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LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Welcome to 12 Degrees, the podcast that offers real life 
strategies for nurturing full spectrum wellness. I'm Lindsey Whissel Fenton.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: I'm Christina Lightner.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And I'm Deshna Nagar.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Together, we explore the twelve areas of wellness that 
influence how we feel and function.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: We share our own personal experiences and the research-backed 
strategies we find helpful and give thoughts for how you can adapt them for your life.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: We want to empower you to make informed choices across the full 
spectrum of wellness. In this episode, we're going to be looking at the financial degree of 
wellness and what we can do both at the individual level and the community level to 
support it. Christina, get us started. What is financial wellness?  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Financial wellness is about feeling in control of our money instead 
of letting it control us. It's about the ability to cover our needs, plan for goals, and not 
constantly stress about finances. It means making informed decisions, knowing our 
priorities, and building habits that support our overall well-being.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: When it comes to money, many of us have been taught to 
think that financial wellness means having a certain amount in the bank, like wellness and 
wealth are the same thing. But they're not. As Christina said, financial wellness is less 
about how much we have and more about how we relate to money.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: In our career wellness episode, we talked about values. And that 
theme shows up here too. Financial wellness isn't just about numbers; it's about building 
habits that reflect what matters most to us.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And speaking of being intentional with money, it's also worth checking if 
you're spending for the real you or the imaginary you.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Oh, my God. This is such a good point. My bestie and I talk 
about this all the time when it comes to clothes shopping, like I finally had to accept that 
I'm just not a skirt person. I love dresses and I actually wear those, but I would buy skirts 
and then feel totally awkward trying to put outfits together. So, no matter how cute they 
were, they would just end up sitting in my closet.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I'm that way about notebooks and planners. I would buy a lot of fancy 
journals thinking they'd inspire me to stay organized. But in the end, spiral bound 
notebooks are what I really like and what I really use.  
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CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: I'm curious, Deshna, when you would buy like, a new planner, did 
you do this thing where I bought one once, I invested in a fancy paper planner, and I spent 
like a whole weekend filling it out for the year, and then pretty much never looked at it 
again.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: [LAUGHS] Yeah, that's definitely happened to me before. And I used 
stickers and glitter and the whole thing. So yeah, that's a bummer.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, I can totally relate to both of you. I've definitely bought the 
planners, and I have a stack of planners on my desk, and I've learned to buy the timeless 
ones, the ones that don't have years attached to them because I tend to not use them. And 
then I'm like, well, I could use it next year, and it just ends up sitting there. And Lindsey was 
talking about buying clothes. I always have to be careful with what I buy, and I have to be 
careful with online shopping. I found if I don't have the opportunity to try it on or feel the 
texture or make sure the color looks right; it also ends up just sitting there. So, I have to be 
that in-person shopper as much as I want to buy online, I'll see something like, oh my gosh, 
that's so cute. Refrain don't buy it. Wait till you see something like it in the store so you 
could try it on.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I'm the opposite as you, Christina, where I almost only shop 
online. But I attribute this to the early years before tall clothes became widespread, and it 
would be really hard for me to find pants. And pretty much the only place I could find 
something that was long enough for me was to order them online. So, from my earliest 
shopping experiences, I am a very good returner where I will buy things and try them on just 
because I've always had to do that. But I will talk with friends who are like, I'm not like you. 
If I order it, I won't send it back. So just know you like I'm very habitual. UPS is right next to 
my gym. So, I buy my stuff, I try it on and then if it doesn't work, I box it up and send it right 
back. But that's not for everybody for sure.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, I need to take some inspiration from that because I tend to 
keep it. I don't know why. It's like, put it back in the box, send it back, get your money back.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Well, and I'm like the opposite, where my best money saving 
strategy is to not buy it in a store because I need time to deliberate, because I am prone to 
impulsive things. So, I've learned if I go and just shop around a store, I actually have a 
harder time returning things to a store or pacing myself than if I go online.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Very interesting.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Deshna, are you online or in-person?  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I'd like to be online because that's so much more convenient, but it's 
really difficult to find clothes that fit me. So, I do go to stores. So, if we're going to turn all of 
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this into a strategy, it could be to take a pause before we buy something and think about if 
we're spending based on who we are and what we actually enjoy right now or some 
idealized version of ourselves.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's a great strategy. I like that.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And another part of this conversation that often gets overlooked is the 
difference between financial literacy and financial wellness. They're closely connected, 
but they're not the same thing. Financial literacy is about understanding the basics, like 
saving, budgeting, investing, and how different financial tools work. Financial wellness 
goes a step further. It's not just what you know about money, it's about how you live with 
money and how it fits into the bigger picture of your life.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: And that bigger picture includes recognizing that not everyone is 
starting from the same place. There's often a lot of assumed privilege in how money gets 
talked about. A lot of the traditional financial advice assumes you have extra time, money, 
or energy to spare. But the truth is, financial wellness should be for everyone, and it should 
start exactly where we are today and not where—it should start exactly where we are and 
not where someone else thinks we should be or is telling us we should be.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And let's just name it. Things are hard right now. Groceries cost more, 
rents keep going up, and even basic things like gas or a carton of eggs can throw off your 
whole budget. Inflation has shrunk our buying power, which means the same paycheck 
doesn't stretch as far as it used to. So, if managing money feels harder lately, you're not 
imagining it, and you're definitely not alone. That's why this episode isn't going to ignore the 
realities you might be facing. We're not here to tell you to skip your coffee and magically 
build wealth.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: And to build financial wellness, we have to start with how we think 
about and relate to money. That foundation shapes everything else.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, and mindset also includes how we talk to ourselves 
about money. Because honestly, I think there's so much shame around finances that can 
be a huge barrier to even getting started with these conversations or changes in thinking.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, money shame is real. And the thing beating we up doesn't 
actually help. Financial wellness grows a lot faster with self-compassion than with self-
criticism. It's not about being perfect with our money. It's about being willing to stay 
engaged even when things don't exactly go how we'd hoped.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, and I've noticed that when I'm feeling like I'm not in 
control of finances or feeling that shame start to build up, I actually get more resistant or 
avoidant to checking in with them. So, it's really important, not just in a self-compassion 
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way, but in a very practical way, to work through some of that shame so that we can 
actively engage our financial wellness.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah. And one thing that's really helped me is reframing mistakes. So 
instead of seeing them as failures, I try to see them as data points.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Absolutely. I love your framing of data points. So, it's a first 
step to getting curious about our spending from a judgment free place and just 
understanding what's behind it, where we're vulnerable, and then we can plan from there. 
And I also wanted to say one thing about the reality of our current situation where things 
are harder is that financial wellness isn't just something we earn after we have more 
money, it's something we can build with whatever we have. Like truly, not in a Pollyanna 
way, we're not saying that mindset shifts are some of these strategies can completely 
transform your financial situation. But there are ways to create more peace and stability 
right now that don't involve just sitting and waiting until everything looks perfect.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: It's such an important reminder because if we wait until we feel 
ready or successful enough, we might miss out on all the steps to actually create that 
feeling over time. Wellness, including financial wellness, is something that we build, not 
something that we suddenly arrive at.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: And part of building our sense of financial wellness is giving 
ourselves permission to learn, especially about things that have maybe felt intimidating or 
out of reach. This is a degree of wellness I've personally started to prioritize more. And one 
thing I've been actively trying to grow is my understanding of investing. I heard a financial 
expert say on a podcast not too long ago, quote, "Our country isn't set up to reward 
workers, it's set up to reward investors." And honestly, that was such a huge wake up call 
for me and made me really think so differently about how I navigate my own financial 
wellness. And honestly, also made me really mad because it's so counter to the way a lot 
of us have been taught to think about money and career and success.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, it's just work hard. And if that doesn't cut it, work even harder. And 
there's so much shame around finances because of that mindset.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Exactly. And it's not like most of us were taught this stuff in school. 
That's starting to change in some places, but we've still got a long way to go.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Oh, my gosh. I remember back in the day taking home 
economics. I don't even know. Is that still a thing?  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I've literally never heard of that. Was that learning how to survive the 
Oregon Trail?  
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LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Basically. I mean, no, we weren't fording rivers or nursing 
dysentery outbreaks, and we didn't have to hunt buffalo, but they did teach us how to do 
stuff like bake muffins and sew pillows. And they also taught us how to balance a 
checkbook, which honestly feels just as antiquated these days as trying to estimate how 
many oxen you need to purchase before starting your journey on the Oregon Trail. But I 
shared that because probably one or two 40-minute class periods on balancing a 
checkbook was about the extent of my formal financial education.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Oh, my gosh, I remember home economics. We made a pillow, we 
had the cooking, and we had the couple classes on balancing checkbooks. And it's so 
interesting. I used to be so diligent about balancing that checkbook. And now I don't even 
have one.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I have one for as needed. But what about you, Deshna? 
Please tell me that the younger generations are getting more financial help these days.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Honestly, I wish I could say yes, but I didn't get any formal financial 
education growing up either. Most of what I've learned is through trial and error and talking  
to my friends.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That is a bummer to hear. I was really hopeful that it had 
improved a little bit. I'm just curious, Deshna, do you know anything about investing?  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I do not. I've been listening to this podcast—I forget the name, but it's all 
about empowering women in their financial wellness. And I've been listening to that and 
trying to incorporate more and more of that.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, and we'll touch on podcasts can be a good resource. 
Also, if you're looking for professional help but don't know where to start, resources like the 
Financial Planning Association can be an option. They will offer pro bono programs to help 
people facing challenges like medical debt, job loss, or credit issues. Also, your bank or 
credit union may offer free financial counseling, workshops, or budgeting tools, especially 
if we find ourselves navigating a tough time.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, and don't forget about our workplace. Some employers, 
especially the larger ones, offer free financial planning support through Employee 
Assistance Programs or EAP. It's always worth asking what resources might be available.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's a good point, Christina, because I think I always think 
of EAPs in terms of more emotional wellness support or counseling. I didn't even think of 
them with financial wellness. And in past episodes, we've also mentioned Cooperative 
Extension Programs, and a lot of extension programs will also offer financial education and 
literacy resources that is often free.  
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DESHNA NAGAR: Going off of that, financial literacy courses are great, but what about 
things like taxes? They can be really overwhelming.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: They really can be. But good news there. There are free or low-
cost resources available if you need help navigating the, oh, so wonderfully complicated 
tax system. For example, in the past, I've used free tax services offered at Penn State that 
were part of something called the VITA program, which stands for Volunteer Income Tax 
Assistance program, where IRS certified volunteers help low to moderate income 
taxpayers file for free and make sure that you're getting every credit and deduction you 
qualify for.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: I love this as an option. This also gives students an opportunity to 
develop their skills.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, and to be clear, all student volunteers and tax 
preparers are certified by the IRS, and every single return that's prepared is also checked 
over by either a certified public accountant or enrolled agent.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And you can use your own judgment with what I'm about to say next. But 
there are a lot of influencers who share financial tips through social media and podcasts.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, I follow some of those accounts too. And to your point, 
yeah, it's social media, anybody can claim to have expertise in anything, but you can use 
your discernment to figure out who resonates with you and who you might trust for insight 
on this degree of wellness. And beyond learning from these accounts or podcasts, I find 
that they really help normalize conversations around money and help just keep it more 
present in my mind. Because this is such a personal topic, I'm a little hesitant to 
recommend specific accounts, but there's a lot out there and you can explore and find 
voices that align with your values and the style you like to learn from.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: And I'll just mention one thing that I like to do is to check the 
credentials of the guest on the show. So, if it's like the podcast, they have somebody on 
their show, what are their credentials? What's their background? Do they have the 
education to be speaking about whatever it is they're speaking about, in this case, 
finances.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Very much agreed. And on that note, we should offer the 
caveat that none of us are financial experts or planners or anything like that. So, we are 
sharing strategies that you might consider trying. We are not telling you what to do with 
your money.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yes, very important point, Lindsey. So now that we've 
acknowledged our own limitations, let's talk about some strategies that we can share. So, 
let's start with small ways to rethink spending. One thing that's helped me rethink spending 
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is looking at a cost per use. Instead of just buying what's cheapest, I think about how many 
times I'll actually use or wear something.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I'm also thinking about, I guess second use or secondhand 
things. So, I am flying high because just this weekend I believe our neighborhood was doing 
their bulk trash pickup and I scored the absolute perfect coffee table for my office that I am 
so excited about. And that was absolutely free. And also supported our environmental 
wellness because it didn't go to the dump.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Score.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And you're both talking about tangible things. But honestly, another 
mindset shifts to consider is that experiences usually end up feeling like better 
investments than stuff. There's a lot of research showing spending on experiences brings 
more happiness long-term.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, I've read that research and I definitely try to keep that in 
mind as I'm evaluating my financial goals and plan. Another thing to think about and keep 
in mind is to pay attention to interest rates. If, for example, we're deciding on which loan 
we want to pay off first, focusing on the one with the highest interest rate is a good strategy. 
It can also be easy to forget to check these, but keeping an eye on interest rates can help 
you figure out where you want to focus your energy and make your priority.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: That's such an important point and something a lot of people overlook. A 
bank rate survey found that 40% of Americans with credit card debt don't even know their 
interest rate.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, and this also applies for saving money too. When we're 
choosing a savings account, we can look for the one with the best rate. And if we have 
multiple accounts, we can prioritize funding the one with the highest interest rate.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: And while we're talking about savings, once we've built up 
savings, one thing that can really help is keeping our savings separate from our checking 
account. It sounds small but making it even just a little bit harder to accidentally spend 
your savings can make a difference.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, and something I've learned is that you can even go a step further 
and open your savings account at a totally different bank. That way, it's not as easy to 
instantly transfer money back to checking when you're tempted.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's a good one. And as we talk about savings, I'm thinking 
how earlier we talked about cultivating a healthy mindset around finances. And maybe this 
is me projecting, but I feel like a lot of us dread or even avoid engaging with financial 
wellness because we've been conditioned to see it through a deprivation mindset.  
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DESHNA NAGAR: I don't think you're projecting, Lindsey. I feel the same way. It's like diet 
culture. Research shows again and again that plans based on restriction and deprivation 
just don't work long-term. But that's still what so many of us think of when we think about 
physical wellness.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's a great analogy, Deshna. So instead of thinking about 
financial wellness as just cutting expenses, we can think of it as value-based spending. So 
rather than thinking about it just as things we have to cut, we can think about it as 
preserving and supporting the things that really matter to us, even if they might technically 
be considered non-essential.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Exactly. Just like with food, the goal is making choices that nourish 
our well-being. And those small shifts with money is what adds up to real, lasting wellness 
over time.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah. And to stick with the diet culture analogy, because I 
really like that, just like some of us might dread getting on the scale, a lot of people feel 
that same resistance when it comes to looking at their finances. So, finding ways to reduce 
shame and make it a normal part of our week or month to do a budget check can really 
help.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, it's about building awareness without judgment. That could be 
something as simple as taking two minutes once a week to glance at our accounts. No 
pressure, just noticing.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I really like the regularity of that, because I found that the 
longer, I go without checking in on my finances, the more I start to just avoid it altogether.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Oh, I can totally relate.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I feel like the theme that keeps coming up in this conversation is the 
power of micro actions—little steps that build over time instead of one big dramatic 
overhaul.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Speaking of small steps, if we're feeling overwhelmed by debt, 
sometimes starting by paying off a small balance first can help build that momentum.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, even though it might not be the mathematically perfect strategy, 
seeing quick wins can really boost our confidence to tackle the bigger stuff.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Absolutely. Especially if you have been socialized or 
educated to feel some sort of disempowerment around your finances, this can be a great 
strategy to start bolstering that confidence.  
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CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Definitely. And honestly, I feel that's what we're really trying to 
model across all the degrees of wellness, that wellness isn't a destination, it's an ongoing 
process. And there's going to be peaks and valleys. The goal is to just keep moving forward 
along the path.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, I've heard the phrase good enough used in a lot of 
contexts, like good enough parenting or having a good enough relationship. And the idea is 
that striving for perfection isn't realistic and usually just makes us miserable. And if we 
apply that same philosophy to financial wellness, it could mean letting go of strict sort of 
deprivation-focused budgets and instead thinking about a budget or a plan as a flexible 
guideline that supports our goals and helps nurture the life that we want to be living.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I really like that phrase good enough, Lindsey, because we're often trying 
to give everything our 100% and that's just not possible. So, something that I use for myself 
is just giving everything a solid 70%. And if I do that, I count that as success. I also really 
liked your analogy of peaks and valleys, Christina, because financial wellness really is a 
fluid concept. It's going to shift at different chapters of our lives. So, adopting a mindset of 
acceptance can be really important for supporting our emotional wellness too. It's OK if 
some weeks we're just focused on staying afloat. Financial wellness can still be part of it.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Exactly and as, we're thinking about flexible strategies and trying to 
stay afloat, one practical way to support that is by building in tiny buffers. So instead of 
thinking about this big giant emergency fund, which can sound really overwhelming, we 
can think of it as a stress reduction stash or even setting aside $1 or $5 or $10, whatever 
you can add up over time. A no amount is too small to start helping us reduce that stress.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I'd definitely phrase or name that stash differently because if it were 
named stress reduction stash, it would go into coffee and little treats.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I was actually just thinking, I'm like, oh, I get a massage. I'm 
also thinking about be careful about where you physically place the stash. So, my mom 
used to do this thing. She would hide cash everywhere, like between plates and book 
jackets. I don't know where this came from. It was like she went through the great 
depression herself, which she did not. But there would just be cash hidden all over the 
house. And I tried to do that when I was in my—early in my career, I remember like I would 
hide like a 20 in a book cover or something. But because I was early in my career, I needed 
like all of my money, accessible, and then I would forget which book I hid it in. And I'm like, 
OK, that strategy is not for me. But maybe it's for you. Who knows.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: No, I was just thinking of, oh, a little treasure hunt.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: One time I tried to do an all-cash budget where I would put the 
money into envelopes when I would be like, this is the envelope that I can spend. This is the 
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envelope for savings. And sometimes I would lose track of the envelopes. And then when 
you find it, you're like, oh my gosh, I found all my money.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, I know some people have tried that envelope strategy 
before and it's worked really well for them. I've never quite been able to make that one 
work.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah. So going back to the find what works well for you.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: One thing I do love, though, is I love rolling coins. It's like a 
weird thing I do that actually relaxes me. And I remember my mom would be like, you know 
you can just take those to the grocery store, and they do them. But one, they take a 
percentage when they do that. And two, I'm like, but I like the activity of doing it, like I put 
on a movie or something and I just dump all my coins out and it's fun.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, I agree with you. It's fun and it's free.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: I think the purpose of the envelopes is that it's visual. And so, if 
you're someone who likes to see progress visually and if the envelopes aren't your thing, 
you can use other tools to support your financial wellness, like tracking your net worth can 
be really motivating. It's just taking our assets and minusing our debts.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I like that. Yeah, and if you're a super visual person like me, 
like putting that in a graph or something that really makes it clear. Making a financial vision 
board can also be helpful and help nurture a creative wellness, as we've talked about in 
past episodes, or also just writing down certain goals. And again, we can keep them 
flexible, but having general numbers and timelines can help make it feel real.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And for those of us who maybe do really enjoy visuals but don't have the 
time, there are also apps that do that for you. And once we start focusing on our own 
financial goals, like saving or building a small buffer, we naturally start thinking about how 
to grow our money. And that's where investing comes in, even if we're starting really small. 
Speaking of starting small, I recently came across a term called micro-investing. It's 
basically a way to start investing with really small amounts of money. Instead of needing a 
big lump sum, micro-investing platforms let you buy tiny pieces of investments, 
sometimes called fractional shares. It's designed to make investing more accessible, even 
if you're starting with very limited resources. I really enjoyed learning  
about this because investing can feel really overwhelming for me as a student.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: It's not just you, Deshna. I'm 39 and I'm just starting to 
understand this. And again, I think it's something a lot of us weren't taught growing up. So, 
there's no shame around it. It's just we can normalize admitting that we have things to 
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learn and that we're learning. And yeah, as Deshna mentioned, just like with income 
tracking, there are also apps that support this type of micro-investing and make it possible 
to start building something over time, even with a small amount.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, that's really great to know because when it comes to 
investing, the most important thing isn't how much we start with, it's just that we start.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And if you're someone who already has a solid emergency fund, like six 
months’ worth of expenses saved, that's a good sign. It might be time to think about 
investing more seriously. Savings are important, but if you have too much sitting in cash, 
you could be missing out on growth opportunities.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: And another part of growing money over time is making sure 
that our investments don't match our goals. That's why it's a good idea to rebalance our 
portfolio about once a year. Not to play the market, but just to make sure we're still on 
track based on where we want to go.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Exactly. It's about checking in and adjusting if needed, just like with 
any other wellness goal.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Another part of financial wellness that I think we don't talk about enough 
is the emotional and relational side of it. How we talk about money with friends, with a 
partner, or even around kids really matters. Because as we've talked about, there's often a 
lot of shame around money, and shame thrives in silence. So, one community strategy for 
supporting financial wellness is normalizing money conversations, even in small ways.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: For sure. I also like this because normalizing conversations 
can open the door to learning. I'll share a personal example where I have a very financially 
savvy friend who actually used to work in finance. And we were just having dinner one 
night. And through our discussion and just allowing it to move into talking about finances, I 
learned something about capital gains tax around a property sale that's going to be really 
relevant to me and was of a huge benefit to me that I now have understanding of what to 
prepare for. And I wouldn't have learned that if my friend and I hadn't made it normal to talk 
about things like finances.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Exactly. Even a low stakes check-in can make a big difference. 
Saying something to a friend like, hey, I'm trying to be a little more mindful with money 
lately. Do you have any tips that have helped you? It helps to open the door to support 
without putting anybody on the spot.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: That makes me think of when I'm hanging out with friends and 
sometimes, we'll all sit together at a restaurant and order, and then one person will say, 
hey, I'm actually running low on money. And I'm trying to be mindful of where I spend it. 
And just supporting them in that can be really helpful too.  
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LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: I was just listening to a podcast that was talking about how to 
navigate those uncomfortable conversations. When that situation happens where maybe 
like somebody orders a bunch of stuff and you order one small thing and then they're like, 
let's split the bill or they leave you with the bill. And I always like to start from a place of 
generosity where I think of, what's the most generous interpretation I could give to this 
situation where it truly could be they just got distracted or weren't thinking about it. But 
especially if it's really a problem or a hardship, there are ways to address it. And I think 
we've given this, I don't know, if you want to call it a formula before on this podcast of 
starting with an observation of hey, I noticed when we went to dinner last night or last time, 
we went to dinner, especially if you're coming up on going to an event with them again, you 
could bring it up then OK, yeah, I would love to see you. And I did notice that last time we 
went, the check was split evenly, and I felt like that wasn't a representation of the amount I 
had or there's different ways to work that. But just addressing it in a non-confrontational 
way, because there is a chance that they honestly just weren't thinking about it and didn't 
notice it, or people have as we've talked about, been socialized differently. So, they might 
have just been socialized in a way where they do that, they just split the check no matter 
what. And I think having the courage to engage in those conversations is a huge strategy for 
community wellness to start normalizing this. So, I'm so glad you brought that example up, 
Deshna.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, I really like that because it would happen to me in a lot of 
situations where people would go, oh, yeah, let's split the check evenly when I just order 
like maybe a tiny salad. And so, it can definitely be really awkward to bring that up. You can 
cut this out.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: No, I'm actually thinking back when I was in high school and I 
would go out with friends and a lot of people wouldn't tip as much or would leave really, 
little or really, I felt like inappropriately low tips. So, even if the bill was covered, I would be 
so embarrassed with leaving such a small tip that I would end up putting the tip. And my 
workaround with that was just as soon as I got there to ask for a separate check. So, it was 
like, OK, well, I know that I'm going to pay the tip on my bill accordingly, and y'all can 
decide what you're going to do. But I'm not going to be held responsible for your behavior 
around that.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, I've had that happen on quite a few occasions when I was 
younger too. And being a waitress in my past, it's like, I know what it's like to get low or no 
tip. So, I'd be that person too, Lindsey. putting more money on the table and covering other 
people's tips to having those conversations is very important.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah. My perspective too. Christina changed after I worked at the 
creamery at Penn State. Now I make sure to leave a 20% tip always.  
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LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: And we should normalize too, especially we're talking about 
in our community, we have a lot of international population, and the rest of the world pays 
people different wages. And tips aren't as much of a thing. Like the one and only time I 
waitressed was while I was working in the UK, and we didn't really get tipped all that much 
because the wages were higher. And so, I again giving the most generous interpretation. 
Keeping in mind that people coming from different countries or different cultural 
backgrounds may have been socialized in a different way where that's just not their 
custom. So, I don't think it's ever about shaming anybody, but it's just about keeping 
mindful of what your boundaries are in those situations.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Yeah, because I mean, like you said, Lindsey, when I first came here, I 
also was unaware of the tipping culture. So, I also think it's about taking responsibility to 
educate yourself, which is what I did.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Yeah, and if we go to normalizing those conversations, if you 
are the person who is—and this goes for us if we're visiting somewhere else, learn what you 
can ahead of time, or if you notice something seems out of alignment with your 
expectation, ask. And then if someone does ask, answer just neutrally. You don't have to 
shame around it just because—and we're talking about country cultural differences. This 
could just be a difference in family values or how someone was raised or different regions 
of the country that might have different practices around things. So just staying open, 
curious, compassionate in all these dialogues is always important. And especially when 
we're talking about money, because there can be so much shame and discomfort around 
it.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Exactly. And when we do that, we're not just helping ourselves. We're 
helping create a culture were talking about money isn't taboo or shameful. It becomes part 
of wellness, just like we talk about emotional health or physical health. And honestly, this 
matters even more when we look at the gap in financial literacy among women. Studies 
have shown that women, on average, report lower confidence in managing money, even 
though they often handle household budgets and long-term planning. That's not because 
we're any less capable. It's because we haven't always been included in those 
conversations or taught to prioritize financial education. And I've been trying to change that 
for myself lately. I've started listening to podcasts, reading articles, and doing my own 
research. Even though it felt daunting at first, I mean, it still feels daunting sometimes. But 
I'm still trying to stay open to learning. The more we talk about money, the more confident 
we become.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: And at the end of the day, financial wellness isn't just 
personal, it is relational at both an interpersonal level and a broader community level.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: This is more of an individual strategy, but it ties into what we're 
talking about. If you're someone who feels uncomfortable having conversations about 
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money, try getting curious about that. Ask yourself where that discomfort might be coming 
from, because understanding it is the first step towards shifting it.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's a great point because so much of this is learned 
behavior. And as we've talked about in, I believe, our intellectual wellness, we can always 
form new neural pathways. So, we can absolutely cultivate more comfort with engaging 
with this degree of wellness.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: Another way to bring community into financial wellness is by finding a 
money buddy. Someone you can check in with, share your goals with, and swap ideas with.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah, I love this idea of a money buddy. And I've heard of money 
lunches where friends meet to keep each other motivated. And so, it's not about 
comparison, it's about support.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Oh, I love that. As we wrap up, I want to go back to a word that 
you, Deshna, I think used earlier, which is empowerment. And as we're thinking about 
money in the community sense, it can feel really empowering to grow your financial 
literacy and support of your financial wellness and to normalize these conversations 
internally and then also with others. So, as I shared, I'm thinking of having this dinner with 
my friend where we were just openly talking about our finances and it felt very empowering. 
I think that's a good word to use. So, nurturing this degree of wellness within herself and 
then sharing it and normalizing it outward can affect that empowerment at a community 
level.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: I really like that. I'm going to try that the next time I go out for dinner with 
a friend.  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: Yeah. And I think normalizing conversations is so important. When 
we treat money like its taboo, it just adds to stress and confusion. But when we open up 
even just a little, it can create space for both learning and connection.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: That's it for this episode of 12 Degrees. To learn more, you 
can visit wellness.psu.edu. Also be sure to like and follow this podcast so you don't miss 
any of the upcoming conversations that will help you adopt healthy habits. I'm Lindsey 
Whissel Fenton,  
 
CHRISTINA LIGHTNER: I'm Christina Lightner.  
 
DESHNA NAGAR: And I'm Deshna Nagar.  
 
LINDSEY WHISSEL FENTON: Until next time, we wish you good progress on your wellness 
journey. 12 Degrees is produced by WPSU in collaboration with the Penn State Ross and 
Carol Nese College of Nursing. This podcast is intended for informational purposes only 
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and is not intended to be a substitute for medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always 
seek the advice of your physician or other qualified healthcare provider with any questions 
you may have regarding a medical or mental health condition. Please consult your 
physician or other qualified health care provider immediately if you are experiencing any 
suicidal thoughts. If you're in crisis, help is available for free 24/7 in the US by calling or 
texting the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline at 988. More information is available at 
988lifeline.org.  
 
[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 


