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This week FA-IQ interviewed Ted Halpern, founder and president of Halpern Financial, a fee-only firm 

based in Rockville, Md. Halpern recalls how a simple visualization exercise helped a client make a difficult 

decision. 

I work with high-net-worth clients, which often means a discussion about a big-ticket purchase has 

nothing to do with whether they can afford it. That was exactly the case when two clients, a married 

couple in their forties, recently met with me to talk about buying a new car. 

The clients knew they wanted an SUV, but they hadn’t yet decided which model to buy. I asked the wife 

what was holding up their decision. She told me they were having a hard time choosing between two 

different options. Both were great, but one model was much more luxurious — and about $30,000 more 

expensive. Neither of the clients had grown up in a wealthy family, but both had arrived at a place where 

they were quite successful. They could afford the fancier car. But they clearly felt guilty about     

spending that much money, and they were asking me to be their financial conscience. 

From my perspective, there was no right or wrong answer. So I decided to help them think about the 

problem in a different way. I asked the clients to visualize the two SUVs side by side in the parking lot 

outside. I told them to imagine themselves touching each car — opening the door, sitting inside, 

smelling that new-car smell, turning on the radio. Then, I asked them to imagine standing behind both 

cars, with a key fob in each hand. When they popped the trunk of the car on the left — the more 

expensive model — I told them to imagine it was empty. But when they popped the trunk of the car on 

the right, it contained a briefcase with $30,000 in it. “Sit with that image for a little while,” I told them. 
 

 

Later on, the wife e-mailed me a photograph of the car they had eventually decided on. It was the less 

expensive option. “But there’s no briefcase in the trunk!” she joked. That message told me my 

visualization exercise had really stuck with her. 

I think visualization exercises can be a very useful way to help clients work through a decision they’re 

struggling with. In this case, the clients could’ve chosen either option — there wasn’t a “better” choice. I 

just wanted to help them determine which decision would make them feel more comfortable. Often, 

people think about a decision in just one way, or approach it from just one angle. A different perspective 

can open up the possibilities and help them reframe the decision. It’s also a more holistic way of 

approaching a major purchase than just thinking about it in terms of numbers on a spreadsheet. 

Visualization can help clients see things in a different light. Sometimes that’s all they need to be able to 

make the decision that’s right for them. 


