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A Step-by-Step Guide to Preparing for Divorce 

 

Please note: There are several hyperlinks to help you 
navigate supporting articles.  

Some navigate within this document, some navigate outside 
of it. 

 

 

 

Your “I do” has turned into “I don’t.” When you walked down the aisle, you envisioned a 
life of permanent marital bliss, but reality has not been so kind. It is now time to end 
your marriage. You want a divorce, but how do you go about actually preparing for this 
huge life change? 

In this article, we’ve pulled together some of our best pre-divorce prep articles. With this 
divorce preparation guide in hand, you’ll know what to expect so you can power through 
your divorce and come out the other end stronger, better, and ready for the next chapter 
in your life. 

You’re Going to Need Money 

You may think that the first step to getting a divorce is to file a petition with the court. 
Nope! As long as your situation isn’t dire, you should first make sure that you have 
access to cash. You’re going to need to be able to pay your attorney and possibly look 
for new housing before your settlement. Build up a cash reserve so that your husband 
can’t leave you high and dry when he receives your divorce petition. 

Make Sure You Can Access Cash! 
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Consider Whether a Separation Might Be the Better Option 

Even if you want your marriage to be over, a separation may be a better choice for 
important financial reasons. For example, if you are self-employed or work at a small    

company, you may rely on your husband’s health insurance to cover your medical 
expenses. If you and your husband are on agreeable terms and neither of you is 
seeking to re-marry right away, a separation may be the pragmatic choice. 

Should You Choose a Separation Instead of Divorce? 

Choose a Divorce Attorney 

Every woman’s situation is different when she approaches divorce, so there really is no 
one-size-fits-all divorce plan. That’s why it can be so helpful to hire a divorce attorney 
before you file the paperwork. Your divorce attorney can help you determine the full 
scope of your marital estate, search for hidden assets, and develop your settlement 
strategy before you pull the trigger. Your attorney can also walk you through different 
settlement approaches, including mediation and collaborative divorce. 

How to Choose a Divorce Attorney 

Search for Hidden Assets 

The key to getting your fair share of your marital estate is knowing the full scope of the 
assets you and your husband own. Many women are surprised to learn the full value of 
their husband’s business, and some have no idea that their husbands own land or extra 
vehicles. Finding these assets will become much more difficult after you serve your 
husband with divorce papers. When he realizes that he may lose a big chunk of his 
wealth, he could start trying to hide assets. That’s why it is important to look for and 
reveal as many assets as possible before the divorce. 

Where to Look for Hidden Assets 
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Burnish Your Resume 

If your husband’s income allowed you to stay at home, then a divorce means you’ll likely 
need to find a job to get by. While you can certainly ask for both child support and 
spousal support (also known as alimony), it likely won’t be enough to keep you afloat. 
As you prepare for divorce, update your resume and put out feelers. It will be much less 
stressful to jump into the job search before you are on your own and the bills are past 
due. 

Preparing for a New/Better Job 

Prepare for the Financial Reality of Divorce 

The average woman faces a 73% loss in her standard of living after a divorce. Let that 
sink in for just a bit. Even as you start to consider divorce, now is the time to begin 
preparing for your new financial reality. You don’t want to have to figure out why you 
can’t pay your bills when the debt collectors are calling. Instead, put together your post-
divorce budget NOW so that you can use it as a guide during your divorce negotiations. 

Creating a Post-Divorce Budget 
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Reference Articles 

 

Thinking of a Divorce? Make Sure You Can 
Access Cash! 

As soon as you begin divorce proceedings, things can move 
quickly, and you won’t always be able to predict how your 
spouse will react. If your spouse is in charge of your family’s 
finances or even has access to joint accounts, you could find 
yourself suddenly cut off from your money! Do not put yourself in 
a position where you will need to rely on your spurned spouse for 
money or where your spouse could use the threat of turning off 
the money tap as a negotiation tactic. 

 
Empower yourself by making sure you have access to money before your divorce that 
you can use to: 
 

• Move out if you need to 
• Support yourself during the divorce 
• Hire a divorce attorney 
• Pay divorce-related court costs 

 

How to Build Up Your Cash Reserves 

The easiest way to build up your cash reserves is to open up a checking or savings 
account in your name and begin depositing as much of your income into it as you can. 
Don’t forgo paying the important bills, like your mortgage or student loans. The last thing 
you want is to deal with collection agencies during your divorce! 
 
Likewise, do not poach money out of shared bank accounts. You’ll eventually need to 
close these accounts and divide the funds according to your divorce settlement. If you 
empty the accounts before the divorce, your spouse may accuse you of trying to steal 
money. (Learn how to close down joint accounts during a divorce.) 
 

 

 

https://www.wife.org/close-joint-accounts-divorce.htm
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Open Your Own Credit Card 

Now is also a good time to apply for a credit card in your own name if you don’t already 
have one. You’ll want to close shared credit cards when you start the divorce 
proceedings, and you don’t want to find yourself without any financial cushion if you  
 
should face a sudden expense, like a car repair. Using credit cards in your own name is 
also a good way to begin building up your individual credit. NerdWallet.com is a great 
resource for comparing different credit card offers. 
 

Borrow Money 

Expenses can mount quickly during a divorce. Rather than put all these expenses on 
your credit card where you can face high interest rates, consider borrowing the money 
from a different source. 
 
Many banks offer personal loans that don’t need to be earmarked for a specific 
expense. If you can, apply at your local credit union where interest rates will be lowest. 
You may also consider taking a distribution from your 401(k). You can do this one of two 
ways. Some employers allow their employees to take out a hardship loan of up to 50% 
of their 401(k) balance to be paid back over a period of time (usually five years). Interest 
rates on this type of loan will vary. As a last resort, you can take a withdrawal from your 
401(k) plan or IRA. You do not have to pay back this withdrawal, but you will pay 
income tax on the amount you take out along with a 10% withdrawal penalty if you are 
younger than 59 and a half years of age. 
 
A final option is to seek a loan from your parents, sibling, or other family members if 
they are able. It may be difficult to ask for help, but that’s what family is for. Even if they 
can’t necessarily loan you money, perhaps your family can offer you a free roof over 
your head for a couple of months to help lower your expenses. 
 

Be Ready 

A divorce has long-ranging financial implications. Building up some cash reserves will 
give you the freedom to pursue your divorce without facing crippling money worries. 
More freedom means you have the time, focus, and ability to seek a settlement that is 
more favorable to you. If you suspect that your spouse may be thinking of a divorce, you 
can follow these same tips so you aren’t blindsided. 
 

  

https://www.nerdwallet.com/
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Should You Consider a Separation Instead of a 

Divorce? 

Not every marriage ends with an epic fight and an eternal 
hatred for one another that can never be quenched. In 
certain cases, a marriage can just quietly wither until one 
spouse (usually the woman) simply decides that she 
would be happier on her own. This is especially true of 
“gray divorces,” divorces that take place among couples 
50 and older. 

In 2014, sociologists Susan L. Brown and I-Fen Lin from Bowling Green State 
University released a report that showed that one in four divorces in the United States 
was occurring among couples 50 years of age or older. Over half of the marriages had 
lasted for more than 20 years! Brown further discovered that “many of the marriages 
that had dissolved were not marked by severe discord…rather, the couples had simply 
grown apart.” 

Divorce is always an expensive proposition, but it can be financially devastating for 
older women. Many of today’s 50- and 60-year-old women stayed home to raise their 
children during their working years, or deferred their own careers for their husbands. As 
a result, after a divorce, they may experience a severe drop in lifestyle. Could a 
separation be a better answer than divorce? 

Health Insurance 

Older women are more likely not to be working or to work part-time than older men, 
which means that they don’t receive healthcare benefits through their work. If a wife 
receives health insurance through her husband’s policy, that’s a hard benefit to give up. 
Even the most modest private health insurance policies can cost hundreds of dollars a 
month, and older Americans certainly want to seek as much coverage as possible, 
since they are more likely to need medical care than their younger, healthier peers.  

Moving from a good healthcare policy to a bare minimum policy could result in very high 
co-payments and small coverage caps for newly divorced women. It may, therefore, be 
smart to stay married and on a husband’s policy until the wife is eligible for Medicare. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/she-the-people/wp/2014/10/08/till-death-do-us-part-no-way-gray-divorce-on-the-rise/
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Social Security Benefits 

If one spouse earned significantly more than the other, the lower-earning spouse can 
actually opt to receive a benefit equal to 50 percent of the higher-earning spouse’s  

Social Security benefit, even after the couple is divorced. For a wife who didn’t work or 
who only worked part time, earning half of her ex-husband’s Social Security benefits 
could be a really good deal (especially since it doesn’t take away from the ex-husband’s 
benefits). In order for an ex-spouse to take advantage of this rule, she must have been 
married to her spouse for at least ten years. If a couple isn’t quite up to this ten-year 
mark yet, it may be smarter to simply separate until the ten year mark is reached. 

Military Benefits 

A civilian spouse of a military veteran can earn certain helpful financial benefits when 
the marriage hits the ten-year and 20-year marks. If a couple is close to either of these 
important anniversaries, it can make a huge difference to the civilian spouse (usually 
the wife) to stay married for the remaining time so that she can get those extra benefits. 

Religious Reasons 

The final reason to stay married has nothing to do with finances and everything to do 
with belief. Certain religious sects teach that divorce is a sin. If this is something that a 
couple believes, then a separation can allow them to respect their religious beliefs 
without forcing them to stay in an unhappy relationship. 
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How To Choose A Divorce Attorney 

 
A divorce is one of the most traumatic events in a person’s life, ranking right up there 
with the death of a loved one. A divorce is also one of the few times – and maybe the 
only time – a person has to deal with the court system. 
 
Ending a disintegrating marriage is made more difficult by the complexity of the divorce 
process and the emotional stress of dealing with the issues of child custody and support 
and division of assets. 
 
Understanding the legal process is as baffling as trying to understand complex medical 
procedures, and just as you need to trust your physician, you need to feel confident with 
your attorney during a divorce. Your divorce attorney must be a combination of 
therapist, confidant, clergy person and “legal eagle.” So, how do you find this person to 
whom you can entrust your future? 
 

Get referrals from friends 

If you have friends who have gone through a divorce, ask what they liked and disliked 
about their attorneys. Was your friend’s case as complex or less complex than your 
own? Was the attorney equally competent in handling emotional issues such as custody 
and “business” issues such as division of assets? Also, ask about the attorney who 
represented your friend’s spouse. 
 

Meet with several attorneys 

Schedule appointments with several attorneys for consultations, and let the attorney 
know you are in the interviewing process. Most attorneys won’t see you free of 
charge since they have only their time and advice to sell, but some offer discounts for 
the initial consultation. 
 

Ask the right questions 

When you meet with an attorney, bring a list of questions regarding your concerns in 
choosing an attorney as well as your personal concerns in the divorce case. Ask how 
the law firm bills its clients and ascertain the billing rates for each person who will be 
working on your case. 
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Most attorneys charge for all time spent in working on your matter. This includes time 
for phone calls, drafting court documents, court preparation and travel to the 
courthouse. It will be difficult for any attorney to give you an accurate estimate of total 
costs for the divorce because there are so many variables. Does your spouse want to 
reach a speedy resolution of the issues or is your spouse going to litigate every issue? 
These factors will go a long way toward determining your ultimate costs. No attorney will 
know all the issues at the initial consultation. 
 
Be sure your attorney or someone in the office will return phone calls within a 
reasonable time and that you will receive copies of all pleadings and correspondence 
received and generated. Also, beware of any attorney who guarantees certain results. 
An attorney can only promise to use his or her best efforts in representing you. 
 
 

Develop lines of communication 

Above all, you and your attorney should be able to communicate effectively. Your 
attorney can only give you your choice of options and advise you as to the probable 
outcome of each option. Remember, nothing is a “slam dunk.” As in the rest of life, the 
legal process does not issue any guarantees. 
 
 
Note: This information is not to be considered legal advice to create an attorney-client relationship. Laws 
and practices vary from state to state. Taking legal information out of context generally has negative 
consequences. If you have questions relating to your particular matter, you should contact an attorney in 
your state for advice. 
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Six Places to Look for Hidden Assets in Divorce 

When couples divorce, mistrust abounds. One of 
the first things people think of when their spouse 
asks them for divorce is, he must have been 
stashing away money. 

You know more about your financial situation than 
any stranger could, so before you hire a private 
eye to look for hidden funds, think carefully about 
your circumstances and how your spouse could 
have squirreled money away. 

1. Was his paycheck automatically deposited to your joint bank 
account? 

If so, look through the check registers and credit card statements to see if you find any 
unusual outlays or cash withdrawals. Often, the cash he managed to set aside in the 
back of a closet or deposited into a relative’s bank account is very little because he had 
very little opportunity to divert funds. 

2. Did he take money from brokerage accounts, lines of credit, or cash 
advances on credit cards? 

If so, those withdrawals will appear on the statements for those accounts, so go through 
those account statements carefully to see if there are funds that have gone missing. 

3. Did he receive expense reimbursements? 

If so, go through account statements to see if those reimbursements are all accounted 
for. Don’t forget medical reimbursements that he might have received as well. Some 
employees delay submitting expense reports to their employer or medical 
reimbursement forms so that they will receive reimbursements after separation. Keep a 
clear head as you are going through the records – you are looking for what isn’t there, 
and that’s often difficult to see. 
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4. Did he delay income until after the divorce? 

He might have made a deal with his employer to delay bonuses or raises until after the 
divorce, to avoid splitting the windfall with you. Or perhaps he gets payments in cash 
that he pockets and doesn’t report on the tax return. Consider what he spends each 
month – haircuts, meals out, walking-around money. If those lifestyle costs don’t appear 
on credit card or bank statements, they must have been paid in cash.  

Figure out how much he spends, and that’s how much additional income he earns. 

5. Do you know the source of funds for all custodial accounts set up in 

the names of children? 

If accounts were set up and funded not long before the divorce began, the parent 
making the contribution may be planning to remove the funds once the divorce is over. 
Even if the account has been in existence for a while, frequent additions and 
withdrawals over the years can indicate it is regarded as a personal piggybank by the 
custodian rather than truly the children’s money. 

6. Do you owe money to Uncle Harry and you don’t know why? 

When it comes time to divorce, debts owed to friends or family members tend to 
surface. If there is repayment of a phony debt to a friend or family member, there may 
be a pre-arrangement that the friend will hold the money until after the divorce. 

Establish the purpose of the loan and what happened to the funds supposedly 
borrowed, to determine if it is a legitimate debt. 

7. Has his business begun losing money? 

He might be reducing income by delaying sending out billings and invoices until after 
the divorce. He might be paying a girlfriend or relative for services never rendered. Or 
perhaps he is recording expenses paid to nonexistent employees or service providers 
but the checks are never cashed. The checks likely will be voided after divorce, but 
meanwhile they appear to reduce income available for support. 
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8. Has he been investing in antiques, artwork or hobby equipment that 

may be overlooked and undervalued? 

Look for lush furnishings in the office, or artwork on the walls.  It is not uncommon to 
find paintings stashed behind doors and in storage, all paid for with marital funds, or find 
there were purchases of gems, coins and other investments through business or 
personal accounts, with the assets nowhere in sight. 
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Start Preparing for a New/Better Job 

We’d like to believe that when it comes to life, 
work, and family that men and women have 
reached something nearing equality. Not so. 
According to the Pew Research Center, in 2012, 
84% of stay-at-home parents were women. 
Likewise, women are far more likely not to work or 
to work part-time than men even if the couple 
doesn’t have children. 

There is absolutely nothing wrong with a woman choosing not to work in order to raise 
her children or to pursue other passions, except when she and her husband get 
divorced. At this point, a woman who has been out of the workforce (or never joined it!) 
can find her professional skill set and network significantly degraded. This can be 
especially harrowing if she takes primary custody of her children and must find a way to 
support them with vastly less money than she is used to. 

If you are considering a divorce and are currently not working, working part-time, or 
working at an underpaying job, now is the time to start preparing for a future post-
divorce professional career. While the decision to divorce can happen quickly for some, 
in many cases, it takes a woman months or even years to finally get to the point where 
she is ready to make the announcement to her spouse. If you are somewhere in this 
process, even if you aren’t sure that you will eventually get divorced, it is still a good 
idea to start preparing to get back to work. 

Training and School 

If you can, start seeking the training and education you will need to pursue the career 
you really want. It may be much harder to pay for school or find the time to take an 
important training course after you are divorced. Identify the skills you need to get the 
job that you want. Do you need a college degree or a special certification? What skills 
are you lacking? 

Start looking at degree courses in your area or certification programs at technical 
schools. Many schools offer part-time degrees or even online degree programs, which 
may be more convenient if you have young children. There are also tons of adult  
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learning courses you can take and even online webinars to learn and improve specific 
skills. 

We also offer referrals to Reboot Accelerator, a local organization (Menlo Park) built to 
help women enhance their networking and career building skills. They may also be able 
to provide job placements.  

Network 

We don’t like to admit it, but in many cases getting a job is all about who you know. Lou 
Adler, author of The Essential Guide for Hiring & Getting Hired set up a survey on 
LinkedIn asking people how they found their job. Out of over 3,000 respondents, an 
astonishing 85% said networking played some role in getting a job. 

If you’ve been staying home taking care of the kids, you may have missed out on 
important opportunities to meet people who could let you know about job openings 
before they hit job boards or put your resume in the right hands. There are plenty of 
things you can do to put yourself out in the world to build your professional network. 
Start by creating a highly polished LinkedIn account. 

Next, join industry groups on Facebook and LinkedIn and follow industry leaders 
on Twitter. Comment. Ask advice. Give advice. Let people know who you are. Consider 
becoming a member of local business networking groups and attending lunch-and-
learns and events in the industry where you want to work. 

Polish Off That Resume 

Finally, you’ll want to make sure your cover letter and resume are updated and polished 
to a shine so that you can send them out as soon as you are ready. If you’ve been out 
of the workforce for a long time, you might consider meeting with a career counselor or 
even seeking the help of a job placement agency. Many cities offer free job counseling 
services, and if you work with a job placement specialist, he or she will be more than 
happy to help guide your progress, since he or she gets paid when you get hired! 

We know that divorce (even if you’re just thinking about it) can be incredibly stressful, 
but that’s no excuse to simply sit at home and worry about your future. The reason you 
are getting a divorce may be because you want to take control of your life and empower 
yourself. Keep that in mind as you start preparing to re-enter the workforce or to get the 
job that you really want. These actions, more than any  

https://rebootaccel.com/
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other, can help you build the financially stable life you want for yourself and your 
children after the divorce is finalized. 
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How Much Money Will You Need for Your Post-

Divorce Life? 

Divorce can be emotionally freeing for women, but 
it can also be financially devastating. Women, far 
more than men, face a stark plummet in their 
standard of living after divorce. That is why, if you 
are considering divorce, you must start planning 
right now for your post-divorce life. One of the most 
important questions you’ll need to answer is how 
much money will you need to survive and thrive. 

Get Ready for the Transition 

Not all women face a lower of standard of living as a result of divorce. However, in her 
book, The Divorce Revolution, author Lenore Weitzman found that an average woman 
faces a 73% loss in her standard of living after divorce, while the average ex-husband is 
likely to enjoy a 42% boost in his standard of living! This significant disparity can be 
explained by the fact that many men are still the breadwinners in their households and 
that women still overwhelmingly receive primary custody of children. 

If these numbers make you nervous, that’s a good thing. We don’t mean to scare you 
away from divorce, but we do want you to be fully prepared for what comes next. 

How Much Will You Need After Divorce? 

You do not have to face a 73% loss in your standard of living, especially if you come 
into your divorce knowing how much you need to maintain your current standard of 
living. If you have time to plan for your divorce, start adding up all of your living costs. 
Ask yourself questions such as: 

• Should I keep the house or should I move into a cheaper home or consider 
renting? 

• How much will I likely spend on groceries after my divorce? 
• How much will I spend on utilities? 
• How much are my current payments for things such as my car loan, car 

insurance, health insurance, retirement savings, 
etc? 
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• How much do I need to have saved for unexpected expenses? 
• Do I plan on asking for shared or full custody of the children? How much will it 

cost to care for them? 

 

Try to be as realistic as possible when recording your expenses. While certain bills, 
such as your grocery costs, may be a little lower without your husband in the picture, 
you may be surprised at how expensive your life will be even without him. This is 
especially true if you were relying on him for health insurance and retirement savings. 
These may be new costs that you have to add to your budget. 

Use Your Budget as a Negotiating Stepping Stone 

Use your research to create a realistic budget of the expenses you’ll face once you are 
on your own. Consider adding 10% on top as a cushion for little unknown expenses that 
always pop up. This is the amount you’ll have to earn after divorce on your own to 
support yourself. If your current income does not cover the amount, you’ll either have 
to find ways to lower your costs (perhaps by moving to a less expensive home), or you’ll 
have to try to negotiate a divorce settlement with your husband that can make up the 
difference. 

If you aren’t sure how you will afford your post-divorce life, now is the time to speak with 
a Certified Divorce Financial Analyst. A CDFA can help you determine a more 
reasonable budget or help you figure out what to negotiate for in the divorce. 

An experienced divorce attorney can also be a big help! 
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Second Saturday is a group of professionals 

providing divorce support and professional services. 

Please contact us for more assistance with legal, 

financial, or emotional needs.  

650.434.2177 

Secondsaturdaysanmateocounty@gmail.com 

 

  

mailto:Secondsaturdaysanmateocounty@gmail.com
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DIVORCE INFORMATION CHECKLIST 

 

The following documents and other information will help your divorce attorney, 

mediator or divorce financial analyst advise you regarding your divorce. Getting 

these documents together early in the divorce process will help you navigate your 

divorce in the most cost-effective manner. 

 

____ Contact information          
 
         Personal information for you and your spouse (names, dates of 

birth, date of marriage, date of separation, names and ages of ____ 
children from this marriage and from other relationships) 

 
 ____ Individual income tax returns for past three years (federal and state) 
 
____ Business income tax returns for past three years (federal and state) 
 

Information regarding your current income (W-2 forms, 1099 forms, K-1s, ____ 
recent paystubs) 

 
         Information regarding your spouse’s current income (W-2 forms, 1099 
____ forms, K-1s, ____ recent paystubs) 
 
____ Prenuptial or post-marital agreements, if any 
 
         List of assets you own, including most recent statements for anything on 
____ the list (e.g, bank account statements, brokerage statements, etc) 
 
         List of debts you owe, including most recent statements for anything on 
____ the list (e.g, mortgage statements, credit card statements, auto loans, etc) 
 
         Documentation regarding retirement plans for you and your spouse (401(k) 
____ statements, pension plan documents, IRA statements, etc.) 
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Documentation regarding stock options and restricted stock, including 
____ vesting schedules 
 
____ Real property valuation documents (appraisal, market analysis, etc) 
 
____ List of contents of safe deposit boxes or safes 
 
         List of automobiles you own and valuation information from Kelley Blue 
____ Book (www.kbb.com) 
 
         Business financial statements (profit and loss statements, balance sheets) 
____ for past three years 
 
____ Loan application forms for loans taken out within the past three years 
 
____ List of separate assets claimed for each spouse 
 

 

http://www.kbb.com/

