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Ann’s husband, Ken, of 35 years just
passed away of heart failure. He was in
a senior management position with a
local telephone company and was well
compensated. Aside from running a
small antique booth at a consignment
store, Ann never worked outside of the
home. Their three adult children left the
nest years ago allowing Ken and Ann to
live a very comfortable lifestyle including
international travel, owning a large
home in an affluent area, and
purchasing new vehicles frequently.

As expected, Ken’s passing devastated
Ann. Her friends recommended she
consult with a financial advisor, which is
when she found us. A very detailed
financial plan was prepared outlining
and prioritizing nearly 50 issues that
needed attention; some pressing, others
than could wait.

She thanked us for our hard work and
told us that she planned to immediately
implement our recommendations.

Four months later we checked in with

Ann to see how she was progressing
with her plan. Nothing had been
addressed, not even the time sensitive
issues. Ann simply didn’t have the
desire to start this process and didn’t
feel like calling anyone. The emotional
toll of the loss of her husband prevented
her from acting. She subsequently
hired us to help her implement her
financial plan. That was five years ago.
With the proper education and planning,
she is a more confident person today
and still thanks us for helping her
through that very difficult time years
ago.

Working with clients going through the
loss of a spouse or partner, we have
identified ten common financial
mistakes that can be avoided with
proper planning and advice. We felt it
was time to produce this eBook with the
goal of helping you and your loved ones
not only identify these financial issues
but also start dealing with them
appropriately.

This eBook can certainly help guide you

in the right direction, but please realize
that every person’s situation is different
and many factors that may affect your
specific situation may not be addressed.
Seek out professional assistance if your
situation calls for it. On to the Top Ten…

Copyright holder is licensing this eBook under the Creative Commons License, Attribution 3.0 located at the following link: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/.  
Please feel free to post this eBook on your blog, email it, or link to it with whomever you believe will benefit from reading it.

Are These Mistakes Really Such A Big Deal?

Each page will have a related action
item in a box with a yellow border.
Take these to heart. They can save
you a lot of frustration, time, and
money.

Action Item: Get a notebook and pen
ready. As you read through this
eBook, start tracking the issues that
may affect your situation.

Disclaimer: We are not attorneys
and do not give legal advice. Any
comments contained herein on legal
matters are merely our observations
or opinions and should not be relied
upon as legal advice. The appropriate
legal counsel should be sought and
the legal aspects of your situation
considered before action is taken.
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Top Ten Financial Mistakes

1. Failing to prepare when death is expected or anticipated.

2. Listening to investment tips or advice from a family member or friend who is not a professional advisor.

3. Working through emotional challenges and grief with excessive spending.

4. Getting pressured into making decisions on financial issues that can or should wait. On the other hand, 

there may be certain financial decisions that are time sensitive.

5. Moving, transferring, or renaming accounts or assets in a way that produces undesirable financial 

results.

6. Hoping your money will last without properly evaluating your entire financial situation. As a related 

issue…expecting the quality of your life to remain the same when it may need to be adjusted downward.

7. Failing to update estate planning documents, retirement accounts, and life insurance policies.

8. Failing to put life insurance in place to protect those that now rely on your financial support.

9. Moving from your home too quickly or holding onto the home when you cannot afford to stay.

10. Failing to take the proper financial and estate planning steps when considering remarriage.
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If the event is anticipated, plan
ahead…

Most of us tend to procrastinate,
especially around issues that result in
pain, suffering, discomfort, or general
unease. However, almost any amount
of pre-planning can ease the amount
of pain and suffering one has to
endure.

Remember Ann from the first story on
page 2?

Both Ann and Ken knew that his
family had a history of fatal heart
attacks at an early age. Ken wasn’t
really taking care of himself from a
health perspective, either.

One of Ann’s important tasks should
have been to identify and locate
account documents, online accounts,
login user IDs, passwords, and PINs.
This can be an enormous task. We
have helped clients sift through dusty
old boxes stored in the garage just to
find tax returns and business-related
paperwork containing important tax
and legal information. After all of the
boxes, closets, file drawers, and safes

are searched, it’s time to contact the
family’s attorneys, accountants,
insurance agents, current and former
employers, and so on, just to obtain
information needed for further legal
and financial requirements.

Ann should have insisted that Ken
update his last will and powers of
attorney, their living trust, as well as
beneficiary designations for his
retirement accounts, pensions, life
insurance policies, and annuities.

If the living trust is up to date, make
sure it is funded! This means that
certain assets like individual and joint
accounts, and the home, may need to
be titled in the name of the trust. This
helps with estate administration,
especially when the surviving spouse
passes away or is incapacitated.

Some people want to donate their
organs. Get this set up through your
state’s motor vehicle division or check
with your family doctor or estate
planning attorney.

If a safe deposit box exists, make sure
you are listed as a co-signer. Without

this co-signer status, getting access to
the box may be delayed or require
additional paperwork. You don’t want
this to happen if your spouse’s last will
or other critical paperwork are kept
there.

If your spouse owns a business, you
might want to understand the basics
of how it operates, who the key
employees are, and what the
business succession plan states, if
there is one. Entire books are written
on business succession planning so it
is important to get organized now.

Don’t forget to prepare burial,
cremation, and funeral instructions. If
your spouse had a desire to have his
ashes spread over Mt Kilimanjaro, the
right people won’t know that, unless
his wishes are written down.
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1.  Failing To Prepare

Action Item: If there is time, start 
organizing now. Work through the 
Pre-Planning Checklist included at 
the end of this eBook.
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2.    Getting Investment Tips From Family And Friends

Sometimes family, friends, and 
money just don’t mix…

Becky lost her husband to a
motorcycle accident at a young age.
Her oldest child, Steve, was a real
estate agent who made a very good
living during the recent real estate
bubble. He convinced his mom to buy
an expensive rental property with the
idea that the property value will only go
up. It didn’t. Becky ended up losing
over $100,000 that she really didn’t
have to lose.

Later, after the real estate bubble
popped, Steve tried to convince his
mom to take out a $250,000 mortgage
on her paid-off home so that he could
buy a “can’t fail” business. By that
time, Becky was working with us and
we told her no way. Her son kept
pushing and she finally “loaned” him
$40,000 expecting monthly
repayments. She received a total of
one repayment. The business has
since failed and is now worthless.
_______________________________

Joyce sold her home on the East
Coast and wondered what to do with

the $80,000 in proceeds. Her friend
put her in touch with George, an
annuity salesperson who was offering
10% bonuses on certain purchases.
He and his company promptly earned
a $12,000 commission on a quick
annuity sale. Several years later
Joyce moved to Arizona and, in
declining health with rising health care
expenses, came to us for financial
advice. It turns out that if she took
more than 10% of her annuity value
out in any one year, she would pay up
to a 15% surrender charge just to
access her own money! This particular
annuity required 22 years before the
surrender charges reached zero
percent.
_______________________________

The moral of these stories is that
although family and friends may have
good intentions and in some cases
think they have “can’t fail”
opportunities, it normally doesn’t work
out that way.

We all know the adage that if it sounds
too good to be true, it probably is. The
other piece of wisdom here is that
investing is not easy. There are

companies spending large amounts of
time and money on financially
engineered products that look great,
but under the hood they are so
complicated that even their sales force
can’t explain to you how they work.

An investment recommendation made
by a family member, because they own
it too, may not be appropriate for your
specific situation. They may not be
aware of your tax situation, goals, or
differences in risk tolerance.

Don’t focus only on the potential
rewards. You need to understand the
risks as well. Most non-professionals
don’t know the right questions to ask to
properly assess risk.
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Action Item: The top three
professionals you may need are the
financial advisor, CPA/accountant,
and estate planning attorney. Locate
them now and discuss your situation
with them.
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3.    Spending Money For Emotional Reasons

Spending money to satisfy one’s
emotional needs may do more harm
than good…

Melinda lost her husband two years
ago. Both were in their late forties with
three teenage children and they were
living paycheck to paycheck with little
savings. With life insurance payments,
Melinda suddenly found herself with
more than $600,000 in the bank.

She decided to remodel the home for
which $75,000 was initially budgeted.
Within two years of receiving the life
insurance money, Melinda had spent
nearly $200,000 on the home remodel,
which still was not finished, and half of
the $600,000 was gone. At her current
rate of spending, she will be penniless
in another two years.

How does this happen? In Melinda’s
case she was never used to having
money. With all that cash just a
computer click away, she thought there
would always be plenty. Not only is
her husband gone, but the life
insurance money that was supposed to
replace a good portion of his earning

potential is gone as well.

The best thing Melinda could have
done was to pretend that money didn’t
exist for the time being and start
working on a budget or spending plan
with her financial advisor. Having a
plan in place can help guide us during
uncertain times. A spending plan
needs to be monitored and updated,
just like any plan.

If spending can’t be avoided, the
advisor should calculate how much can
be spent without jeopardizing other
priority goals like retirement and
education funding. Once this
predetermined amount is spent, there
is no more to spend outside of the
spending plan. Well, that’s the theory.

If Melinda’s mindset was one where
this money really represented a
retirement nest egg, maybe she
wouldn’t have spent as much as she
did on discretionary items today.
However, the desire to spend in
situations like this can represent a way
of offsetting the grief felt when a loved
one is suddenly gone. This may

require help beyond the financial
advisor such as a professional
counselor.

Melinda is back to work and may need
to work full-time for a good portion of
her life to cover living expenses as well
as fund her children’s college
education.

Through proper planning the value of
this $600,000 could have been worth
millions of dollars over Melinda’s
lifetime. Now she may never get the
chance to experience the security that
comes with having a sufficiently large
retirement nest egg.
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Action Item: Before spending large
sums of money, work with your
financial advisor to prepare a
spending plan. Then, stick to it,
monitor and update it periodically. You
will be glad you did.
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Pressure and procrastination can be
costly but for different reasons...

Ann’s husband passed away and she
didn’t know which way to turn; so she
didn’t turn. Day after day she looked
at that written financial plan but just
didn’t know where to start or whether
any of it really made a difference.

We knew there were time-sensitive
issues needing immediate attention, so
once Ann started working with us, the
first stop we made was to an estate
planning attorney. The attorney was
familiar with estate tax returns, known
as a Form 706 to all tax professionals.
Ann had gone nearly seven months
without talking to a tax professional or
preparing any documents needed for
the 706. Under normal circumstances,
the 706 is due nine months after the
date of death. Four days prior to this
deadline, the IRS received our request
for a six month extension.

The search and collection of, and
request for documents began in
earnest for all information related to
Ann’s husband’s estate. The 706 was

completed and filed just shy of the
extension date.
_______________________________

Cindy was in a different situation. She
was faced with finding a financial
advisor to assist her. She actively
sought out professional advice but had
little experience with the wide variety of
products and services offered in the
financial services industry.

She received an invitation to a free
seminar about tax-sheltered investing;
dinner included. During the seminar
the “advisor” spoke of sheltering the
portfolio from taxes, using home equity
to leverage net worth, and 11% annual
growth rates.

The next day after the seminar Cindy
received a call from the “advisor” and
he insisted that this good deal was
going away soon. Cindy needed to act
quickly, he said. She said she wanted
to think about it. For the next two
weeks she was confronted by this
advisor and reminded to “not lose out
on this great deal.” The 11% returns
and the tax shelter really appealed to

her so she decided to be assertive and
buy the investment which required
taking out a mortgage on an already
paid-off home.

Two years later the stock markets
dropped substantially and the 11%
annual gains she expected quickly
turned into losses. Not only that, but
she had a monthly mortgage to pay.

This is a case where Cindy should
have had her attorney and CPA review
this “opportunity.” There was no
reason to jump into such a financial
arrangement especially when it
required taking on more debt. This
“advisor” was not an advisor but a
financial product salesperson and very
good at his job of selling.

Action Item: If someone is trying to
pressure you into a financial decision,
have your other advisors review the
soundness of the recommendation.
Also, find out from your advisors what
tasks require immediate attention.

4.    Making Changes Too Quickly Or Not At All
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“Wait one year before making
any changes”

Sage advice or an over-used not so
well thought-out warning?

Certainly any major decision should be
made with a clear head after carefully
weighing the pros and cons. However,
there are two problems: first, a
bereaved spouse or partner can be in
a fog, a state of incoherence, for a long
time; second, some individuals take
this advice of “wait one year” and apply
it to everything, all decisions, whether
major or not.

The solution is two-fold; first, prioritize
your financial, tax, and legal issues
into those that need to be addressed
now or soon, and those that can wait:
second, work with a professional
advisor who, by law, has a fiduciary
duty to their client.

Issues that may need to be
addressed within the first year:

1. Health insurance premium

payments through spouse’s
business.

2. Money you are relying on is
invested very aggressively.

3. Filing an IRS Form 706.
4. Not exercising employee stock

options within allotted time limit.
5. Failing to use Net Operating

Losses from prior business activity.
6. Failing to harvest tax losses, both

before and after the death.
7. ID Theft, monitoring credit reports.
8. Not updating cost basis of

investments in a timely manner,
paying too much in taxes after
liquidating investments.

9. Disclaiming property by the 9th

month.
10.Failing to split the decedent’s IRA

by the end of the year after death.
Failure to take RMDs as well.

11.Locating unknown pensions, life
insurance policies, and other
benefits.

12.Failing to continue business activity.
13.Updating legal documents and

financial accounts.
14.Unable to afford the home.
15.Selling a home too quickly without

understanding the tax issues.
_______________________________

How do I find a professional
financial advisor who must fulfill a
fiduciary duty?

Locate a fee-only Certified Financial
Planner (CFP®) practitioner. Have
them answer the questions on the
NAPFA Comprehensive Financial
Advisor Checklist included at the end
of this eBook. Make sure they are
looking at your entire financial situation
and not just the investments. Also
make sure they have significant
experience working with the widowed
community. These steps will help you
distinguish the true advisors from
salespeople.
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Action Item: Prioritize your tasks,
financial and legal issues. Address
the higher priority issues in a timely
manner. Locate and work with a
financial advisor who has a fiduciary
requirement by law.

4 (cont.)  Myth: Don’t Do Anything for One Year
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5.    Transferring Or Renaming Accounts Incorrectly

Undesirable financial or tax results
can happen when an account is re-
titled or transferred without
understanding the details
surrounding the change…

After Larry’s death, Diane decided to
simplify her life by consolidating the
nearly one dozen investment accounts
of various sorts.

During the transfer of an annuity to a
new annuity company, she noticed that
the amount transferred was nearly
$20,000 less than expected.

Diane contacted the annuity company
and was told that she had incurred a
12% surrender charge because the
annuity was only purchased three years
ago. Twelve percent seemed extremely
high, Diane noted, but the company
representative reminded Diane of the
6% bonus she and her husband
received when opening the annuity three
years ago. But what about my
husband’s death, she asked. The
representative said that with this specific
annuity, the death of the person covered
does not eliminate the surrender fees if
the annuity is transferred out of the

annuity company prior to the 15th

anniversary of the annuity contract.
Fifteen years!

Though Diane escaped income taxes by
transferring this annuity to another
annuity using an allowed IRS method,
she missed the part about the surrender
fees and lost $20,000.
________________________________

Ellen and her husband had a joint
brokerage account with some highly
appreciated stocks worth nearly
$1,500,000. He passed away in early
2000. Ellen’s broker helped her
establish the new cost basis for her
husband’s half of the stocks in the joint
account. This would lower her tax
liability should she ever sell any of the
stocks. In late summer the stock
markets started tumbling. Ellen got
nervous and sold all the stocks in the
account.

During the tax preparation meeting, her
CPA asked about the sale of the stocks
and wanted to confirm her suspicions so
she organized a conference call with
Ellen’s new estate planning attorney.
The attorney confirmed the CPA’s

concern in that the account was held as
Joint With Right Of Survivorship
(JTWROS). So technically, Ellen owed
over $110,000 in capital gains taxes on
the appreciation of her half of the stocks.
The attorney went on to say that had
Ellen and her husband titled the account
as Community Property With Right Of
Survivorship (CPWROS), here in
Arizona, the entire account, not just half,
would have had an adjustment to the
cost basis of the stock and the tax
liability would have been zero.

Similar tax issues can be found with
other property titled as JTWROS, such
as a home.

All of these undesirable financial results
could be eliminated with proper financial
planning and the right advice.
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Action Item: Before any accounts are
transferred, moved, or re-titled, have
your financial advisor and estate
planning attorney review these
decisions.
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6.    Hoping Your Money Will Last

Hope is not a strategy!
- From a Charles Schwab & Co roadside billboard
advertisement…

Nancy’s husband, Bill, passed away in
his 40’s leaving three young teenagers
for Nancy to raise. Bill had earned over
$200,000 per year, plus bonuses,
allowing the family to have a high quality
of life. When he passed away, life
insurance in the amount of $1,000,000
was paid to Nancy and she also
inherited $500,000 in retirement
accounts for a total asset level of
$1,500,000. Aside from Social Security
payments, no other sources of income
existed and Nancy did not work outside
of the home.

Nancy’s spending for herself and the
three girls was on par with previous
years at around $140,000. Her desired
lifestyle as she explained, “is going to
be no different than when Bill was alive.”

To maintain her current lifestyle, and in
addition to the Social Security
payments, Nancy consumed nearly
10% of her portfolio each year in those
first few years and this percentage
increased as the portfolio got smaller.

The issue was that the amount of life
insurance and other assets acquired by
Nancy was not equivalent to Bill’s
earning potential over the next 20 years
had he lived. Over those 20 years, and
accounting for 3% annual inflation, Bill’s
earning potential would be nearly
$4,000,000 in today’s dollars. His life
insurance only covered a quarter of
those potential earnings.

To understand her situation better and
allow for the potential of her assets
lasting her lifetime, Nancy needs to
meet with her financial advisor and have
a detailed financial plan prepared that
addresses cash flow and long-term
planning. If she does this planning, she
will find out that the distributions from
her portfolio should be decreased from
$150,000 per year to about $75,000 per
year or even less in some years.

Nancy’s situation is different than
spending for emotional reasons. A
desire to maintain the status quo is
strong and one of the most difficult
challenges is to reduce lifestyle by
spending less. However, understanding

Needs versus Wants is one place to
start. Another is to track expenses so
that monthly spending can be reviewed
with her advisor. Simply reviewing
expenses on a periodic basis can alter
one’s spending habits.

Her situation wasn’t dire, even after the
new spending plan was introduced. The
two priorities in Nancy’s life were a
college education for her daughters and
a reasonable retirement for herself.
Once she focused on her priorities it
was easy to decide that she will keep
each car much longer, clothing will be
replaced less frequently, and the
remodeling and redecorating projects
will be put on hiatus.
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Action Item: Once you have a
Spending Plan, your financial advisor
must run long-term financial
projections to determine how long
your money should last or what
changes are necessary to your
Spending Plan for the money to have
a better chance at lasting your
expected lifetime.
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7.    Failing To Update Your Important Documents

Estate, legal, and financial
documents most likely need to be
updated to reflect your new status…

Paula recently lost her husband after a
long battle with cancer. Their twin boys
just turned 21.

On a recent trip to Hawaii, Paula
contracted an infection that required a
helicopter airlift to a local hospital. Her
condition worsened and the attending
physician sedated her to a point where
she could no longer make her own
medical decisions.

The medical staff found an orange card
in her wallet that highlighted the fact
that her medical power of attorney and
living will were electronically accessible
via fax. The staff retrieved Paula’s
medical directives, and through a
discussion with her sons, discovered
that her only agent for health care
decisions was her now deceased
husband. She had not updated her
powers of attorney to reflect the fact
that her sons were now adults and
could have assumed the role of agent
or contingent agent for her powers of

attorney. This situation created enough
confusion surrounding who has the
authority to make medical decisions on
Paula’s behalf that medical treatment
was delayed. Paula survived the
incident, however.

After Paula’s release from the hospital
the first thing she did was review her
other legal and financial documents.
She found that her husband was listed
as the beneficiary on her life insurance
as well as her 401k retirement plan.
Because her sons were minors when
she initially completed the beneficiary
forms ten years ago, the grandparents,
who passed away nearly five years ago
were listed as contingent beneficiaries.

What could Paula have done
differently? The main areas to update
are estate planning documents,
employee benefits, and life insurance
policies, anytime a significant life event
takes place.

If your spouse passes away, meet with
your estate planning attorney or find
one. Your trust, last will, financial
power of attorney, healthcare power of

attorney, and living will need to reflect
the reality that your spouse is no longer
the person to list as your agent, or
trustee, any longer.

With employee benefits, update your
beneficiary designations on your life
insurance policies and retirement plans
such as a 401k, 403b, or defined
benefit plan. Check all other benefits at
work and update your emergency
contact information as well.

You may also have private life
insurance policies, annuities, and bank
accounts that need updating. If there
are College Savings Plans (529 Plans)
you may need to re-register them with
you as the new owner or participant.
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Action Item: Update the beneficiary
designations to retirement accounts,
life insurance policies and annuities.
Update estate planning documents
such as your last will, trust, and
powers of attorney.
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8.    Failing to Put Life Insurance  in Place

As the surviving spouse, if you are
financially responsible for children
or other family members, there may
be a need for life insurance on your
life…

Pamela, a working mother of two
children, lost her husband last year to a
work-related accident. There was a
small life insurance payout as well as a
workman’s compensation award, with
the total being around $500,000. With
their two mortgages, Pamela’s
intention, rightly so, was to keep
working until normal retirement.
However, her income was insufficient to
cover the mortgages, college savings,
and the rest of her family’s living
expenses. She initially chose to
supplement her income with
withdrawals from the life insurance but
realized this was not a long-term
solution. The high interest rate second
mortgage was paid off and she worked
hard to spend less than she was
earning.

In Pamela’s situation, both children still

rely on her financially, not just for day
to day living expenses, but for higher
education. She has put away a small
amount of money every month for the
past 12 years but at this point it would
only cover one year of college. Pamela
is hoping that her children will earn
scholarships but she knows this is
unrealistic. Life insurance on her life is
needed, but her employer is a local
grocer and does not provide such a
benefit.

Pamela certainly needs to obtain a
private life insurance policy on her life.
This insurance, if paid out, should
cover living expenses, college funding,
and payoff the mortgages and any
other debt that exists. The analysis
provided by her financial advisor shows
that she has a need of $1,000,000 for
the next 10 to 15 years. Since she is
healthy, such a policy might cost her
about $1,000 to $1,500 a year.
_______________________________

Renee is in a similar situation as
Pamela except that her father, who

suffers from Alzheimer’s, is now living
with her. Not only do Renee’s children
rely on her financially but her father
could potentially live for several
decades with his condition. Should
anything happen to Renee, her children
would end up being raised by her
brother and sister-in-law, and her father
would most likely have to qualify for
Medicaid and be institutionalized at a
nursing home. It is critical that she
obtain life insurance while she has the
health to qualify for good rates.

In each case, the surviving spouse had
a need for life insurance. It’s not always
the guy who needs a significant
amount of life insurance.
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Action Item: Talk to your financial
advisor about the need for life
insurance on your life. If needed, get
it and include this expense in your
Spending Plan.
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9.    Keeping The Home When You Can’t Afford It

A widowed spouse or partner may
see a drop in their quality of life.
This may require selling the home in
exchange for financial stability…

Tracy chose to keep the family home
after her husband passed away. She
was raising her teenage son and felt
that this home would provide stability
for the last two years of high school.

Tracy was considered permanently
disabled and her only income was from
Social Security disability payments.
Her 16 year old son started to receive
Social Security Survivor benefits, but
they stop once he graduates from high
school. Mortgage payments required
most of her disability income. The
remainder went toward utility expenses
and upkeep on the home. Not much
was left for clothing, food, car repairs,
and other critical expenses.

She tried to generate additional income
by selling items on eBay and made
some attempts at raising and selling
animals on her large lot, but her
activities resulted in very little money.
Tracy turned to a small $50,000 IRA

she inherited and started taking early
withdrawals, paying income taxes and
early withdrawal penalties, to cover her
monthly expenses.

Two years after her husband passed
away, the real estate market collapsed
and her home was worth less than her
mortgage. She was forced to walk
away from her home with no home
equity and a drained IRA.

Her advisor, years prior, had strongly
recommended she not stay in the
home due to the expected high
expenses. “Rent a small apartment in
the same school district,” he
suggested, “and keep your expenses
low initially.” Tracy’s need to stay in the
home was stronger than her desire to
be financially savvy.

When deciding whether to keep a
home or not, don’t forget to consider
upkeep of the property. Landscaping,
maintaining the pool, and general
repairs in and around the home should
be factored into your decision. If
someone else performed some or all of
these chores in the past, you need to

ask yourself if you are willing and able
to do the same chores or hire someone
to do them for you. Hiring people costs
money so obtain estimates first and
then include these expenses into your
spending plan to see if the higher
expenses still work in your situation.

The opposite of Tracy’s situation is
where the individual wants to sell the
house immediately, perhaps because it
represents heartbreaking memories.

The decision to sell a financial asset
should be considered from a financial
viewpoint. If emotions get in the way,
the owner may end up selling the asset
at a time when prices or tax
consequences are unfavorable. There
may be other options to consider.
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financial projections created by your
financial advisor, the home
affordability question must be
addressed.
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10.   Getting Remarried Without Planning For It 

Eventually you may want to start a
new life. Remarriage comes with
many issues to consider. Plan
ahead…

Wendy inherited everything through the
probate process after her husband
passed away. Assets included cash,
stocks, and bonds valued at nearly
$400,000 plus the home valued at
$500,000. They never liked debt and so
no debt or mortgage existed.

She thought it would be good to start
meeting new people and over time met
several nice gentlemen. Two years later
Wendy accepted Tom’s marriage
proposal. Tom had also lost his spouse
to cancer.

Wendy never felt comfortable with
financial decisions but Tom was there
now. He suggested they start with a joint
checking and savings account as well as
a joint investment account. Each
contributed what they had to these
accounts. Tom seemed to be well read
on investments and suggested some
changes to the investment portfolio that
involved purchases of a few no-load
mutual funds. With Tom’s confidence,

Wendy seemed relieved that she didn’t
have to make such decisions.

Two years later Wendy discovered that
Tom was having an affair and she
promptly met with an attorney to discuss
her situation. The attorney explained
that Arizona is a community property
state, meaning that all community
assets are normally split evenly in a
divorce and all separate property
belongs to the person who brought it
into the marriage.

When Wendy explained her inheritance
from her former husband and the fact
that the investments were now in a joint
account, the attorney had some serious
concerns. As she analyzed the
investment statements the attorney
realized that Tom was managing the
accounts and had sold most of the
individual stocks and replaced them with
mutual funds bought from commingled
cash. There was no way to distinguish
exactly which investments were
Wendy’s and which were Tom’s. With
Tom bringing $50,000 of his own money
into this new marriage, if the assets
were split 50/50, Wendy stood to lose a

lot of what used to be her sole and
separate net worth.

Wendy’s attorney also explained that the
home she inherited may also be in
jeopardy. Tom was maintaining the
home, making repairs, painting it, and
even added a room. Tom’s activities
could result in the court ruling that the
home is now community property.

Wendy’s net worth was about to be cut
in half. Had she met with an attorney
prior to the marriage, she most certainly
would have been advised to consider a
prenuptial agreement (or a post-nuptial
agreement after the marriage).

There was credit card debt too, nearly
$40,000 on five of Tom’s cards. All
charged during his marriage to Wendy.
This liability was split evenly between
Wendy and Tom during their divorce
proceedings even though Wendy hadn’t
charged a dime on his cards.

This eBook courtesy of Jim Schwartz, CFP®, CDFA™, Senior Advisor, Strategic Wealth Advisors, LLC, www.Xpertadvice.com
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Work through the Remarriage Issues
Checklist at the end of this eBook. At a
minimum, consult with your estate
planning attorney on this issue.
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 If there is time, start organizing now. Work through the Pre-Planning Checklist included at the end of this 
eBook.

 The top three advisors needed in many situations where a spouse has passed away are the financial advisor, 
CPA/accountant, and estate planning attorney. Locate, evaluate, and select them now to discuss your situation.

 Before spending large sums of money, work with your financial advisor to prepare a spending plan. Then, stick 
to it, monitor and update it periodically.

 If someone is trying to pressure you into a financial decision or purchase, have your advisors review the 
soundness of the recommendation. There is no room for a pressure salesman in your life.

 Before any accounts or assets are transferred, moved, or re-titled, have your financial advisor and estate 
planning attorney review these decisions.

 Once you have a spending plan in place, your financial advisor should also run long-term financial projections 
to determine how long your money may last or advise you on what changes to your spending plan may be 
needed to improve the chances that your money will last longer.

 Update the beneficiary designations on retirement accounts, annuities. and life insurance policies. Update your 
estate planning documents such as your last will, trust, and powers of attorney.

 Talk to your financial advisor about your own life insurance needs. If needed, add this expense to your 
spending plan.

 As part of the long-term financial projections created by your financial advisor, the home affordability question 
should be addressed. Don’t keep the home if it is a financial burden.

 Considering remarriage? At a minimum, consult with your estate planning attorney on this issue. You can also 
work through the Remarriage Issues Checklist at the end of this eBook. 

Summary Of Action Items
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Financial Security Is Up To You

The Fact Is…

…many husbands, more from the older
generations it seems, assume that they
are the person in charge of the money.
Or they talk their wives into the idea that
they are going to take care of them and
there is no need for the wife to
understand or help manage the family
finances. These are not good reasons.
Why not?

1. Women live, on average, five years
longer than men. For women over
age 65, almost half are widowed
and about 7 in 10 of these women
live alone.* The greater majority of
women do end up being responsible
for their own finances.

2. Women, on average, without regard
to ethnic background, earn 20% less
than their male counterparts.** This
means they have less to save and
they earn smaller Social Security
benefits. Financially, women have to
be smarter and start planning sooner
than men just to approach the same
financial stability that many men
achieve during their lifetime.

Make it known to your spouse that it is
critical that both of you understand the
family finances and that both of you
should at least be informed about the
financial issues affecting the family.
Every two weeks or every month, hold a
family finance meeting to go over issues
such as spending plans, investments,
financial goals, and estate plans. The
more you insist on this now, the better
prepared you will be should you find
yourself on your own.

*U.S. Census data
**Institute for Women’s Policy Research
________________________________

Getting Educated…

One of your missions should be to build
your financial literacy and awareness
through education. This can be done
many ways including eBooks such as
this one, courses at your local college,
and through your trusted advisors.

Be careful of seminars and courses
offered at the local college. Many fine
advisors teach such seminars and

courses, but you will also find
unscrupulous “advisors” (i.e.
salespeople) looking for new customers
so they can sell them unnecessary
investments. It’s important to distinguish
between the professional advisor and
the financial product salesperson. There
are ways to differentiate the two and we
have a list of questions you can pose to
a potential advisor. Their answers to
these questions will help you distinguish
between a professional advisor and a
salesperson.

Meetup groups are springing up
everywhere and for every purpose and
interest. You can find dozens in your
area at www.meetup.com. You may find
a local Meetup group that not only
provides social support but also helps
you get answers to all those financial
and money related questions. Sharing
stories with one another is a great way
to learn.
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Locate original documents

Organ donor card – Obtain one if so desired

Consolidate bank accounts for simplicity (check FDIC insurance)

Safe Deposit Box – Get your and your spouse’s name on it as co-signers

Change individual accounts to Joint (JTWROS), Community Property (CPWROS), or in a trust

Business - Get to know the inner workings, understand the key personnel and documents

Create a trust if your estate planning attorney recommends it (don’t forget to fund it!)

If the terminally-ill spouse is a trustee, executor, fiduciary, custodian, guardian, or administrator for any other trust, estate, 
person, or situation, make sure you and other family members know who to contact to name a replacement or successor to 
these positions.

Update/Review beneficiary designations on all IRA accounts, annuities, employee retirement plans, life insurance, and 
Payable-On-Death and Transfer-On-Death accounts.

Write a Letter of Instruction - This is for the deceased to write while alive to express his intent for the assets left to his 
beneficiaries. Discuss values and hopes of how family members get along, are raised, educated, see the world, and so on.

Life insurance on life of anticipated survivor or single spouse, especially if the surviving spouse will have dependents.

Build credit history for the future surviving spouse in need of one. 

Prepare an inventory of wallet contents. This can help when family members need to determine which credit cards are 
owned, what memberships exist, and possibly where to find health insurance and bank account information.

Gather all computer, online account, and online membership User IDs and passwords, and the safe combination.

Cash on hand to cover expenses while the estate is getting settled or assets/accounts are frozen.

Burial/Cremation/Funeral Preparation & Instructions
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If you or your future spouse receive support, alimony, or Social Security payments, how will re-marriage affect these 
payments?

How will income, that each party or both parties receive, be handled?

Is it better to file joint or separate income tax returns?

How will monthly expenses be paid? Split evenly? Paid from one account or another?

Does each party understand the debt, income, and asset situation of the other party? 

Should a prenuptial be considered? 

Should credit cards be obtained in single or joint names? Who is responsible to pay debt accrued on these cards?

If one or both of you operate a personal business, what will happen to it should a divorce take place?

If each party has a home, which home will the couple live in and how will it be titled? What happens to the survivor spouse 
should the owner spouse pass away?

If an inheritance is expected, how will inherited assets be titled, managed, and maintained.

If a new car, boat, piece of land, or computer is purchased, how will this property be handled?

How will the assorted accounts be split should one spouse pass away?

If a divorce occurs, will spousal support (alimony) be paid, and by whom?

Discuss with your potential spouse your obligations to your children and parents.

If both parties have their own financial advisor (or other professional), which advisor will be consulted after the marriage?

Which holidays and vacations are spent with which families?

Will religious beliefs, or lack thereof, conflict with or require changing for one or both spouses? 
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