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Hundreds of  thou-
sands of  women are widowed 
in the United States each 
year. If  you have recently 
lost your spouse, you may be 
confronting many changes in 
your daily life and need þnan-
cial support and advice.

Where can you þnd someone to 
help you, what should you look for 
in a relationship, what can you put 
off  for later, and how do you make wise decisions?

Because þnancial planning at this stage involves both a 
personõs emotional state and her þnancial state, many widows 
are pushed by well-meaning relatives and even advisors to 
make unwise decisions, or to make changes before they are 
ready to do so.

This article documents smart steps for widows to take 
when the time is right for them. Figure 1 provides an over-
view of  the process.

Jane�s Story

Jane lost her husband earlier this year. Although he had 
been ill for a while, Jane was not prepared for the loss, nor 
her reactions to it.

While her husband was in the hospital, Jane came to see 
me. She said she had his permission to seek þnancial help 
because for the past two years he just couldnõt concentrate 
on his monthly statements, and did not make any decisions. 
In other words, things had been stagnant and her husband 

knew they needed help.
We began to gather informa-

tion about Janeõs family assets, goals 
and need for money, but just one 
month after our meeting, Janeõs 
husband died. Jane called weeping 
more than once, but said now that 
her husband had died and he wasnõt 
there to guide her, that she would 
not make any more decisions. She 
had never made þnancial decisions 
on her own before, and was afraid 
to start now.

Jane is still going through tough times. Sometimes she 
eats a lot to console herself; other times she skips meals, 
thinking: òWhy bother?ó  She often comes to our þnancial 
and investment seminars to talk about her situation, but still 
wonõt make any decisions.

Janeõs husband has now been gone for þve months, 
certainly not a long time after their lengthy, close marriage. 
When Jane is ready, she can begin to consider these smart 
steps that help other widows.

Smart Step 1: Be Aware of the Varied Emotions You 
May Experience

Like Jane, you are entitled to new feelings; be prepared 
for them to change from time to time, sometimes suddenly 
and for seemingly no reason. Just when you think you have 
moved beyond a certain feeling, it can reappear.  

Recent widows have told me that they feel some or all 
of  the following emotions:

Shock: A widow may be stunned by the turn of  events, 
even after a lengthy illness.
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Confusion: Some widows may be-
come disoriented as if  they were in 
new surroundings.
Denial: A widow might feel as if  
she has dreamed all the bad events, 
and a spouse may return.
Anxiety: This may take the form of  
worry about the widowõs future.
Anger: A widow may be angry at 
the husband who left her behind, at 
circumstances, and at othersõ more 
ònormaló lives.
Guilt: A widow may wish she 
had done things differently, or 
been there for her spouse more 
frequently.
Depression: A widow may experi-
ence lingering sadness, or a melan-
choly that comes and goes.
Vulnerability: Widows may feel that 
others are out to get themñand 
that may have a measure of  truth 
in it, so it is wise to proceed into 
new areas with caution.
Loneliness: Few people who have 
lived with others look forward to 
returning to an empty house at 
night. This emotion may prompt 
some widows to latch onto others 
just because they are available.
Cockiness: Some widows experi-
ence the feeling that they can do 
anything. This can lead to short-
term risk-taking, but it may not last. 
If  you feel over-conþdent after a 
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loss, take a deep breath and think 
carefully before taking action.
Acceptance: This stage comes when 
a widow accepts her situation and 
is ready to move on. It may be a 
long time in coming, but may signal 
arriving at a new place. 
These feelings, and others you 

might have, are not sequential. They 
may come and go at different times, 
even over a period of  years. 

Each widow moves at her own 
pace, and may not even be aware of  her 
emotional changes. For example, you 
may not know what is causing you to 
feel a particular way or why your mood 
changes so rapidly. Your relatives may 
also be bewildered by your behavior.

While it is important for you to be 
aware of  your feelings, you may wish to 
postpone major decision-making until you 
are on a more even keel. At the very least, 
involve long-standing friends or trusted 
relatives in your decision-making until you 
exhibit more consistent behavior.

Smart Step 2: Deal With Certain 
Issues Relatively Quickly

Even though common wisdom 
dictates rules of  no-action and no-new-
decisions for a period of  one year, that 
is not always practical. There are some 
things that need to be dealt with very 
soon after the death of  a loved one.

Your goal for the þrst year should be 

•

to get your bearings and stabilize 
your situation. Think in terms of  
maintaining a worry-free living 
situation for yourself  until you can 
truly think clearly about where you 
want to be in the future.

Remember that years later 
many widows say that although 
they thought they were all right, 
in reality their decision-making 
was òfuzzy.ó

Funeral needs
These might include arrang-

ing for a funeral, scattering ashes 
in a special place, or holding a 
memorial service.  These deci-
sions can be shared with family 
members, religious leaders, and 
funeral directors.

Cash �ow needs
You will need to review your cash 

ÿow needsñthat is, þnd out what comes 
in and what goes out on a regular basis. 
Find out if  there is insurance through 
work or personal policies. See if  you 
will have enough to live on, or whether 
you need to liquidate some assets to give 
you the cash to pay your bills.

These are decisions to share with 
your þnancial planner or accountant, or 
someone else who knows your þnan-
cial circumstances well. Try comparing 
what you and your husband lived on 
as a couple to your current needs. For 
example, one woman I met who did not 
know how to drive considered learning 
after the death of  her spouse. When she 
considered the cost of  the car payments, 
insurance, parking costs and gas and 
thought about how little she might use 
her car, she decided to sell it.

Liquidity
Be sure that you have enough 

money that is easily accessible to you 
for your living expenses to see you 
through this time, perhaps enough to 
live on for one year. Consider keeping 
this money separate from your invest-
ment accounts, which may ÿuctuate, 
by putting it in a combination of  CDs, 
Treasury bonds, and money market 
funds. You will know how much you 

Figure 1. Decision Chart for Widows
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