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And the financial ramifications of the experience can be longlasting.
But if you take these ten steps as soon as possible, then you may  
be able to make a smooth financial transition - no matter your  
current financial standing. Fear and inexperience should not  
paralyze you. Be responsible for your financial life going forward. 
You are the one who needs to properly educate yourself on prudent 
financial decisions. You have the opportunity to turn this change 
into the beginning of financial know-how. No matter your feelings 
on your divorce, your feelings towards your financial situation must 
change right here and right now.

A divorce is one of the  
most traumatic experiences 
anyone can go through.
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1. 
Protect your  
bank account
It is vitally important that you protect your checking and savings accounts 
from unauthorized use, even if the unauthorized use is a simple case of 
miscommunication. If both people have access, then either person has the 
power to clean those accounts out. You should attempt to come to a clear 
understanding with your ex-spouse (or future ex-spouse) about the use  
of joint funds. If that effort fails, then you should certainly protect your  
assets by acting defensively. Even if the other person isn’t on the title of the 
account, he/she may be an authorized user. Contact your bank or credit 
union, and make sure you understand the particular rules of your account.
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You also need to be cognizant of automatic withdrawals and automatic  
deposits. Most people tend to forget about the number of automatic  
banking transactions that take place on a regular basis. Don’t forget to  
unlink your bank accounts and card numbers from e-commerce websites 
like Amazon.com, PayPal and eBay. You certainly don’t want to continue  
to pay for your ex-spouse’s new purchases. Additionally, be aware of  
withdrawals that take place on an annual basis. Can you imagine  
opening your bank statement, only to find that your ex-spouse’s magazine 
subscriptions (or worse yet, the annual fee for the dating website he or she 
uses) have been drafted out of your account? Refusing to be diligent about 
controlling the expenses that draft out of your checking or savings account 
can lead to spirit-crushing situations like this.

Finally, do you have a safe-deposit box? If you do, then this would be a good 
time to take control of the items that are solely yours. You should discuss 
the remaining items with the party involved. It’s easy to forget about things 
like this during this stressful time. But it’s small things like safe-deposit 
boxes that need to be remembered in times of change.
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2. 
Time to change 
the passwords
Fifteen years ago, your financial life couldn’t be compromised by a word. 
Today it can: your password. This is a very important time to change your 
computer passwords and other PIN numbers. Chances are, your ex-spouse 
knows the passwords you use to access confidential information. Not only 
does this advice pertain to online banking and asset management, but it is 
also good advice in regards to Facebook, Amazon.com and any other  
website. Changing your passwords, security codes and other PINs isn’t 
about a lack of trust. It’s more about eliminating future potential security  
issues. When an employee leaves a company, the company moves quickly 
to limit the employee’s access to sensitive material. When you move out 
of an apartment, the landlord changes the locks. It’s not that those places 
don’t trust those who have left; they are simply doing the sensible thing.  
You too, should do this simple and sensible thing.
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3. 
Do a credit check
The most common issue that lingers well after the ink dries on divorce papers 
is a debt debacle. Typically, one person gets left with the debt. The best way  
to prevent this (or at least lessen it) is to get a copy of your credit report  
immediately. Many people are surprised by debts that they didn’t know they 
had. For a free copy of your credit report, go to AnnualCreditReport.com.

Your credit score doesn’t particularly matter for these purposes; you are simply trying to take  

inventory of your debt obligations. Therefore, you don’t need to pay extra money to get your actual  

score at AnnualCreditReport.com. Just focus on understanding your debt obligations as spelled out  

in your credit report. Be aware of the differences between a co-borrower and an authorized user of a  

credit card. An authorized user may use your credit card, yet isn’t necessarily responsible for paying  

off the debt incurred. Potentially, this could be very dangerous: your ex-spouse could significantly  

damage your credit if you don’t remove them as a user. And to add insult to injury, the ex-spouse’s  

credit will go unscathed because you are the borrower, not him or her. If you are co-borrowers on a  

particular credit card, then consider closing that account immediately. This will ensure that you do  

not incur any more debt at the whim of your ex-spouse. In addition, you are responsible for the debts  

of an authorized user. In other words, your ex-spouse’s bad decisions will affect your credit.
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Here Is A List Of The Different Types Of Debt And
How Divorce May Affect Your Obligation To Pay:

• STUDENT LOANS: If you co-signed on a student loan for an ex-spouse,  

you are still legally obligated to pay in the event that the primary borrower defaults. 

• MORTGAGE:  If you are a co-borrower, then you are responsible for repaying  

the loan as long as your name is still on the mortgage. To remove your name from  

a mortgage, you would need to refinance. 

• CAR LOAN:  If you are a co-borrower, you are responsible for paying back the  

loan as long as your name is still on the loan. 

• T IMESHARE:  If you are a co-owner of a timeshare, you are responsible for the  

payments and upkeep.
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4. 
Create a budget  
and stick to it
The key to your future financial success is your willingness to budget.  
Budgeting is a lost art that will allow you to make money decisions  
confidently. No matter how you previously ran your household finances, 
when emerging from a divorce it is imperative to reevaluate all spending  
decisions. In this sense, your divorce is an opportunity for a fresh start.  
In fact, you should start from scratch completely when it comes to your 
household expenses. Do not accept your past household expenditures  
as correct or even necessary. It is common for people to make spending  
mistakes simply because they lack good financial information and guidance. 
One of the most common questions for new budgeters is: how much money 
should I be spending on _______? It’s a fair question.
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So here is the definitive answer. Below, you will find the ideal household budget. But here is what you 

need to know: if you don’t spend the maximum amount in one category, then you can allocate more 

money to another category. In other words, let’s say that your household transportation costs are only  

5% of your income, then you can feel comfortable splitting the “extra” 10% towards other categories.  

People who fail to operate on this “give and take” basis often find themselves in debt. Many financial 

households operate on 110% of their income. You just can’t do that. And if you are a tither, then this  

budget is based on your income after your tithe. In addition, this also excludes your 401(k) savings  

which usually is taken out of your income prior to it being considered “take-home” pay.
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25% Housing l

15% Transportation l 
12% Groceries/Dining l

10% Savings l

10% Utilities & Phone l 
5% Charity l

5% Entertainment l

5% Medical l

5% Holidays/Gifts l

5% Clothing l

3% Misc l

ideal budget
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BUDGET  RECOMMENDED  MY
CATEGORIES  PERCENTAGES   PERCENTAGES
  

Housing 25% 

Transportation  15% 

Groceries/Dining 12% 

Savings 10% 

Utilities & Phone  10% 

Charity 5% 

Entertainment 5% 

Medical 5% 

Holidays/Gifts 5% 

Clothing 5% 

Misc  3% 

practice using 
the ideal budget



5. 
Determine how much 
income you will need
A divorce almost always results in a change of income into your household. 
Whether you were the primary earner, stayed at home raising the children 
or provided one of two incomes, divorce immediately eliminates one  
of those incomes. This loss immediately changes everything, but don’t  
overcomplicate it. You need a certain level of minimum income to pay for  
a set amount of fixed expenses. While the concept is simple, solving this 
problem can be difficult. Simply put, it costs more money to run two  
households than one household. And while you will only be running one 
household, your ex-spouse will also be running a household. That is two 
housing payments, two sets of utilities and two sets of other household  
expenses – but now with a reduced per-household income. Therefore,  
a loss of any income presents financial challenges. Using your newly formed 
budget, take the time to establish the minimum amount of income required 
to keep your household up and running. Establishing a minimum level of 
household income is crucial.
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By completing a new household budget, you are now actually able to live 
on less. This is because you have eliminated spending assumptions, and 
you have stopped spending first and assessing the damage second. Most 
households experience higher expenses when they operate without a 
budget. You have heard the old phrase “ignorance is bliss,” but you should 
know that this phrase doesn’t apply when you are trying to rebuild your 
financial life. Don’t even bother looking for additional sources of income 
without first understanding how much income you need. Awareness is 
your ally.
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6. 
Take control  
of your investments 
and other assets
Most couples tend to split financial duties in one way, shape or form, and 
the lion’s share of family-investments management typically falls to just one 
spouse. While this isn’t necessarily a bad thing for married couples, it can be 
disastrous in the event of divorce. If you find yourself out in the cold, you’re 
going to have to force your way into the investment world. 

Even if you ultimately hire someone to manage your investments for you, a basic working knowledge  

of the investment world will serve you well. This doesn’t mean making risky financial decisions; it  

simply means keeping an eye on your long-term financial future. Take the time to inventory your  

family’s investments. This includes retirement accounts, college savings plans and real estate holdings. 

One of the most important things that you need to be aware of is that just because your ex-spouse may 

have been handling the investments doesn’t mean he or she was doing a good job. The “uninformed” 

spouse may find an investment portfolio in ruin.
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Perhaps the investments were overly aggressive, or simply poorly invested. 
Either way, consult a trusted investment professional to help you evaluate 
the family’s investments. An attorney that may represent you in a divorce 
generally won’t have the level of investment knowledge you need to  
help determine the separation of assets. By consulting an investment  
professional, you may be able to separate the good investments from the 
bad and start your new financial life off on the right foot.
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7. 
Take control  
of your investments 
and other assets
We tend to forget about insurance until we need it. But when your life  
is turned upside down, such as in the event of a divorce, you must make  
insurance a priority in your life until some potential issues are resolved.  
For instance, you probably will not want your ex-spouse to remain as the 
beneficiary on your life insurance policy. Make sure that you take the proper 
steps to change the beneficiary (both at work and on individual policies).  
In addition, it is common for one spouse to own the other spouse’s life  
insurance policy. The “owner” of the policy determines the beneficiary  
and can even decide whether or not to keep the policy in force. This means 
that you could be left without life insurance if your ex-spouse chooses to  
not pay the premium.
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Take the proper steps to ensure you have control of your insurance: ask 
your ex-spouse to transfer ownership over to you by filling out a form 
from your insurance company. You also need to make sure you take over 
payments and control of your health insurance, auto insurance and 
homeowners or renters insurance. Don’t let your coverage lapse. Since a 
co-insured’s speeding tickets and accidents can affect your car insurance 
premiums, separate your coverage as soon as is practical. Bear in mind, 
many insurance companies base their pricing on credit scores: if your 
ex-spouse had bad credit, you may find that your insurance premium will 
decrease significantly without him or her on your policy. Find a trusted 
insurance agent to educate you and inform you about these decisions.
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8. 
Take stock of lost 
employee benefits 
and pension options
Did your ex-spouse provide the employee benefits from his/her job?  
If so, you must make wise decisions on which of these benefits need to be 
replaced. More importantly, if your ex-spouse had a pension payment that 
was a primary source of your retirement income, then you need to make 
sure that you account for this loss of future income. What is lost when you 
lose access to your ex-spouse’s employee benefits? More than you think. You 
most likely realize that your access to health insurance may have changed, 
but don’t forget that you may lose dental insurance, vision insurance and 
life insurance, as well as funds that were being set aside for your joint  
retirement. You need to be picky about what benefits you should replace.
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Health insurance and life insurance are generally a priority, but the other 
health related benefits are necessarily as important. You will need to  
evaluate this on a case-by-case basis. The most challenging benefit to  
replace, other than health insurance, is a pension that may have been  
previously for the benefit of both you and your ex-spouse. If a pension does 
exist, then it is likely that it will play some role in the divorce settlement.  

However, this doesn’t mean that your financial future won’t be affected by the loss of this benefit. A loss 

of a pension means that you must make retirement planning a major focus once you have stabilized 

your household finances. This increased focus on retirement planning would include contributing to an 

Individual Retirement Account (IRA) or increasing your contributions to a current employer-sponsored 

retirement plan (401(k), 403(b), 457, etc). The bottom line is that most people don’t take the time to fully 

understand their spouse’s employee benefits. And the irony is that understanding their benefits when 

they become your ex-spouse is even more important.
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9. 
Renting may actually 
be your best option
If you are in a divorce involving a house and mortgage, then your natural 
inclination may be to “get the house” in the divorce. While this certainly can 
serve as an anchoring point for children, battling for the house can also be 
a poor financial decision if forced. Don’t fight for possession of a home and 
mortgage that may only bring more financial trouble. If you truly are starting 
over financially, you may want to avoid the burden of home ownership. In 
the case of many divorces, some level of income leaves the household, thus 
making the percentage of house payment to income unbearable. Despite 
an emotional attachment to your house, you would be ill advised to struggle 
to pay a mortgage you can’t afford. Renting is a much more affordable and 
flexible option, especially for people in a transitional phase.
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Renting is not a consolation prize — it’s a prudent financial decision.  
Renting gives you a great deal of flexibility and, in most cases, reduces  
the amount of housing maintenance costs that you are responsible for. It’s 
worth repeating: renting is a decision, not a failure. Thoughtful financial  
decisions are never the result of failures. Non-decisions (denial) can lead to 
future financial failure. Many people think that renting is the second best 
option to owning. It isn’t second best to anything. People rush to own a 
home and often put undue stress on their financial lives. For this generation, 
home ownership became synonymous with the “American Dream.” This 
confusion has led to many problems for individuals and our country as a 
whole. Don’t escalate your commitment to your home based on emotion 
and fear. Make a wise financial decision based on your reality.
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10. 
Redo your estate plan
With divorce comes change with lasting consequences. Given this, you 
must also prepare to change your estate plan. The term “estate plan” is 
often used to reference your final wishes, your last will and testament and 
custody instructions regarding your children. The process of altering an 
estate plan is one of the most forgotten aspects of post-divorce financial 
planning. Consider what can go wrong without changing your estate plan. 
For instance, many estate plans give one spouse the ability to have final 
say in regards to “end-of-life decisions.” Placing this sort of decision in  
the hands of someone that you may be disconnected from for decades  
is uncomfortable. In addition, your assets, your possessions and, more 
importantly, your children are all addressed in your estate plan. You must 
update these documents with current information and wishes. The easiest 
way to do this is to contact an estate planning attorney.
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The views and opinions expressed in this material are solely those  
of Pete the Planner® and do not necessarily reflect the views and  

opinions of the companies of OneAmerica. The information is provided 
for educational purposes only and is not intended as financial advice.  

Pete the Planner is not an affiliate of any OneAmerica company.

www.annualcreditreport.com is not affiliated with the companies of 
OneAmerica and is not a OneAmerica company or website.

This information is provided for overview or general educational  
purposes only. This is not to be considered, or intended to be  
legal or tax advice. Changes in the tax law may affect the  

information provided.  Investors should consult with their  
legal or tax advisors for personalized assistance,  
including any specific state law requirements.
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