Keeping Temptation to Greed at Bay

By Tom Cline

Fear, Pain, Hope and expectation of reward or payoff are motivators for all of us.  This is being written to induce pain and fear for the reader, as well as stimulate hope and expectation of reward.  Its purpose is to move you to act.  

Take a deep breath. Close your eyes and imagine yourself on payday.  Each one of your dollars sprouts wings and flies out of your wallet and checking account.  Some fly to the banks holding your mortgage, car loan(s) and credit cards, others to insurance companies, retail establishments, doctors, hospitals, schools and possibly to the local dive, honky-tonk or speakeasy.  How does this feel so far?  Are any of those greenbacks flying into your future via a forced savings program, IRA, deferred compensation or another financial vehicle?  What are you saying to yourself?  These *&^ #@!%!!  Bills and creditors!  I hate em all!  Do you shake your head and mutter, “I never seem to get ahead?”

Hey if that’s not painful enough, here are some statistics gleaned from http://www.debtsmart.com/cgi-pl/debt_stats_02.cgi :

· In 2001 the typical U.S. household carried a credit card balance of $7,500, up from $3,000 in 1990.  Where do you fit in this statistic?
· Over 70% of marriages ending in divorce are due to financial problems.

· 75% of all Americans are THREE (3) paychecks away from bankruptcy.
· On average, when you buy something with a credit card, you pay 132% MORE THAN IF YOU USED CASH.

· Typical minimum monthly payments for a credit card are divided into 90% interest and only 10% to principle reduction. The principle amount on your credit card is what the product or service you bought cost you.

· Over 71% of all credit card accounts have only the minimum monthly payments being made by consumers.

Perhaps you are asking, “What has this to do with ethics trainers?”   Plenty!  Remember the roots of all integrity problems, anger, greed lust and peer pressure and of course, attitude, the umbrella under which the others reside.  How much more tempting does dirty money become when personal finances lay heavy on our mind?  The creditors are calling.  You are fighting with a loved one because there are plenty of checks left in the register but no money to de-rubberize them.  The little voice whispers, “Hey, the drug dealer doesn’t even know how much he has, five grand will never be missed and you can almost pay off one of those darn credit cards.”

The truth is most people spend more time planning their vacation than they do their finances.  Isn’t it more important for folks in law enforcement to have a better handle on finances because the temptations toward money are that much greater and frequent?
We do a great service to those we train by reminding them of this and then giving them information that will persuade and help them take control of their personal finances.  This starts with making the world of money less confusing and intimidating.  Lack of understanding and fear of the perceived complicity of financial products keeps many people from getting their monies in order.  Instead, they begrudgingly go to a “professional” for car, home and auto insurance, IRAs, mortgages, debt consolidation and so on.  Listening to the “pro’s” special language, eyes glaze over and ego prevents asking what are thought to be “stupid questions”.   Total trust is placed in them, forgetting what they really are, salespeople, working on commission.   My insurance guy used to be another cop, recommended by a friend of a friend.  You know.

Here is one of my stories.  In the late eighties, our second child on the way, my wife and I were broke as a couple of actors in a lousy play.  Waiting for the next paycheck, we were on the Mike Royko diet.  That is, when you have surprise meals from the cans in the back of the cabinets without labels complimented by six-month-old leftovers with freezer burn.  Ten-year-old bottoms of hard liquor on the rocks replaced a mid-priced bottle of wine at dinner by candlelight, to save electricity, romantic nonetheless.  Laughter about the ridiculousness of the situation made it bearable.  Those in law enforcement know: humor makes the tragic appear less so.      

 In the midst of this financial valley, a friend gave me a tape about a financial class.  The speaker was dynamic but pretty inflammatory as his words indicted the financial sector, particularly banks and insurance companies.  He translated mysterious financial terms into language that I understood and made the world of finances less threatening.  After a live seminar, I signed up for a $750 course that guaranteed I could recover the course cost and then some, by correcting mistakes our financial plan, in my case lack of one.  Before the course was half over, I recovered about five times the tuition and discovered that every last one of my financial products were overpriced, and inadequate for my family. After canceling all of these products, contracts and whatnot, I purchased the right things. Not one of the “trusted professionals” even called to ask why I cancelled.  Later I discovered there was a saying in the industry about this, “Churn and burn.”  P.T. Barnum was right.  There is one born every minute.

I discovered that personal finances were easy enough to understand if you took the time to get some basic knowledge and learned to ask the right questions for your current situation.  The money I saved was like getting a terrific raise.  The feeling I got from knowing I was no longer being hosed was even better.  I don’t boast of riches and drive a 14-year-old car, however, my wife is a homemaker, our seven children are in private school and I usually do not spend more than 50 hours a week working outside the home, including side jobs.  Money and time management are the keys and I still have a long way to go in both arenas.  

Scott Arne, head of the Chicago Patrolman’s Credit Union has been persuaded to write a series of articles to be used as a financial primer.  He will explain basic principles and include simple step-by-step instructions on how we can get the most from the money that we earn.   It is not the amount you make that counts, it is your plan, what you do with what you got.   Trainers are encouraged to Xerox the articles and pass the information on to people in their agencies, always explaining that the temptations from greed loose their power over us as we become better personal money managers.  Here is Mr. Arne’s first piece.    
