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DISCLAIMER: This information is provided for general purposes and is subject to change without notice. 
Every effort has been made to compile this material from reliable sources in conjunction with Lexicon 
Content Development, The Sudden Money Institute, and The Financial Transitionist Institute; however, no 
warranty can be made as to its accuracy or completeness. Investments are subject to risks including loss 
of principal. Before acting on any of the information, please consult your Financial Advisor for individual 
financial advice based on your personal circumstances. 
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Foreword 
The way your life used to work and the 
expectations that formed your view of the future 
may have changed permanently. 

Losing a spouse is one of the most difficult and painful 
transitions a woman can ever endure. Whether your 
spouse’s passing was expected or completely unforeseen, 
no one can ever fully anticipate the implications of 
becoming a widow until they are faced with the reality of 
taking on life’s new challenges alone.

Our hope is that this guidebook will provide you with 
an engaging process and an organizational framework, 
wherever you find yourself in your grief journey.  We will 
walk beside you through one of life’s greatest challenges – 
adjusting to the loss your spouse.
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The Journey Forward

“Initial 
Financial Steps” 

complete

Taking care 
of family and 

absorbing what 
has changed

Reinvention, 
re-emergence, 
independence

Basic elements of 
estate planning, 

taxes, investments, 
retirement & home

Am I OK? 
Immediate needs

Prioritize tasks

Estate and 
charitable 
planning 

considerations

Re-defining you 
and your next 

stage of life

Highly 
vulnerable 

time

Long 
term 

planning

Stress test 
life and financial 

options

Refrain from 
making 

irrevocable 
decisions

Leaving a 
legacy for 

generations to 
come

Taking Care of Business
General Planning: Cognitive clarity normalized

Taking Care of Me
Financial Triage: Need to be heard and understood

Taking Care of More
Advanced Planning: Emergence and Transformation
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Grief is…

Things to Know…

• Normal and expected
• Different for everyone 
• Incredibly personal
• Unpredictable 
• Often physically, mentally and emotionally taxing

• The most earth-shattering grief? Yours
• There is one way out of grief – through it.
• Grief often takes longer than you expect.
• Grief may be accompanied by secondary losses, some 

of which you have yet to discover.
• Not everyone experiences deep grief. 
• Effective grief work is not done alone.
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Manifestations of Grief

Common Emotional Responses

Common Physical Responses

No one else’s grief will look and feel the same as yours does, 
and the way you feel may change from day to day and from moment 
to moment. Which emotional and physical responses have you 
experienced in this time of loss:

• Numbness 
• Shock 
• Fear 
• Anxiety 
• Loneliness 
• Confusion

• Sadness 
• Peace
• Anger
• Guilt
• Depression 
• Gratitude 

• Forgetfulness
• Apathy
• Relief 
• Hopelessness 
• Impatience 
• Restlessness 

• Optimism 
• Pessimism 
• Despair 
• Regret

• Aching heart 
• Digestive distress 
• Sleep 

disturbances 
• Nightmares 

• Headaches 
• Dizziness
• Light sensitivity 
• Noise sensitivity 
• Trembling

• Racing heart 
• Listlessness
• Excess energy
• Exhaustion 
• Nausea 

• Shakiness 
• Food aversions
• Aches and pains 
• Frequent colds 
• Nervousness
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Words of Encouragement
From Northstar and the Financial Transitionist Community 

Find your own pace. How you feel right now may not be how 
you feel tomorrow, or even an hour from now. That’s OK.

You can reclaim a life that feels normal in all areas, 
including your finances. There are many steps in this process, 
and moving though them with intention will help you build 
confidence for the future.

Even in the midst of grief, we can work together to define 
your process. This will make your grief journey a little easier.

Healing happens gradually - it can’t be forced or hurried.  
Be patient with yourself, with others, and with the passage of 
time as you work through the grief to make healing changes in 
your life.

Seeking help when you need it is a sign of strength and 
self-care.
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Taking Care of Me 
Emotional Self-Care

Widowhood is a time of tremendous vulnerability.  It is also a time 
that may cause a widow to question her sense of identity and feel 
uncertain about who she is without her spouse. These emotional 
changes that accompany widowhood and the grieving process can 
be overwhelming. When these emotional drivers are left unnurtured 
or unchecked, they can influence decision-making and can hinder a 
widow from peacefully moving through the transition and reaching a 
healthy “new normal.” 

Grant Yourself Permission to Rest
The emotional and physical taxation that grief has on the body and 
mind make physical and mental stillness a must for grieving widows. 
While you’ll undoubtedly be bombarded by the emotions and 
expectations of loved ones and others in your lives during this time, 
it will be important to take time to listen to your own thoughts once 
in a while. Hear what your mind and body are telling you as you move 
through this time of extreme change.
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• In which parts of my life am I feeling confident? 
• In which parts of my life am I feeling stuck, or uncertain? 
• What am I most worried about? What might alleviate those concerns? 
• What am I most afraid of? What would have to happen to help me get post 

that fear? 
• Am I having difficulty in any of my relationships? 
• How is my physical health? Is there anything I should be doing differently? 
• How am I feeling about the choices I’ve made so for in my life as a widow? 

Do I need to consider any reversals or course corrections? 
• At this point in my journey, what makes me feel the most proud? What 

gives me the greatest comfort?

Your Well-Being Check-In 
Taking care of yourself should be your top priority in the first several 
years after your partners death.  From time to time, it will be reassuring 
for you to pause and reflect on how you’re doing physically, emotionally, 
and financially. Checking in with yourself occasionally will help you 
identify the areas of your life where you’re confident about your 
progress and others where you feel you need to place more attention. 

Here are some questions to consider:

What could I do for myself to take care of me and feel better?

Each day?  
Each week?  
Each month?
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Permission to Be Still

Losing your spouse is emotionally overwhelming and how you feel today 
may not be how you feel in one year, five years, or ten years.   Most major 
decisions (such as investments, housing, gifting etc.) can be delayed until 
you have a better understanding of your resources and what you want 
your new normal to look and feel like. 

The goal is to keep things simple for the next few months. In this exercise, 
make a short list of the things that are most important to you, how you 
can make sure those things happen, and who may need to help you.

NOW/NEXT SIX MONTHS: WHO/HOW:
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Taking Care of Business
Financial Management

There will be many technical money matters to tend to as a widow.  
Not only are you now in charge of handling the finances, you will 
likely be tasked with settling the estate. 

This sudden responsibility requires your focus and attention on a lot 
of moving parts.  Having a path and process makes it manageable. 

• Follow the steps in this guidebook

• Get help from your CeFT®

• Give yourself a generous timeline for completing tasks

• Get one small thing done a day

• Acknowledge what you’ve accomplished

• Rest and reward yourself with soothing experiences
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Financial Triage 

Because widowhood is fraught with stress and high emotions, it can be 
difficult to manage all the personal and financial changes on your own. 
Especially early in widowhood, you may feel like there are hundreds of 
things you need to accomplish immediately.  A feeling of overwhelm can 
ensue, leading to behaviors that can put your financial security at risk: 

Denying and Ignoring:
These individuals may feel numb or in shock.  As a means of self-
preservation, they ignore the financial matters at hand.

Taking on All the Tasks:
These individuals see the to-do list as burdensome and attempt to 
quickly cross off all tasks at hand.  Unfortunately, this is often done 
hastily and without long-term planning in mind. 

It is important not to let your financial health fall by the wayside. 
Enlisting the help of a CeFT® can help you regain your footing. By 
identifying your worries and prioritizing what decisions are essential, 
you will achieve a renewed sense of control and confidence leading to 
an increase in stability and clear thinking.

- 12 -



Confident Decision Making 
Build Your Team of Professionals
Widowhood thrusts many women into the unfamiliar position of making financial 
decisions that were once handled by their spouse. In fact, 76% of widows and 
divorcees polled in the 2019 UBS Own Your Worth Survey expressed wishing they 
had been more involved in long-term financial decisions before losing their spouse.  
Even the most financially savvy women can lose a great deal of confidence in 
their decision-making abilities once they are widows. Because widowhood is 
accompanied with no shortage of important decisions, it may be helpful to seek 
the assistance of a professional, or group of professionals:

A Certified Financial Transitionist®: A CeFT® helps you through all the 
stages of the personal and financial aspects of your transition. From beginning 
to end, the CeFT® provides resources and support for the your financial 
situation as well as yourself.
An Attorney: Even a modest estate has legal components. You may find it 
helpful to hire an estate and probate attorney to take care of all legal forms. 
You will also need to create or update your own estate plan in the near future.
A Certified Public Accountant (CPA): A CPA can help you file the estate tax 
returns and help you manage the implications of your new single-filer status. 

It can provide a great sense of relief knowing you have a team of skilled 
professionals supporting and empowering you to make the most informed 
decisions for your new future. If you’re not sure who to hire, your CeFT® may also 
be able to recommend professionals with whom they have previously worked to 
help you make a sound choice.
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Am I Okay?
The goal is to give yourself piece of mind in knowing that you are 
financially OK for now. Take some time to answer the critical question, 
“Where will the money come from for the next 3-12 months?”

STEP ONE 
List all possible sources of income 

and the estimated amounts:

STEP TWO 
List all sources of cash you can 
access without risk or penalty:

Business:

Earned income:

Social Security:

Investments:

Royalties/commissions:

Employee benefits:

Family:

Other:

TOTAL:

Savings/checking accounts:

Retirement accounts:

Insurance policies:

Investment accounts:

Royalties/commissions:

Annuities:

Family:

Other:

TOTAL:
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Managing Cash Flow Now and Later
Money in your spouse’s name may not be available until the estate 
is settled and the related debts are paid, so managing cash flow 
is essential. Time may feel warped when you are grieving. In fact, 
some weeks may feel like an eternity while other times months may 
pass in a hazy flash. As such, it can be easy to lose track of due dates. 
Without awareness or a system to take charge of your cash flow and 
credit score, emotional distress has the potential to lead to financial 
turmoil.

Tips to Help:
• Use online banking to schedule automatic bill payment for any 

regular expenses. This will give you much-needed time to take 
care of other issues.

• When a bill arrives, simply write the due date on the outside 
envelope and gather them in one place–a file, bin, or drawer.

• Schedule a weekly appointment with yourself to attend to bill 
paying.

• Determine how to modify the names on your accounts and other 
relevant details if necessary.

Tackling these items will help replace any fear or panic you’ve felt 
up to this point with an increase in confidence and control.
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Financial Considerations

Cash Flow Issues
• Will your cash flow needs change?
• Was your spouse receiving social security 

benefits?
• Was your spouse taking RMDs?
• Are you under age 59.5 and want cash?
• Was your spouse receiving a pension?

Estate Settlement Issues
• Do you need to update account ownership 

titling and beneficiary designations?
• Did your spouse have a will?
• Do you have more assets than you need to 

maintain your lifestyle?
• Will your spouse’s estate be subject to 

estate taxes?
• Could there be property and assets not yet 

identified?
• Do you need to update your own estate 

plan?
• Are there digital assets that should be 

preserved?

Insurance Issues
• Was your spouse employed at the time of 

death?
• Was your spouse a veteran?
• Was the death accidental or work related?

• Did you and your spouse have children 
under age 18 or a permanently disabled 
child?

• Could there be life insurance owned by 
your spouse that has not been identified 
or claimed?

Tax Issues
• Did you and your spouse own your home?
• Did you own property jointly with your 

deceased spouse?
• Have all your spouse’s prior taxes been 

paid (not including any estate taxes)?
• Did you file as Married Filing Jointly?
• Do you have a dependent child?

Investment & Tax Issues
• Does your spouse have stock options, 

grants, or restricted stock units (RSUs)?
• Has the change in circumstances altered 

your investment objectives or risk 
tolerance?

• If your spouse was a business owner, does 
a plan need to be developed to transfer or 
sell the business?

• If you or your spouse have annuities or 
other illiquid assets, do they need to be 
reviewed and revisited?
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Notes
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Managing the Expectations of Others
This is a vulnerable time, especially when it comes to the 
expectations of family members and others. It is a good idea to make 
a promise to yourself that you will put off making commitments until 
you’ve had time to absorb the shock of your loss and have gotten a 
better understanding of what you have, what you need, and what you 
desire going forward. 

Here are some ways you might do this:
• Reflect on who is asking you for decisions and why.
• Both outside influencers and family members may have strong 

opinions about what, when, and how you should handle your 
financial and personal affairs. Consider the source.

• Take your time with the emotional and financial impact of any 
suggestions.

• You may have to reconsider any ongoing commitments that 
new circumstances make difficult.

• When faced with well-meaning advice, there is no need for you 
to agree or disagree. Simply listen and respond, “I appreciate 
your concern. Thanks. I’ll consider what you’ve said.”

• Keep yourself centered, and try not to overreact to advice.
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Transition Fatigue in Widowhood

Your transition may take years. There may be points you experience 
what we call Transition Fatigue, even if it appears on the surface as 
though you’re functioning just fine. Many areas of life can be affected:

Cognition: People often feel “all over the map.” The odds of making 
good decisions are slim, as the ability to calmly contemplate the full 
range of options has suffered.
Emotion: A sense of powerlessness or helplessness indicates that a 
person is overwhelmed and cannot envision a positive way to handle 
the situation. This may be accompanied by irritability, decreased 
self- confidence, and loss of interest in usual activities.
Behavior: Self-medicating, procrastinating, spending more time in 
mindless diversions like watching TV. Physical function: Changes 
in sleep pattern and appetite, exhaustion, dizziness, aches, and 
minor illness. Relationships: People may isolate or demonstrate 
uncharacteristic clinginess.
Work performance: Decreased productivity, lack of follow-through, 
and poor communication.

People experiencing Transition Fatigue are not at peak capability and 
are very likely not ready to make important decisions, especially if those 
decisions are irrevocable. Major life events require far more adjustment 
than most people can see from the outside. Being able to identify when 
this has occurred is crucial to your well-being.
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Emerging and Reclaiming 
Your Wholehearted Self 

As you continue nurturing yourself, you may find yourself ready to 
embrace the process we call “Time to Dream Again.” You give yourself 
permission to address questions like:

“When do I get to be me again, and not just a widow?” 
“Where do I go from here?”

“What new challenges am I ready to take on?”

Here are some steps you might consider on your 
journey to personal reinvention:

• Keep an ongoing list of the elements of your new story, 
adding to it regularly and spontaneously as new ideas 
emerge.

• Collect photos, website links, maps, articles, and inspiring 
stories that connect you to the story you’re building.

• Ask yourself whether you’ve allowed for contradictions and 
new ideas, and whether you’ve developed the ability to be 
patient with yourself and with the process.
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Better Advice, Better Outcomes

Transitions can be a lonely place even with many well-
meaning people giving you advice.  The struggles that emerge 
from widowhood can cause problems ranging from mildly 
inconvenient to disastrous.  New choices can be overwhelming.  
Opportunities can be lost.  Self-doubt can create stress.  
Emotions can cause drifting from core values and principles. 

The Journey Forward with your                                    
Certified Financial Transitionist®

At Northstar Financial Planning, we understand that life-
altering events such as the loss of a spouse have emotional, 
behavioral, and financial consequences.  Facing life’s new 
circumstances takes courage, fortitude, and support.  These 
transitions are about so much more than just finances.  As 
Certified Financial Transitionist® professionals, we help ease 
the burden of your transition and guide you in your journey 
forward with confidence and clarity. 

Let’s begin the journey.
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How We Help You

 Reduce fear and panic.

 Reduce complexity and overload.

 Clarify your goals, values, and priorities.

 Think through your options and possibilities.

 Complete tasks you don’t have time for.

 Help you achieve financial security and 
financial independence.

 Increase your confidence and optimism.

 Provide safe and supportive space to discuss 
your money and your life.
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Schedule your Complimentary 
Consultation today.  

With over 100 years of combined experience, our dedicated team of
Fee-Only CFP® and CeFT® professionals take a holistic approach to Wealth 

Management and Financial Transitions Planning and work collaboratively to 
provide the highest level of personalized planning and service. 
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603-458-2776

Transition expertise matters™

www.northstarfp.com


