to transfer the
day your paycheck lands — before your brain registers the money as available
to spend. Pay future-you first, automatically, and spend what remains.

Third: conduct a quarterly subscription audit. Pull your last two months of
bank and credit card statements. List every recurring charge. Cancel every
subscription you cannot answer affirmatively within ten seconds. Not
eventually. This week.

Fourth: define your lifestyle inflation ceiling now, in writing, before the next
income increase. A reasonable starting framework: fifty percent of any income
increase goes to wealth-building, fifty percent to lifestyle improvement. This
lets you enjoy your progress while ensuring the rising tide lifts your net worth,
not just your monthly spend.
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REAL TALK

The gap between what you earn and what you keep is the only number that
builds a future. The algorithm is designed to close that gap to zero every
month. The 48-hour rule, the automatic transfer, the subscription audit, the
ceiling you set before the raise arrives — these are not deprivation. They are
the structural defenses that make freedom possible.

Romantic Relationships and the Money Conversation You're
Not Having

The research on financial compatibility in romantic relationships is stark:
financial disagreement is consistently ranked among the top predictors of
relationship conflict and dissolution. And among young couples, the primary
driver of financial conflict is not different income levels. It's different
relationships with money — different values, different habits, different beliefs
about what money is for.

Before a relationship becomes serious, here are three conversation starters
that can open the necessary door without making it feel like a deposition.
First: 'I've been thinking about money a lot lately — how did your family
handle it growing up?' Second: 'What does financial security actually mean to
you — what does it look like when you picture your life being stable?' Third: 'I
want to be honest with you about where I am financially, because I think it
matters for us. Can we talk about it?'

There is something else that needs to be named directly: financial abuse — the
use of money as a mechanism of control in a relationship. It takes many forms:
controlling a partner's access to shared funds, monitoring every purchase,
requiring permission to spend, hiding income or assets, taking out debt in a
partner's name without their knowledge. Recognizing this pattern is the first
step to addressing it. The National Domestic Violence Hotline
(1-800-799-7233) is equipped to support survivors of financial abuse
specifically.
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YOUR MOVE

For one week, track every purchase you make that was triggered by
something you saw on social media. At the end of the week, total the amount.
Then project that number over a year, and calculate what it would be worth in
thirty years at seven percent compound growth. Make the invisible math
visible.

Think about your current or most recent significant relationship. Have you
ever had a genuine, unhurried, honest conversation about money — about
debt, about goals, about what financial security means to each of you? If not,
identify specifically what has gotten in the way.

Pull up your social media feeds and audit the last twenty accounts you
engaged with. What would it take to deliberately add five accounts focused on
actual wealth-building — budgeting, investing, entrepreneurship, financial
education — to shift the composition of what you're seeing daily?

If you are in a relationship and have not yet discussed either person's debt,
credit score, or financial obligations to family members — decide now to have
that conversation within the next thirty days.

WHAT COMES NEXT

This chapter named the leak. The algorithm. The Comparison-Purchase
Loop. The car payment. The subscription trap. The performance of wealth
that keeps the real thing just out of reach.

But naming the leak is only half the work.

Once you understand what's draining the account, the next question is the
one most financial books never actually answer: What do I do with the
money I keep? Not in theory. Not 'invest early and diversify.' In the exact
order that produces the most wealth per dollar — given a limited income,
competing priorities, and a system that was not designed with your
starting point in mind.

The answer is a sequence. A stack. Six tiers, in a specific order, where each
one unlocks the next — starting with $1,000, moving through employer
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matching (the only guaranteed 100% return available), eliminating the
debt that beats the market, and building toward a portfolio that compounds
quietly for decades.

The people who know this sequence learned it from someone who already
had it. First-generation wealth builders don't inherit it. They stumble
toward it — or someone puts it directly in front of them.

That's what the rest of Unlearn Rich is.

Unlearn Rich: A Wealth Mindset for the Generation That Was Never Supposed
to Have One is available at Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and independent
booksellers.

Visit unlearnrich.com to access the Bias Fingerprint assessment, the Wealth
Milestone Map, and companion resources — included with purchase.




