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Introduction
There is nothing more devastating than the loss 
of a spouse. No matter how well a couple pre-
pares for the eventuality, losing one’s husband or 
wife is a terrible shock, and one that may require 
years to overcome fully. Thinking about the 
financial consequences of losing a spouse is the 
last thing a survivor wants to deal with.

At the same time, however, a spouse’s death 
initiates a series of financial and legal processes 
that can be bewildering even in the best of times. 
Uncertainty and fear—particularly in the finan-
cial realm—can accompany loss, especially if the 
survivor was not the primary financial decision 
maker. This makes the period fraught with 
unnecessary stress that takes time and energy 
away from the healing process of grief.

This issue is especially important for women to 
consider. According to the 2010 census, of the 
slightly more than 14 million widowed Ameri-
cans, over 11 million (or 79 percent) are women. 
Although gender roles continue to evolve, it 
is not uncommon for many, particularly older 
women, to find themselves making important fi-
nancial decisions for the first time in their lives—
and often without tools to do so effectively.

This white paper discusses and outlines the steps 
that a recent widow or widower should consider 
when facing this significant life transition. It 
offers practical suggestions on how to manage 
this difficult time and how to come to grips with 
the financial aspects of the situation and protect 
your family. It is based on the experience of those 
who have been through this challenging situa-
tion, as well as on the research and experience 
of Kimberly Foss, CEO of Empyrion Wealth 
Management, and that of other professionals.



Beyond the Grief
Financial uncertainty can add additional burdens 
at a time when people are in the greatest need 
of support. When Teresa, a young mother of 
two, lost her husband, Tom, to cancer in 2017, 
she found herself suddenly raising their teenage 
children on her own, returning to school for 
an advanced degree and trying to grapple with 
crushing grief. “I was completely devastated,” she 
says of that period.

Tom left behind a life insurance policy to protect 
his family, and Teresa gave the proceeds to a 
broker, recommended by a family member, to 
invest. “I had no real knowledge of investing,” 
she says, “but I know I had to do something with 
the money.” She also knew that she wanted to be 
conservative, and that she would need to supple-
ment her current income as well as to provide 
for her family’s future.

But as she received her monthly statements, Te-
resa began to panic. Fully invested in stocks, she 
saw the value of her accounts fall precipitously 
as the market tumbled. Worse, her investments 
were so tied up in volatile equities that she had 
difficulty meeting her expenses. “When I had 
to put new windows in my house, I had to sell 
some of my investments, and I probably lost 
some money doing that,” she notes.

Two years later, Teresa turned to a certified fi-
nancial planner and wealth advisor, who created 
a financial plan that was more appropriate to her 
situation. While no wealth advisor can prevent 
losses in the equity market such as those Teresa 

experienced, careful planning can take such ups 
and downs into consideration and set a level of 
risk appropriate for each client. By allocating 
Teresa’s investments across several different 
types of assets, her advisor was able to provide 
her with enough income to meet her expenses 
while also planning for her future and that of 
her children.

“It’s very important to educate yourself by 
meeting people and seeing how comfortable 
you are with them,” Teresa advises, adding that 
finding a trustworthy advisor who does not 
require constant oversight is key. “When you 
lose your spouse, the last thing you’re thinking 
about is money,” she stresses. “While you’re 
going through the grieving process, you can’t 
concentrate on things. You’re not physically or 
emotionally ready to deal with them.” Of her 
advisor, she adds, “She was the very first person 
I felt good about in my gut. I was still scared and 
mistrustful at first, but I began to feel more com-
fortable. I had a feeling that she was somebody I 
could trust.”

Richard, a physician who lost his wife in 2019 
after a 10-year battle with chronic illness, agrees. 
“It’s important first of all that you have a good 
advisor looking out for your interests, and 
second, to plan with your spouse beforehand,” 
he says. “That way, you feel like you’ve done it 
together and that you’re following their wishes. 
Afterwards, make sure you have a good, genu-
inely concerned, qualified advisor, and give your-
self some time to get through the bereavement 
process. Faith is important.”



Indeed, the best way of handling the financial 
requirements of widowhood, experts say, is to 
integrate them into the natural process of griev-
ing. The AARP cites four “tasks” of a mourner, 
a process outlined by Dr. J William Worden, 
author and researcher on bereavement issues. 
Though these tasks focus on emotional recovery, 
as you can see, each can easily be related to 
aspects of financial well-being as well:

• “Task One: To Accept the Reality of the 
Loss.” This is the first step a survivor must 
take: letting the shock of loss transform 
into acceptance and grief, eventually 
coming to understand the need to realign 
one’s life, emotionally, financially, and 
otherwise.

• “Task Two: To Experience the Pain of 
Grief.” It is important to recognize that 
a survivor must grieve. It is a painful, 
lonely process, but one that is essential to 
healing. In the case of younger survivors 
with small children, this stage may be 
postponed out of the need to “be strong” 
for the children. Finding this emotional 
“space” sometimes means waiting a 
while—six months or so—before dealing 
with financial issues and perhaps waiting 
an additional six months before making 
long-term decisions.

• “Task Three: To Adjust to an Environ-
ment in Which the Deceased is Missing.” 
This is a critical step for survivors facing 
the challenge of new and unfamiliar 
financial issues, crucial in achieving inde-
pendence not only financially but in many 

other ways as well. Many widows and 
widowers are making financial decisions 
on their own for the first time. They must 
gather the will to do so and surround 
themselves with trusted advisors to guide 
them along the way.

• “Task Four: To Withdraw Emotional 
Energy and Reinvest It in Other Activities: 
Memorialize the Relationship.” This 
includes forging new relationships, includ-
ing ones with family, friends, and even 
oneself. Again, in the particular instance 
of finances, this can mean finding a 
trusted advisor as well as a friend or family 
member to attend meetings alongside the 
survivor and serve as moral support and 
as a sounding board for crucial decisions. 
It also signifies a transformation toward 
financial independence. 

The death of a spouse marks the beginning of 
a transition that revolves around three closely 
intertwined areas of life: emotional, legal, and 
financial. A surviving spouse passes through 
three stages involving each of these areas, as 
described by Mark Colgan in the Journal of 
Financial Planning.

• The first involves a whirlwind of activ-
ity: the immediate concerns of funeral 
arrangements and initial contacts with 
employers, insurance companies, banks, 
and attorneys.

• The second is what Colgan terms “finan-
cial transition”: collecting benefits and 



settling the estate. He outlines a process of 
organization, assessing liquidity, benefits, 
assets, liabilities, and estate settlement.

• The third stage is called “rebuilding”: that 
is, creating a financial structure specifically 
for the surviving spouse. This stage might 
better be termed “reconfiguring” or 
“remodeling,” particularly for those whose 
financial houses are in order, because the 
death of a spouse need not mean starting 
from scratch. Nevertheless, what works 
for a couple in terms of planning and 
execution is not necessarily appropriate 
for a surviving spouse.

While there is much information available on 
how to handle the first few months following 
such a significant loss, there is remarkably little 
available to answer the question, “What happens 
now?” once the details of the financial transition 
are under way. And yet, this is probably the most 
critical stage: one that determines the financial 
future of a survivor and his or her family.

Reconfiguring Your 
Financial House
The first priority of a surviving spouse is leaving 
space for his or her emotional needs. Many sur-
vivors feel a sense of panic, even though outward 
circumstances may not warrant it. They may 
have spent the past months or years in a state 
of crisis, caring for their spouses. What’s more, 
the flurry of activity following death might leave 
them anxious once that activity begins to ebb. 
Consulting with experts such as attorneys and 

wealth advisors can offer relief, if only to hear 
that critical decisions can—and indeed should—
wait a bit.

“Before my husband’s illness, my life was very 
much in order,” says Jennifer, a Californian in 
her late fifties who lost her husband, Jim, in 2016 
after a yearlong battle with cancer. “I never had 
a credit card bill that was overdue or not paid in 
full. I’ve always been a little straitlaced about that. 
But when Jim passed away, I felt like things were 
spiraling out of control. That wasn’t actually the 
case—we’d set up a trust and he had a will—but 
I saw myself without a house, without enough 
money to live. I was unable to make decisions. 
And a common-sense voice was telling me this 
was a bad time to make important decisions.”

When Jennifer met with a wealth advisor, the 
first order of business was reassurance. “What 
[my advisor] needed to do with me was get the 
point across to me that I was okay, that I did have 
enough money, that it was all going to work 
out,” she recalls. “Until she got that through my 
head, nothing else was going to go in.”

Another top priority is arranging for one’s 
immediate financial needs: making sure there 
is enough money to cover expenses over the 
following six months or so. This is an important 
step in easing the minds of survivors and freeing 
them to make rational long-term decisions, 
unencumbered by the fear that they will run out 
of money.



A wealth advisor can devise strategies and handle 
the financial details necessary to carry them 
out, conferring with the client for feedback and 
approval and breaking down complex issues so 
that they can be tackled in an orderly fashion. 
This transition should be a short one—usually 
within 45 days of the initial meeting—so that 
the survivor can get on with his or her life, 
comforted by the fact that financial matters have 
been adequately addressed.

Certain decisions should be put off before 
meeting with an advisor: specifically, any kind 
of decision regarding asset planning, other than 
those needed for the short term. However, if one 
already has assets in the market—stocks, for in-
stance—it may be better to see an advisor earlier, 
ideally before a year has passed. It is a common 
mistake to assume that a surviving spouse can 
simply hold on to whatever he or she already 
has. Alternatively, if most of one’s holdings are 
liquid—for instance, as the result of a life insur-
ance disbursement—experts suggest placing it in 
a money market fund (rather than a certificate of 
deposit, which ties the money up for a period of 
time). One can then take the time to interview 
advisors without feeling the pressure of having 
assets at risk or otherwise locked up.

Get Organized
A recent widow or widower can expect a deluge 
of paperwork: documents regarding insurance, 
employers, social security, and investments. He 
or she should expect help from the advisor in 
organizing this information and prioritizing it.

The many tasks that a survivor faces upon a 
spouse’s death can confound even those who 
have been able to plan carefully for the eventuali-
ty. Chuck, who owns an almond ranch in north-
ern California, cared for his wife, Vivian, during 
her 14 years with Alzheimer’s disease. Chuck 
initially sought the help of a wealth advisor in 
preserving his capital after seeing much of his in-
vestment gains reversed during the 2001 market 
downturn. His concern at the time was ensuring 
that Vivian would be cared for in the event of 
his death. But when Vivian died in 2003, Chuck 
also realized that the complex financial transition 
was more than he cared to handle on his own. 
“My major concern was not to make mistakes in 
terms of structuring the arrangements, because 
they can be difficult to reverse,” he says. “It would 
require endless amounts of time.”

The best way to wade through the myriad 
documents and paperwork facing the survivor at 
this stage is to create a simple filing process for it. 
It is advisable to save all financial statements and 
other documents for your attorney, accountant, 
and wealth advisor to review.

The Rooms of your Financial House
The financial house that a couple has built over 
time has many rooms: insurance policies, assets, 
businesses, retirement accounts, and wills. If 
built well, it will not have to be torn down and 
reconstructed. But just as a family dwelling 
takes on a new character when the children 
move out, so a survivor must reconfigure his 
or her financial house to account for new 



financial independence. Here is a look at the 
primary “rooms” and how they will evolve in the 
transition to financial independence.

Investments

What they are: funds set aside for long-term 
goals, which may be in joint accounts or trusts. 
Where they are going: Re-titling accounts into 
the survivor’s name, reorienting investments to 
provide income as well as saving.

This is the primary area in which a wealth 
advisor can probably help. These funds have 
been set aside for goals including education, 
home ownership, retirement, and, of course, 
estate planning. A recent widow may find herself 
the beneficiary of a number of new financial 
vehicles: insurance payments, retirement ben-
efits, etc. While these may be direct results of a 
couple’s careful financial planning, they represent 
new challenges for the ongoing plan. There also 
may be other kinds of assets—stocks, bonds, 
etc.—that may no longer be appropriate for the 
client’s new situation.

Typically, a couple’s financial plan, if one exists, 
will have focused on the long term: retirement. 
The first priority may be to configure it to 
address the short term: to cover any gap between 
current income and current expenses. At the 
same time, many long-term goals remain intact: 
children’s education, retirement, and careful 
estate planning.

Insurance

What it is: Lump sum or annuity disbursement. 
Where it’s going: New beneficiaries and goals; 
continued family and asset protection.

Insurance is a critical component of a family’s 
financial planning, and chances are that a 
survivor has received at least some disbursement 
from one or more policies. This raises the issue 
of how to invest such funds for both income and 
growth. Additionally, the influx of cash helps 
alleviate pressing current needs with the loss of a 
spouse’s income. And just as a survivor has bene-
fited from insurance, so he or she must consider 
those who continue to require this protection: 
children, other dependents, businesses, etc.

Legal: Trusts and Estates

What it is: Working with an attorney to recon-
figure and/or create trusts; executing the will. 
Where it’s going: Setting up estate planning to 
reflect the survivor’s current status.

This area deserves special consideration. For 
those couples who have set up estate plans 
involving trusts, wills, and other vehicles, a top 
priority will be settling the estate and paying 
taxes. Because estate taxes are due nine months 
following death, it is imperative to act on those 
issues as soon as possible. Meeting filing dead-
lines is important, but there is a reasonable time 
cushion and, in most cases, the surviving spouse 
should not be liable for any estate taxes from the 
death of their spouse. 



Under the primary direction of an attorney, a 
structure is set up to protect the estate from taxes 
and to disburse it according to the wishes of the 
deceased. This is the emphasis of re-titling issues 
that immediately follow the death of a spouse.

“I recommend clients call me as soon as they are 
ready to address the estate or trust administra-
tion,” says Rafael Ruano, an attorney and estate 
planner based in Gold River, California. “I prefer 
the client contact our office within 30 days after 
the date of death so that we may obtain a death 
certificate and avoid missing timelines triggered 
by a death.  With that said, I understand that 
grief may make this step more difficult.”

An estate or trust administration plan may 
include the following steps:

• Reviewing the title of real property 
and recording an affidavit of death;

• Assessing financial and 
investment accounts;

• Closing or liquidating assets;

• Opening a new bank account and 
tracking the estate or trust assets; and

• Addressing any tax concerns.

“The death of a spouse can be overwhelming 
when it comes to financial and legal concerns. 
Many clients don’t know where to start or what 
to do, which causes anxiety about getting every-
thing done as soon as possible. I find the first step 
in dealing with grieving clients is to help them 

prioritize the next steps and provide comfort by 
reassuring we will help them each step of the 
way,” says Ruano.

Married couples who share a high-net worth 
often transfer their assets in a revocable living 
trust. There are various type of revocable and 
irrevocable trusts that require a review after the 
death of one spouse.  In some cases, the revoca-
ble trust splits into two or three trusts upon the 
death of a spouse. Trusts may be split upon the 
death of a spouse to preserve maximum exemp-
tion amount from estate taxes. The 2020 estate 
tax exemption for an individual is $11.58 million 
dollars. The estate tax exemption for a married 
couple is $23.16 million dollars.

If your net worth is near the estate tax threshold, 
it is important to revisit your estate plan to en-
sure you are taking advantage of the maximum 
estate tax exemptions.  If you are married and 
your net worth is near the estate tax exemption, 
Ruano recommends setting up a trust that splits 
upon the death of a spouse.  In some cases, assets 
that are likely to appreciate significantly in the 
future may be placed in the decedent’s trust upon 
the death of the first spouse to provide a signif-
icant tax advantage. This financial move would 
help your estate tax issue, because the value of 
these assets will be fixed at the date of death of 
the first spouse. If you are a single individual and 
your net worth is near the estate tax threshold, 
there are other types of trusts, such as an irre-
vocable life insurance trust or a grantor retained 
annuity trust, to provide some estate tax relief.



Ruano emphasizes that it is important to stay 
updated on tax and regulatory changes so you 
may address estate planning issues. In addition, it 
is becoming increasingly important to carefully 
maintain your online accounts, passwords and 
digital assets and to have a plan for sharing access 
with your family and/or trusted friends in the 
event you become incapacitated or pass away. A 
professional financial or legal advisor can assist 
you with all of these issues and help you develop 
an estate plan customized to fit your specific 
needs and wishes. 

Tax Accounting

What it is: sorting through estate tax issues; fil-
ing returns for and paying estate taxes, and filing 
the decedent’s final income tax return.
Where it’s going: investing for the future to 
minimize taxes.

One of the more pressing pieces of business 
after a death is filing and paying the estate tax if 
required. This is an occasion when an attorney, 
CPA, and wealth advisor may, with the client’s 
permission, work together closely to minimize 
the impact. “It takes a team to properly admin-
ister an estate post-death to ensure the best tax 
advantages and financial allocations are made in 
your best interest, taking into account the legal, 
financial and tax concerns,” says Ruano. In some 
cases, a sale of assets, such as real estate, may be 
necessary to pay the estate tax bill, if any. It is also 
important to file state and federal income taxes 
for the decedent. For the same reason, a wealth 
advisor will structure the survivor’s retirement 
accounts to take advantage of tax savings.

A Team Approach
Even six months or a year following a spouse’s 
death, a survivor is still undergoing a wrenching 
transition. In some cases, he or she may never 
have had to make critical financial decisions and 
certainly never needed to make them alone. 
Different people have different reactions to this 
new role. While no one can take the place of 
a lost spouse or make decisions for a survivor, 
the survivor should expect to engage a team 
of experts and delegate the responsibility of 
planning for the future. A key member of this 
team, which also includes an estate attorney, an 
accountant, and perhaps an insurance specialist, 
is the wealth advisor.

A good wealth advisor will gather all the 
relevant information surrounding the survivor’s 
situation, evaluate it, and establish a priority 
ranging from immediate concerns—usually 
providing enough liquidity to handle short-term 
expenses—to the long term, including retirement 
and estate planning. And, with the approval of 
the client, he or she should implement that plan 
as necessary. 

The first person many recent widows and 
widowers turn to for financial advice is a family 
member or friend. But while this person may 
provide essential emotional support, it is unlikely 
he or she can serve as a source of dispassionate, 
expert advice. And if overused, this relationship 
can create an unhealthy dependency that shields 
the survivor from making his or her own 
decisions. For this reason, it makes sense to turn 
to a trusted expert. “I think everyone thought I 



didn’t need help because Jim helped everyone,” 
Jennifer recalls. “I really didn’t have anybody that 
I could go to and talk with about my financial 
situation.” She chose a Certified Financial Plan-
ner. “Of course, you have to pay for this service,” 
she notes. “I asked myself, ‘Should I be spending 
this?’. Now I’m grateful I can go to sleep at night 
without worrying about things.”

That initial fear presents a wealth advisor with 
his or her first challenge. Survivors may say, “I 
just don’t know where the money will come 
from. How will I live?” The answer lies in dele-
gating careful planning to trusted professionals. 
A good wealth advisor will devise a plan that 
meets the immediate needs for income and 
then will create a structure for both ongoing 
income and savings. A wealth advisor should be 
proactive, thinking ahead of his or her clients, 
laying out and explaining step-by-step what the 
plan involves: for instance, determining how 
much is in fixed-income vehicles, how much 
should be invested in equity, and the reasoning 
behind the choices.

Finding Your Wealth Advisor
If the best method of safeguarding financial secu-
rity is to delegate the details to a trusted advisor, 
how can one find such a person? Clients should 
look for wealth advisors who 

• Have been in practice 
for 10 years or more;

• Have a specific focus on working 
with bereaved spouses;

• Focus on clients with a range of invest-
ment assets similar to the survivor’s;

• Have a CFP (Certified Financial Planner) 
designation;

• Work on a fee-only rather 
than a commission basis;

• Make it clear that they have a 
client’s best interest in mind.

This last is difficult to quantify but not difficult 
to understand. A client should go with his or her 
instinct. Survivors seeking financial guidance 
should enter an interview with a list of issues 
that are important to them. These might include 
the following:

• Frequency of contact: How often does the 
advisor meet clients, speak with them on 
the phone, and communicate by email? 
(Quarterly meetings, at least for the first 
two years, are recommended).

• Personal rapport: Do you feel that you 
can have a good working relationship 
with the wealth advisor? After all, this is 
the beginning of what ought to become a 
long-term collaboration. 

• Time, patience, and attention: Is the 
advisor spending enough time with 
the client, explaining issues and fully 
answering questions?

• Perhaps most important: Does the 
advisor listen to the client’s concerns, 
goals, and situation?



There are a number of things to look for when 
meeting an advisor for the first time, not the 
least of which is an emotional connection. This is 
an emotionally trying period. It is essential that a 
client feels comfortable discussing personal issues 
with the advisor and knows that the advisor is 
listening and understanding. The initial meeting 
is not the time to discuss investment strategy. In 
fact, one should put off many such decisions for 
a number of months. Rather, the initial meeting 
should address concerns that are top of the 
survivor’s mind. This meeting, which inevitably 
dredges up painful reminders of a couple’s goals 
and ambitions, can become quite emotional. 
“More often than not, we both end up in tears,” 
says one advisor of such meetings. “I keep boxes 
of tissues close at hand.”

Because it is the job of a wealth advisor to listen 
carefully, it is the responsibility of the client to 
voice his or her concerns, wishes, questions, and 
goals. Additionally, in order to prepare a com-
prehensive plan, an advisor must have a clear 
picture of the client’s current situation.

What to Expect from a 
Wealth Advisor Relationship
The first meeting, often called the discovery 
meeting, offers a chance for both client and 
advisor to judge if the relationship is a good fit. 
The advisor looks at the current situation, where 
the client wants to go, and how to get there.

What to Bring:

• Previous two years’ tax returns;

• Account statements from banks, mutual 

funds, brokerage accounts, 
and retirement plans;

• Life insurance policies;

• Wills or trusts;

• Any other documents to help the 
advisor fully understand the client’s 
financial situation.

At the next meeting, the advisor will present 
a diagnosis of the client’s current situation and 
offer recommendations to reach the client’s 
goals. A third meeting might be arranged to give 
the client and advisor time to decide whether or 
not to make a mutual commitment. At that time, 
the advisor and client will execute the documents 
necessary to put the plan into action.

In devising a plan for a recent widow or widow-
er, the first order of business is usually making 
sure the survivor has ample cash for the next 
three to six months. Once that issue is resolved, 
the client may be open to discussing other issues 
that have more impact on the long run.

Step two is to examine assets and expenses. 
Chances are, a couple had been living on two 
incomes, and now there is just one. Until long-
term priorities become clear, the advisor may 
wish to establish a temporary expense-and-in-
come-needs spreadsheet to take care of the next 
year or so.

At the same time, the advisor needs to 
address the issue of any trusts, often 
working with an estate attorney to devise 
the most efficient solution.



Step by Step
The following is a timetable and list of tasks to 
implement following the death of a spouse. The 
list is exhaustive by design, and not every item 
may apply to every situation. But particularly 
for those spouses who have not been directly 
involved in the family’s day-to-day finances, it 
is worth the effort to explore areas—such as life 
insurance benefits from credit cards, associations, 
and other unexpected sources—that could yield 
additional income.

Within 90 Days
Gather Information and Documents

• Gather expenses related to final care

• Locate will and trust documents

• Contact attorney

• Request 10–15 copies 
of the death certificate

• Locate and organize estate planning, 
legal, and financial documents, 
including deeds, trusts, stocks, bonds, 
and insurance policies

Collect Benefits

• Social security benefits

• Life insurance benefits

• Benefits from current and 
previous employers

• Credit cards and lenders

• Social organizations, professional 
organizations, and unions

• Employee benefits (vacation or sick time)

• Retirement benefits (IRA, 401(k), 403(b))

• Employer-provided health 
insurance (COBRA)

• Health Care Flex account

• Veterans benefits

Settle Estate

• Keep cash benefits liquid by placing 
them in a money market or similar 
low-risk interest-bearing account

• Close the decedent’s credit card accounts

• Notify bank brokerage firms and credit 
cards to remove name from joint accounts

• Prepare a list of beneficiaries

• Inventory tangible property 
valued over $1,000

• Reconfigure trusts

• Execute will

Within Six to Nine Months: 
Mid-Term Financial Planning
This is the critical period of financial transition. 
During this time, a survivor must face the 
fact that he or she is, in essence, a new legal 
and financial entity: an independent individ-
ual rather than a member of a couple. But it is 
equally important to realize that a survivor need 
not—indeed should not—face this transition 
alone. This is why the choice of a trusted wealth 
advisor is so important.



During this time a survivor chooses a wealth 
advisor and begins to implement a financial 
plan. A survivor may still be under considerable 
emotional stress, so it is unwise to make any 
critical long-term decisions that can otherwise 
wait. Because the legal issues surrounding the 
estate are settled or well under way and the 
activity immediately following death has slowed, 
this is a time for a survivor to step back a bit and 
consider developing the relationships that will 
carry him or her into the future. Still, there are a 
few important steps a survivor must take:

• Interview and choose a wealth advisor;

• Work with the wealth advisor to 
round out your advisory team;

• Execute short- and midterm 
financial plans;

• File and pay any required estate taxes.

Within One Year to 18 Months: 
Long-Term Financial and Estate 
Planning
After a year or so, a survivor may be ready to 
tackle long-term planning issues. This stage 
requires some distance from the trauma of loss, 
first of all because it involves personal issues such 
as lifelong goals and dreams and, second, because 
it requires clear-headed decision making. Given 
the experience of surviving the death of a spouse, 
widows and widowers are in a unique position 
to see the value of planning ahead. There are two 
interrelated issues to consider here: life goals and 
estate planning.

Life goals include retirement, children’s 
education, charity, home ownership, and other 
aims. A well-founded relationship with a wealth 
advisor should give a solid foundation for setting 
up these plans.

Estate planning can make the transition that a 
survivor recently experienced as easy and effi-
cient for his or her heirs as possible. In his article 
“Everyone Should Have an Estate Plan,” Rande 
Spiegelman, vice president of the Schwab Center 
for Investment Research, provides the following 
outline for basic estate planning:

• Make sure loved ones know where to 
find important documents and include 
an inventory list of accounts, assets, and 
insurance policies, etc.

• Draft a will and final letter of instructions. 
Those with a revocable living trust should 
consider a “pour-over” will (see below).

• Establish durable powers of attorney 
and health care, appointing someone 
you trust to handle your affairs in case  
you become incapacitated.

• Review the titling and beneficiary designa-
tions on all your accounts and properties.

• Spouses should consider a credit shelter 
bypass trust to preserve the lifetime credit 
of the first-to-die.

• In California the probate process is costly 
and time-consuming, so residents should 
consider funding a revocable living 
trust with your titled assets along with a 
“pour-over” will to ensure other assets are 



included in the event of death.  “Essen-
tially,  ‘pour-over’ wills provide a safety 
net for any assets left out of the trust to be 
poured-over into the trust and distributed 
to the trustee of your trust,” explains 
estate-planning attorney Rafael Ruano.  
“It is standard California estate planning 
practice to always include a pour-over will 
for an estate plan with a revocable trust.”

In Conclusion

Surviving the loss of a spouse can be one of 
the most difficult and emotionally devastating 
experiences of a lifetime. Survivors suffer not 
only grief and loss, but also confusion and fear 
for their security and that of their families.

For some people, the experience is debilitating. 
For everyone who undergoes such loss, it is trau-
matic and disorienting. But as with any period 

of transition, surviving the death of a spouse re-
quires skill and clear decision making to navigate 
the complex and far-reaching issues that arise. 
Among these issues, financial considerations are 
not only paramount, but also intimately tied to 
emotional well-being. One way to breach the 
gap between a survivor’s financial needs and his 
or her ability to choose the best path forward is 
to engage a trusted wealth advisor. This advisor 
can quarterback a team of advisors with the 
survivor’s best interests in mind. He or she can 
devise and then implement a plan designed to 
help secure the survivor’s immediate and long-
term future, presenting each step to the client in 
an orderly fashion that allows for clear-headed 
decisions and enough time for reflection. At 
the same time, a wealth advisor must take into 
consideration a client’s emotional state, listening 
to and understanding the client’s hopes, fears, 
and goals.
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