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Money is an interesting actor that
plays two roles in our lives.

In the first, money equals money.
It fits in a spreadsheet. It’s some-
thing to be calculated. In the other,
money equals stories. It’s what we
tell ourselves about our relationship
with money.

For six years, we have rented a
home in Park City, Utah, and put off
making any long-term real estate
commitments. We knew we would
get to it — eventually. Well, even-
tually arrived, and we looked at the
spreadsheet.

Even after entering conservative
assumptions about income, savings,
housing prices, and the renting-ver-

sus-owning calculation in Utah, the
numbers don’t lie. The spreadsheet
shows that if we want to stay in the
community we love, the best thing
we can do is buy. That’s great news,
right?

But here’s the story I’ve told

myself: The moment I,
Carl Richards, buy a sin-
gle-family home, this one
action will cause a global
financial meltdown. The
housing market will crash.
The financial markets will
collapse. It’s a powerful
story based on strong
emotions around my ex-
perience losing a home in
Las Vegas.

I know I am not alone in
telling myself stories that
are not true. Maybe you

have told yourself that you don’t
need to worry about the spread-
sheet. If you just try a little harder
or get a little luckier, things will be
fine. You don’t need to bother with
the actual dollars and cents. I think
we know how that will turn out.

Or maybe your spreadsheet is
perfect. You live within your means
and even saved enough for retire-
ment. But that doesn’t stop you from
telling the story that you’re a day
away from living under a bridge.

Even when the numbers add up,
fear and anxiety can still drive our
stories. So dealing with money is
both a science and an art. We need
the cool logic of the spreadsheet to
help us separate fact from fiction.
But we can’t ignore the stories we
tell ourselves to figure out how we
relate to that money. Paying at-
tention to and understanding both
roles can be the difference between
feeling good or feeling miserable
about money.

I choose to feel good. Check back
with me once we have moved into
our house.

Botto Bistro is far from the worst
restaurant in America. But it doesn’t
mind if you think so.

A small Italian place across the
bay from San Francisco, Botto is
just a few miles from my house. The
other night, I packed up the family
and headed off for dinner.

I remembered one of Botto’s
reviews on Yelp said, “The pizza
tastes like the rag at Denny’s that
they use to wipe down the counters
and tabletops,” so we decided to get

that, plus a beet salad.
The attitude is a little brusque.

“We have no ice, no butter, no ranch,
no lemon,” a sign behind the count-
er warns. “We charge for bread. We
charge for everything.”

Give Botto five stars for under-
mining Yelp. The bistro did not want
to be reviewed and let itself be sub-
ject to the whims of people with no
names but plenty of opinions. But
Yelp doesn’t allow businesses to opt
out.

Some shady outfits try to load the
dice by buying favorable reviews,
but Botto went in the other direc-
tion. It asks people to trash it. When
we left, the co-owner and chef, Da-
vide Cerretini, gave me a sticker
that said, “I gave Botto one star on
Yelp.” If I did that, my next pizza
would be half price.

The restaurant has been fighting

Yelp in earnest for nearly two years.
More than half of its 250 reviews are
one-star. Mr. Cerretini seems to en-
joy the game. “It may sound to you
like a suicide mission, but our busi-
ness is up,” he said.

If Botto’s critical notices on Yelp
are often written to be outrageous
and unbelievable (“the pizza ar-
rived at the table with a dead rat
under the cheese”), they also reflect
the confused state of reviewing on
the internet. Even as researchers
are finding that reviews are less
reliable, more people are relying
on them. On Yelp, the number of re-
views exceeds 100 million.

Reviews tell us what to read next,
where to eat dinner and what to or-
der there, where to go on vacation
and what doctor to call.

But if reviews are ubiquitous,
there are also persistent controver-

sies over how many were bought
by the subject rather than written
as finely reasoned opinions from a
neutral party, and whether that dis-
torts all results.

In May, Yelp issued 59 new Con-
sumer Alerts, notices it puts on a
business’s page that it has been
caught trying to pay for better re-
views. Lifehacker.com recently took
on Rotten Tomatoes and Metacritic,
arguing that their method of com-
piling reviews was “fundamentally
flawed.” FiveThirtyEight.com re-
ported that “men are sabotaging the
online reviews of TV shows aimed
at women.”

Bart de Langhe, an assistant pro-
fessor of marketing at the University
of Colorado, used to see numerical
reviews online and accept them im-
plicitly. Then, when his son was born,
he needed to buy a car seat. Mr. de
Langhe noticed that the seat rated
lowest by Consumer Reports got a
high rating on Amazon, and the one
rated highest by Consumer Reports
received a low rating on Amazon.

The more popular seat on Ama-
zon was also more expensive. Were
reviewers, he wondered, paying
more attention to things like price
and brand than the ability of the
seat to protect its occupant? With
two other researchers, Mr. de Lang-
he began a study that compared on-
line reviews for items like air-con-
ditioners and car batteries with the
evaluations in Consumer Reports.

“Navigating by the Stars” was
published in April in The Journal of
Consumer Research. After analyz-
ing 344,157 Amazon ratings of 1,272
products in 120 product categories,
the researchers found “a substan-
tial disconnect” between the objec-
tive quality information that online
reviews actually convey and the ex-
tent to which consumers trust them.

In other words, the consumer saw
a number — 4.6 stars out of 5 — and
took it much more seriously than it
merited.

Nearly half the time, Amazon re-
viewers and the Consumer Reports
experts disagreed about which item
in a random pair was better.

Julie Law, a spokeswoman for
Amazon, said “Amazon customer
reviews reflect the feedback, tastes
and concerns of real customers, not
professional reviewers. That’s what
makes them powerful.”

Mr. de Langhe stuck with this
recommendation: “You should rely
much less on reviews than you cur-
rently do.”

A few years ago, the board that
administers the certified financial
planner designation decided to
test the idea that investors will ask
pointed questions of a prospective
adviser and not be fooled by a slick
presentation.

So the Certified Financial Planner
Board of Standards hired a profes-
sional D.J. named Azmyth Kamins-
ki, shaved off his dreadlocks, re-
moved his body piercings and put
him in a suit. It taught him a few
financial phrases and sat him in a
conference room. Then it brought
in people looking for a financial ad-
viser. “We gave him buzzwords, like
‘401(k) is the way to go,’ ” said Joe
Maugeri, managing director for cor-
porate relations at the CFP Board.

After Mr. Kaminski spent about
15 minutes with each person, all but
one were ready to work with him,
Mr. Maugeri said.

The experience presents an inter-
esting conundrum for people seek-
ing advice: how best to determine if
a financial adviser is qualified for the
job. And a related question: With fi-
nancial advising becoming a second
career for some, are they bringing
something more to the table because
of their previous experience?

Too often people fixate on fer-
reting out the worst advisers. The
Financial Industry Regulatory Au-
thority’s BrokerCheck website lists
brokers who have had complaints
filed against them, what kinds of
complaints were filed and how they
were resolved. But the broker does
not appear on the list until long af-
ter a problem has been detected.
The bigger issue is whether the per-
son advising you is qualified to do
the job.

John Bowman, managing direc-
tor of the Americas at the CFA In-

stitute, which administers the char-
tered financial analyst designation,
said investors should ensure that
the person making the investment
decisions has the qualifications,
knowledge and experience to make
those selections.

Aligning your interests with
someone who had a previous career,
maybe one similar to what you are
doing now, makes a certain sense.
But how do you know if that person
is truly qualified?

One answer is that credentials
help. They show seriousness about

the profession. And that, mixed with
the ability to listen to and under-
stand your position, can help you
reach your goals.

Gregory Kasten, an anesthesiolo-
gist, finished his medical residency
at the University of Kentucky in 1983
and stayed on staff. At the time, he
said, the investing options offered
through the university were limited
to an annuity or a stock fund. Outside
of that, he was being bombarded by
brokers trying to sell him partner-
ships or mutual funds with high fees.

“I wondered if I couldn’t do bet-
ter,” Dr. Kasten said.

That led to his talking about in-
vestments in the doctors’ lounge
and, initially, a second job advising
his fellow doctors as a registered
investment adviser. When he hit
$70 million of assets under manage-
ment in 1992, he quit being a doc-
tor. Today, he runs Unified Trust, a
$4.5 billion trust company.

What Dr. Kasten brought to his
financial advisory practice was the
ability to connect with his fellow
doctors. He knew how their income
came in. He understood their con-
cerns. But he backed up that trust
with adviser credentials, from a des-
ignation as a certified financial plan-
ner to a master’s in business admin-
istration. “I see the two professions
as very similar,” he said. “There is a
series of best practices, a code of eth-

ics, the doctor-patient relationship.”
But the measure of an adviser

should be the same for those who
have come from another career and
those who have been in the business
all along. “There are a lot of success-
ful people who are trying to leverage
their success in other businesses
and apply it to advice,” Mr. Bowman
said. “I would just challenge them
with the same question: ‘How do
you feel prepared and competent to
handle this person’s life savings?’ ”

The risk is that someone decided
to hang out a shingle and become
an adviser with little knowledge or
because a previous career did not
work out. “Our profession has a low
barrier to entry,” Mr. Bowman said.
“We need to start pulling up forti-
fied walls to protect people.”

The chartered financial analyst

designation is about a person’s abil-
ity to assess investments and pro-
vide advice. The certified financial
planner credential speaks to the
person’s ability to help clients cre-
ate plans for their financial lives.
Both groups are trying to make the
argument that their designations
mean more than the 176 or so others
that can be placed after a person’s
name with few or not very rigorous
requirements.

As to the D.J. who posed as a fi-
nancial adviser, Mr. Maugeri said
that one person still wanted to use
him as a financial adviser even after
finding out the truth.

“It told us a lot about how con-
sumers choose a financial advis-
er,” Mr. Maugeri said. “And how so
much of it is impressions and saying
the right thing.”
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A GOOD IMPRESSION After Azmyth Kaminski, a D.J., cleaned up and learned a
few stock phrases, people were ready to trust their investments to him.
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Millions rely on online
ratings, but a study finds
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Q & A

¶ What 529 accounts does the
Fidelity cash-back card work
with?
Fidelity manages four 529
savings programs, in Arizona,
Delaware, New Hampshire
and Massachusetts.

¶ If I use multiple cash-back
cards, how can I keep them
straight?
Mr. Clements noted that you
could potentially save at high-
er rates by obtaining multiple
cash-back cards and making
sure to use them in the appro-
priate category. If you go that
route, he suggested buying
little colored stickers for the
cards in your wallet to remind
you when to use them, like din-
ing or buying gas or groceries.

Credentials to Check
In Picking an Adviser

Rewards
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Which Reviews to Believe?

How We Deal With Money Is a Science and an Art
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Does it make sense to use a cash-
back credit card to help save for
college? It can, for consumers with
the discipline to pay off their card
balance each month.

A small number of credit cards
offer cash-back rewards that can
be deposited directly into a 529 col-
lege savings account, the popular
state-sponsored accounts that offer
tax advantages. The cards include
the Fidelity Rewards Visa Signature
card, which offers 2 percent cash
back when the reward goes into an
eligible Fidelity account, including
one of its 529 college plans. Others
include the CollegeCounts 529 Re-
wards Visa card for participants in
Alabama’s 529 plan and the Bright
Directions 529 Rewards Visa card,
for participants in the Illinois pro-
gram. The cards, issued by Union
Bank & Trust, offer 1.529 percent
back. The Bright Directions website
estimates that a family spending
$2,500 a month would earn $458 a
year in cash-back savings.

The Upromise MasterCard, of-
fered through Sallie Mae’s Up-
romise college savings program, of-
fers a range of cash-back rewards,
depending on where you shop and
what you buy. Users can earn as
much as 10 percent back if they
shop with the card on Upromise.
com, an online hub for participating
merchants. The cash rewards can
be swept automatically into many
529 accounts.

Part of the cards’ attraction is the
automatic savings they offer, said
Nicholas Clements, co-founder of
the financial website MagnifyMon-
ey.

You could, of course, use general
cash-back credit cards, and depos-
it the savings yourself into a 529
account. Some general cards, how-
ever, have various rules to follow to
maximize their benefits.

“When you automate something,”
Mr. Clements said, “the likelihood of
doing it increases dramatically.”


