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I was recently meeting with a married physician couple to discuss their financial goals around 

retirement. We talked all about their expectations and desires for the future - possibly a vacation 

home, traveling more, starting new hobbies, and time with family. I thought I'd listened clearly 

and summed up what I'd heard by asking if they were really hoping to improve their current 

standard of living. "Yes!" they both agreed. "When we stop working, we'd really just want to 

enjoy a better standard of living." This phrase - a better standing of living - is one most of us can 

imagine ourselves saying (or at least thinking when we're around people who seem happier than 

we feel).  

 

However, the next day, after listening to a report on NPR, I was reflecting on the stress in our 

society and how our standard of living has changed over the last 40 years. None of us feel like 

we have enough free time.  Never have I met someone who is just too relaxed. (It almost feels 

silly writing that sentence.) A surprising percentage of our friends are taking medication to help 

them sleep, deal with anxiety or cope with depression from broken relationships. I can't 

remember the last time a physician told me that felt like they had plenty of margin in their budget 

or too few commitments in their life. In Charlotte, at least, it seems we practically find our 

identity through busyness - by always being on the go to kids' events, work, committees, church, 

the Y, or traveling. Isn't this what really defines our standard of living more than the trips we 

take or neighborhoods in which we live? 

 

When I reflect on life this way, it makes me wonder if, in fact, we really want to maintain this 

standard of living? Or do we really like some things to be different? If we're honest, it’s easy to 

believe, as I and my clients did, that "standard of living" and "quality of life" are the same thing. 

But they're really not, are they?  

 

When we make financial plans and set goals to improve our “standard of living”, what we’re 

hoping for is more time to think, more margin in our budget, and deeper friendships. But instead, 

what we often get is more stress, more bills, more exhaustion, and fewer real relationships. 

While money can help make life more comfortable and avoid certain unpleasantries, it is the 

margin we create in our time, our finances and our relationships that leads to quality of life. Let 

me say it succinctly: money may be able to grow your standard of living, but it is margin that 

leads to quality of life.  

 

So, as you seek ways to reach your goals of retirement, college for the children or a change in 

practice, you’ll be more likely to find the quality of life you want by making plans not just for 

your money, but also for margin.  
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