
Podcast Transcript 66.02 Ashley Whillans - When money stops moving the needle 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

1 

 

Context to the nugget 

Ashley speaks about research that suggests that above USD 60,000 money does not necessarily buy 
more happiness. She goes on to say that above USD 100,000, people might start to feel worse off 
because they start comparing themselves with a different economic stratum. She speaks about how 
the pursuit of wealth for the sake of it being a happiness trap.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Just to maybe get the framework fleshed out a little bit; in the book you talk 
about the trade-off between time poverty and money poverty, which I found interesting. People 
struggle to plot it on the same scale and you have sort of taken a stab at how do we really attach a 
money value to time and how do we think about that trade-off and you actually say something 
interesting in the book, you say that money protects us against sadness, but doesn’t necessarily buy 
happiness. I found that quite intriguing. So, give us a sense of how we should think about this trade-
off and what’s the insight here? 

Ashley Whillans (AW): Yeah. So, as I was mentioning before what’s really interesting is that as we 
gain more wealth, as we make more money, we should be able to outsource more, we should have 
more control of our schedules, our work and outside of it; maybe we should be allocated more paid 
vacation. So, by a function of some of these assumptions, we should also feel happier and more time 
affluent. But what large panel survey data shows is that people who make more money are more 
stressed in part because they become even more focused on making and earning money. They work 
more; they are more likely to spend their time engaged in activities that promote time poverty and 
stress like working and commuting. So, this data that you are talking about, in my research and 
others there’s kind of two numbers. So, you wrote this out and I think it’s useful to kind of think 
about is past $60,000 of income more money doesn’t necessarily drive more happiness. And 
actually, once you start making more than $100,000, what’s really interesting is you start feeling 
worse off because you start comparing yourself to others. So, actually hitting that milestone that you 
have in your mind of how much money you want to make post-graduation you think you are going 
to stop and focus on leisure or family once you hit that number but actually what starts to happen is 
you focus on work and money to an even greater extent. You start comparing yourself to people of 
even more money than you and that’s part of the reason that I talk about this in the book that 
chasing wealth is a time trap, because we tell ourselves going into our careers once I hit a certain 
promotion, once I hit a certain rank, I am going to… once I hit a certain salary number, a certain 
amount in the bank, a certain proportion of my mortgage that is paid up, I am going to stop and I am 
going to scale back. But what often happens is we stop and our reference point changes and we go 
after the even higher promotion or the even higher salary band at the expense of our time and this 
is where the data gets interesting. So, there’s a lot of good research now by Kostadin Kushlev at 
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Georgetown and others showing that the amount of income we make can protect against sadness 
when we make more money, we are better able to manage the demands that come up in everyday 
life. When our car breaks down, we can easily pay to fix that or replace the car. So, these everyday 
shocks that happen to us don’t impact our emotions to the same extent as negative. We do not feel 
as much negative emotions to the same extent. However, income does not translate into greater 
happiness because a lot of the factors that drive happiness social connection, meaningful 
interactions with people we care about, volunteering, physical activity, cooking, hobbies, religious 
participation all of these fundamental ingredients of what it means to live a happy and meaningful 
life involve our time. But when we work all the time, when we are chasing the next promotion, we 
do not have the time or bandwidth to spend in activities that are likely to promote our own and our 
loved ones’ happiness. So, this is where we start getting into this conversation around time and 
money trade-off. I have also done a lot of research on this question looking at the extent to which 
we are willing to give up money to have more free time or give up time in order to have more 
money. And what’s of course obvious or should be evident from this conversation is people who are 
willing to give up their free time in order to work and earn more money regardless of how much 
income they have, regardless of their savings report less happiness, more stress, worse social 
relationships, they spend less time engage in exercise, they spend less time in hallway conversations 
with colleagues because they treat every interaction more instrumentally. And so, overall, this focus 
on money at the expense of free time starts chipping away at our satisfaction because it makes us 
feel more stressed and less connected to those around us. 

DJ: And coming back to the two numbers Ashley, you say that post… of course, these numbers are 
indicative and I do not want us to take literally, but just to get the logic here, post $100,000 you say 
that the goal post shifts and we start comparing ourselves to others and therefore we end up 
working more and therefore becoming more time poor. Could you expand a little bit more about 
what happens between $60,000 and $100,000? What changes at $60,000 when you say that beyond 
that the money doesn’t seem to drive more happiness? 

AW: I mean, research is still out on this question but the global data suggests all over the world and 
we put it into the U.S. currency just for the purpose of illustration. I think, you are exactly right we 
should not take this literally; this is really just figurative, a general trend in the data but there is a U 
shape. So, in general more income is sort of predicting happiness, predicting happiness, then you hit 
that plateau point $60,000 say and then actually happiness starts decreasing, so you get this S shape 
in the data and then it goes back up once you are at the top rank of the income distribution. And so, 
it has to… part of the psychological underpinnings that researchers are speculating on but are still 
trying to figure out is your reference point’s change. So, social comparison processes are critical for 
happiness. And once we make it in a certain point in our career our reference points might shift as 
we get older, as we work our way up in our career and that is one of the explanations, our reference 
points changing, we feel lower in rank on the income distribution because we are comparing 
ourselves to a different distribution than we did before. That’s one of the explanations for this dip as 
you start to make more money. It’s not until you get to the top of your social referring category that 
you start seeing the happiness dividends again payoff for people at the highest level of the income 
distribution. But as per our conversation, there are many factors. Again, it could be more work 
demands, it could be more difficult personal relationships as you start working and earning and 
making more money, it could be an increase in materialism which we know can undermine our 
happiness and materialism is the enjoyment of things and acquisition which could actually push us to 
even have to change our reference points because we have acquired a mortgage, we have acquired 
a car that needs to be paid. And so, as a function of this we have to work more and earn more. And 
so that, overall that logic is why my colleagues and I talk about the pursuit of wealth for wealth itself 
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or wealth’s sake can be a happiness trap that makes us feel time poor and feel like we need even 
more money than we have or that we have made to be happier in the future. 

DJ: It’s a great point. I guess at some level you are saying there’s a non-monetary cost of acquiring 
more money that we do not account in the pursuit of… 

AW: Yeah, so, this is exactly and this is a really important point that I am really trying to emphasize in 
the book is that often we make major life decisions and there’s good research on this showing that 
when we are on the outside of a decision what career do I choose, where do I live, we are focused 
on the extrinsic, we are focused on how much money can I make, what’s the prestige of this job, 
how much house can I buy for as little of my money as possible? And we often discount intrinsic 
motivators or other factors like time when it comes to our career, we underestimate the extent that 
intrinsic motivation how happy we feel when we are doing our job matters. And when it comes to 
major life decisions, we also discount the time cost of living in a bigger place further away from our 
place of employment. So, in general, we are not very good at making these kind of time and money 
trade-offs, we are very good at carefully accounting for our finances and making decisions on 
objective metrics like money and we are much less good at considering these non-financial, these 
intangible costs or benefits of our major life decisions. And that’s where a lot of my research fits is 
saying often these minor decisions that we make on an everyday basis spending hours researching 
to find the cheapest deal actually are costing us a lot of time, are creating stress and are not worth 
the cost savings. Maybe we gave up two hours on a Saturday trying to research the best deal which 
ultimately only saves us $100, if we make more than $50 an hour then objectively it wasn’t worth 
the cost and the opportunity cost of that time means we could have spent that time with our friends 
and family, but instead we are glued to our computer screen. So, the book and in my research in 
general, I am really trying to help people see that often these minor decisions and major life 
decisions not only influence our finances they also impact the way we spend time on an everyday 
basis. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: This reminds me of a conversation I had with Raj Raghunathan (RR), a Professor at UT Austin and 
an individual who has been researching happiness for several years and has written the book “If you 
are so smart, why aren’t you happy” who makes a slightly similar point.  

RR: “this is a good context to talk about this one study that came out. It was summarized in an article 
in the Atlantic magazine. It came out in 2014 and the title of the study, the article was “secret fears 
of the super-rich” and I believe it was a Harvard study, I am forgetting who conducted it or Princeton 
study, but basically they went around interviewing these high net worth individuals and in order to 
qualify as a participant in the study you needed to have 25 million dollars invested in financial 
instruments. So, this is money that’s on the side so to speak, this is money invested in things like 
hedge funds or in other kinds of financial instruments. This is not counting your house, not counting 
your cars, not counting your other assets. And they interviewed them to ask them what are some of 
your big fears and one of the biggest fears that these people had is that they don’t have enough 
money. Okay, so I know it sounds… and it’s easy to point fingers at them and say that I wouldn’t be 
like that, if I had 25 million dollars, I would definitely not be greedy for more money. But we all know 
that almost at every stage in our lives we do end up feeling that, hey, you know what more money 
might be actually good for me okay, and a part of that it comes from comparing ourselves to other 
people. As you rise up the social ladder so to speak, the company that you keep changes and so your 
comparison point changes too, whereas when I was in India, for example, having a swimming pool in 
my own house might have been like something that was completely out of reach to where I am living 
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now I actually don’t have a pool in my house but I do have a hot tub. But it doesn’t seem like that’s 
out of reach at all. And so, it definitely seems like oh, yeah, if I had enough money then maybe I can 
do that and I can add maybe a little movie theatre in my in my house. So why should I have to go out 
and mingle with the hoi polloi so to speak, I can just watch these movies in my own home in the 
comforts of my home and so on. So, your aspirations catch up. So that is a very interesting finding 
that despite having so much money these people were feeling that they didn’t have enough. They 
were operating from a scarcity mindset is how I would put it. And then you had the opposite end of 
the spectrum that is covered in this movie, this documentary called Happy, I don’t know if you’ve 
seen it, I think it’s still available on Netflix and you can watch it, your viewers, whoever is following 
this podcast can watch it as well. They start out with a scene in the slums of Calcutta and the slum 
dwellers are all people who pull rickshaws. You might have seen this. These are not like pulley 
rickshaws or cycle rickshaws; these are hand rickshaws. So, they are actually literally running around 
the city with passengers in their seat in the back and sometimes these people are so malnourished 
that they don’t even have… they have bones sticking out of them and they don’t have enough access 
to resources to wear shoes. They are running around bloody feet reaped in and the researchers go to 
the slums and interview these people because they are very intrigued by this phenomenon where 
these people don’t even have proper homes to live in. They are living in little slums and their homes 
are basically tarpaulin sheets pulled over four sticks with holes in them so that when it rains it’s leaky 
and it’s like miserable okay and yet they are all smiling and if not happy at least content. So the 
researchers are flummoxed by this site and so they go and ask them how can you afford to be 
content and happy, and I am paraphrasing what they say, but they basically say something along the 
lines of, you know what, we are taken care of, we are taken care of and they believe in God or they 
believe in some kind of a spirit and they say that whenever we need anything really desperately we 
end up getting it. Maybe not in the way that we conceive of it may be not immediately but we end up 
getting it and we have a good sense of community. Everybody in the slums takes care of each other. 
On the days I don’t make a good tip somebody else might make a good tip and so they feed us and 
likewise we return the favour and so what to complain about kind of a thing. So, in other words, their 
life circumstances are characterized by scarcity not just plain vanilla scarcity but abject scarcity and 
yet they have if not a mindset of abundance at least a mindset of contentment. So, no prizes for 
guessing which of these two groups of people is happier in the sense of who needs to take anti-
depressants just to stay afloat, who needs to pop sleeping pills to fall asleep every night, it’s the high 
net worth individuals, very, very interesting finding. So what I talk about as an abundance mindset is 
basically this idea that in your head you feel that you have more than enough and you would think it 
must be correlated with how much access to resources you actually have objectively speaking but in 
these examples that I just gave you it appears not to be. And certainly for people like you and me and 
for people who are listening to this I would imagine that most of them have enough access to enough 
resources that right now it’s a question of whether you can convince yourself that you have enough, 
and you can adopt that mindset of abundance. And if you do you actually end up discovering… and I 
have to tell you Deepak I wasn’t somebody who was born with an abundance mindset or certainly 
was not nurtured in me and I had to logically figure this out at some level.” 

DJ: The other way that I try and make sense of this insight is that our needs are quite simple and 
easy to meet but our wants can be infinite. In the USD 60,000 to USD 100,000 range, we are possibly 
reasonably content as we are still possibly solving for our needs and are content but once we cross 
the USD 100,000 number we start paying much greater attention to the wants and that is a mirage 
that we can keep chasing to infinity.  

End of nugget transcription 
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********** 

Nugget from Raj Raghunathan that is referenced: Abundance mindset and happiness. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Views on Success: Leaders talk about how they have recalibrated the notion of what success means 
to them. This is often a moving target and one has to constantly evolve it as we go through our 
respective journeys. They also discuss how this thinking has helped them make a more robust 
“where to go” decision when they were at an inflection point. You can access the playlist here. 

Happiness: Happiness is arguably what a lot of us are after. We share multiple perspectives on how 
to think about this seemingly simple yet often elusive phenomenon. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Ashley Whillans - Nuggets  

 66.00 Ashley Whillans - The Full Conversation 

 66.01 Ashley Whillans - Understanding the notion of time poverty 

 66.02 Ashley Whillans - When money stops moving the needle 

 66.03 Ashley Whillans - Are you a Taylor or a Morgan? 

 66.04 Ashley Whillans - Career choices in the future 

 66.05 Ashley Whillans - Consulting causing an adversarial relationship with time 

 66.06 Ashley Whillans - Optimizing versus Satisficing mindset 

 66.07 Ashley Whillans - Big why, Small why and Time Confetti 

 66.08 Ashley Whillans - Changing our relationship with time 

 66.09 Ashley Whillans - Relating to time during "Covid times" 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  
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Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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