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You’re conducting a new client meeting. Armed with the appropriate software 

and financial analysis training you are more than ready to launch the path to 

marital asset allocation that you know will help your client understand and 

approach the issues. But then your client makes a statement or an allegation 

or simply breaks down emotionally and this throws the conversation off course. 

So, now what?
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The key to really understanding the 
client’s financial vision is to take some 
time to sort out the background of what 
brings the client to your office.

The Intake Process

Know the story. 
It’s easy to focus on the dollars and 

cents—it is usually logical and results in 
a quantifiable conclusion. But for indi-
viduals in divorce, there is a story that 
intersects with the financial picture. As 
divorce finance professionals we should 
make sure that we hear and understand 
that story. This could involve cultural/
ethnic expectations, family pressures, 
moral/ethical failures, serious illness, 
addictions, fiscal negligence, etc. By tak-
ing the time to have this conversation 
and understand the framework of the 
client’s life before and during the divorce 
journey it provides an opportunity for 
you, as the divorce finance professional, 
to discuss the relevant issues and present 
scenarios in a way that is approachable 
and comfortable for the client.

Build the document portfolio.
Based on information from the cli-

ent’s story, it is appropriate to begin 
compiling the list of applicable doc-
uments that will be required. It is 
sometimes helpful to prepare an itemized 
list of required materials for the client so 
that it can be determined what items are 
on hand, what might need to be ordered 
or requested, and what to request from 
other third-party professionals.

When the client engages in these 
tasks, it encourages them to stay 
grounded and attentive and serves to 
draw them into the divorce finance 
framework.

Explain the financial analysis 
process. 

As divorce finance professionals, our 
expertise is essential for our clients to 
understand the process of valuing assets, 
modeling different asset allocation sce-
narios, understanding tax ramifications 
of investments, alimony and child sup-
port, etc. in a safe environment. It can 
be overwhelming for clients to try to 
comprehend all of the financial nuances. 
Therefore, try not to assume that they 
are automatically dialed into these tasks.  
Take the time to explain each step in the 
equation that determines how the cli-
ent’s financial data reflects certain results 
so that it is clear what needs to be done 
and why. 

Establishing and Managing  
Client Expectations

Initially, a client’s ability to project 
their financial priorities is imperfect at 
best. This is due in large part to the fact 
that divorce and separation is first and 
foremost an emotional process. There are 
a number of consistent factors that seem 
to drive client emotions.

Internet overload. 
Technology has become an amaz-

ing platform for us to research and 
learn about an endless array of topics 
from various resources. The subject of 
divorce finance is covered by blogs, web-
sites, meet up groups, and social media 
outlets—all offering case studies, legal 
information, and self-help resources.

As a result, clients sometimes rely 
upon this data as an authority to drive 
the conversation on marital asset alloca-
tion. As divorce financial professionals, 
one of our roles should be to assist cli-

ents to filter this knowledge to fit into 
the framework of their own individual 
circumstances.

It is no longer business as usual. 
It is often very difficult for individu-

als to make the mental transition from a 
joint married lifestyle to a divorced sin-
gle lifestyle. They will have a tendency 
to artificially inflate their current finan-
cial position to something it never was 
in order to support unrealistic demands. 
This happens in spite of the fact that 
they know full well that the same marital 
assets and salaries still exist and nothing 
has significantly happened to change 
this fact. Working with clients to analyze 
budget trajectories and financial priori-
ties before, during, and after divorce 
helps to refocus the conversation with 
perspective without distorted reality.

Tales from the battlefield: Advice 
from divorced or divorcing friends 
and family. 

Advice and counsel from generally 
well intentioned friends and family who 
are either in a divorce process or already 
divorced can either be comforting or 
stressful depending on the circum-
stances. A recitation of someone else’s 
results often creates an atmosphere of 
false hope in clients that a similar out-
come can happen for them or in the 
alternative, a particular financial solution 
needs to be put in place and/or removed 
to avoid a negative outcome that some-
one else encountered. In these instances, 
it is very important to assist clients 
to focus on their own unique marital 
financial circumstances. There are many 
moving parts to divorce financial anal-
ysis and every couple has a different 
blueprint.
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Smoke and mirrors: Marital assets moved offshore. 
As our society becomes more diverse, so does the complexity 

of martial assets. It is not uncommon for individuals to main-
tain strong ties with their home country and to use community 
property to acquire real or personal property with or without 
notice to the other spouse. For the party who suspected and/or 
was not privy to these transfers until after the divorce has been 
filed, there is often an insistence to identify, recoup, or sell these 
assets. This is usually a very emotional issue that can sometimes 
overshadow the matter at hand, which is working to allocate the 
marital assets that the couple has here in the United States. It is 
very important to work with the client to identify these assets 
and to stress that they may need to engage other resources and 
counsel with respect to enforcing any rights of entitlement. 

Divide and Conquer:  
Breaking Down the Financial Analysis Pyramid

Even though the steps of the process are explained to the 
client, actually tackling all of this information can be a daunting 
task. I have found it helpful after an initial overview to break 
down the subject areas into manageable parts for client calls 
or in-person meetings. Before the meeting, a brief agenda is 
established so that everyone knows what we will be focusing 
on during the scheduled time. This approach helps to discuss 
aspects of a topic, say for example, real estate holdings or spou-
sal support completely, ask any questions or bring up issues, 
and then resolve how this will be handled as an obligation or an 
allocation between the parties. In essence, you begin to build 
layers of financial agreement that can hopefully be incorporated 
later into a marital settlement document. If problems arise in 

reaching consensus on a particular issue, it can be tabled tempo-
rarily to move on to another discussion topic so that the process 
does not stall.

Conclusion

Client engagements can sometimes feel like episodes of 
mind over matter. If, as divorce finance professionals, we can 
think about creating a different environment where mind inte-
grates with matter this can lead to a journey of consensus for 
client financial decisions.
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Client engagements can sometimes feel like episodes of mind 
over matter. If, as divorce finance professionals, we can think 
about creating a different environment where mind integrates 
with matter this can lead to a journey of consensus for client 
financial decisions.

Many feel unprepared for financial decision making and are unhappy with settlements. 


