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forward after loss.*

Life can change in an instant. When you are faced with an unexpected transition, 

SignatureFD can help. We guide you through challenging times, helping you 

manage new responsibilities and reduce stress.  Our signature service helps create 

stability and comfort as we listen, educate and communicate, providing strategies 

that are sensitive to the feelings of women in transition—women like Caroline.

Caroline thought her family had a financial plan. But when her husband, Brad, 

died unexpectedly, she discovered the reality was quite different. After Brad’s 

passing, she found herself alone and terrified of the unknown. In this case study, 

we explore the challenges Caroline faced after her husband’s death, and show how 

SignatureFD helped her move forward on her own.

Nothing can prepare us for the death of 
a spouse. But there is much we can learn 

from each other’s experiences.



HALF OF WIVES 
ARE WIDOWED 
BEFORE AGE 60.
Source: InvestmentNews, March 2014.

A DEVASTATING LOSS  

For nearly two decades, Caroline had been a full-
time wife and mom. At 47, she had spent the past 
18 years raising the two children she had with 
her husband, Brad. While Caroline had worked in 
banking before getting married, and was proud to 
be financially responsible and independent, she  
left her job when their son, Colin, was born and had 
not worked outside of the home since. A few years 
later she and Brad had another child, a girl they 
named Beth.

As Caroline focused on raising Colin and Beth, Brad 
assumed primary responsibility for managing the 
family’s finances. Still, Caroline felt confident in her 
family’s financial plan. Brad had worked hard and 
advanced in his career as a marketing executive. 
The plan was that he would continue working until 
he was 65 while also saving a significant portion 
of his income for retirement. Caroline trusted Brad 
to handle the family’s finances. They made big 
decisions together, but he took the lead in managing 
the details. 

As their children neared adulthood and 
independence, Caroline and Brad were looking 
forward to the next chapter in their lives. They 
hoped to spend many more happy years together. 
Unfortunately, that was not what happened. At 54 
years old, Brad—who had not had any major health 
problems—suffered a massive heart attack while 
jogging. He passed away before the ambulance 
reached the hospital. Caroline’s life changed forever 
in that moment. 

After her initial shock and despair passed, Caroline 
began to consider the day-to-day reality of life 
without her husband. That’s when she realized 
that she knew virtually nothing about her current 
financial situation. Her personal and financial 
responsibilities suddenly seemed overwhelming. 

Caroline trusted Brad to handle the family’s 

finances. They made big decisions together, but 

he took the lead in managing the details.

Beth, who was now 16, was a junior at 
a private high school—which meant 
a big tuition bill and expenses for 
extracurricular activities, not to mention 
looming college costs. Eighteen-year-
old Colin, who had recently graduated 
from high school, had decided not to go 
to college and was halfheartedly looking 
for a job. In the meantime, he was living 
at home and relying on Caroline for 
financial support.

In addition, Caroline had two adult 
stepchildren from Brad’s prior marriage, 
including one who was out of work and 
living with her. Faced with the prospect 
of supporting her family alone, Caroline 
felt alone and terrified of the unknown. 
She woke up every day with the weight 
of the world on her shoulders. She knew 
something had to be done about her 
financial situation, for the sake of both 
herself and her family. With no idea 
what next steps should be taken, she felt 
paralyzed and helpless.
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CAROLINE WAS NOT ALONE 
As Caroline worked to process her grief and 
decide on her next move, she turned to her 
family and friends for support. Melissa, one of 
Caroline’s closest friends, had lost her husband 
a few years before, and Caroline looked to her 
for guidance. Melissa’s situation was similar to 
Caroline’s—she hadn’t been very involved in 
the family’s finances, and when her husband 
died after a long illness, she found out that 
her financial situation was far less stable than 
she thought. After her lawyer referred her to 
SignatureFD, Melissa started working with 
our firm. We helped her figure out what she 
had and offered advice on how she could 
best manage her financial resources, which 
helped her get her family back on track 
financially. Melissa suggested to Caroline that 
SignatureFD might be able to help her as well. 

Caroline was reluctant to meet with us 
at first. Dealing with all these complex 
financial issues simply felt too 
overwhelming. But after some gentle 
pressure from her friend, Caroline 
agreed that she needed some advice. 
She called SignatureFD and scheduled 
an introductory appointment. Melissa 
even came with her to the meeting to 
help ease some of Caroline’s anxiety.

When we met Caroline, she was  
under immense stress and almost 
completely overwhelmed by grief 
and despair. At that first meeting, 
she poured out her many financial 
concerns—from what to do about her 
husband’s benefits to whether she’d 
be able to access accounts that were 
in Brad’s name only. 

WIDOWS ARE ONE OF THE 
FASTEST-GROWING SEGMENTS 
OF THE U.S. POPULATION.  
IN 2011, THERE WERE MORE 
THAN 12 MILLION WIDOWS, 
A NUMBER THAT GROWS BY 
NEARLY 1 MILLION EVERY YEAR.
Source: Investment Advisor, March 2014. 



Brad had died without a will, which meant she would 
have to work with the probate court to get the funds for 
support and maintenance of her minor daughter. 

She couldn’t find or 
access important 
financial documents.

She didn’t know if  
she qualified for 
Social Security 
benefits or how to 
claim them if she did.

She didn’t have relationships 
with her husband’s financial 
advisors and didn’t know 
whom she could trust. 

She didn’t know how 
much money she had 
and was struggling to 
manage day-to-day 
cash flow and cover her 
children’s expenses.

She didn’t know how much 
debt she had. 

She wasn’t sure what 
benefits—if any—she 
was entitled to from her 
husband’s employer.

The bank and investment accounts 
Brad had set up were in his name 
only, which meant she couldn’t 
access those funds. 

FINDING A WAY FORWARD

Caroline had a lot to worry about, but after 
listening to her whole story, we understood what 
her real challenges were. We used that to create 
a detailed, personalized plan that outlined the 
specific steps Caroline needed to take so that 
she could move forward with confidence. 

A FEW OF CAROLINE’S 
CHALLENGES
It is not uncommon for women 

experiencing loss to face any number 

of the challenges that Caroline 

brought to our first meeting.
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THE SIGNATUREFD 
SOLUTION 

We sat down with Caroline 

and helped her prioritize her 

financial concerns. Together, 

we made a list of immediate 

action items, issues we could 

address after things had settled 

down and concerns that were 

more long-term in nature. 

Helped her sort through her stacks of financial 
documents and find essential financial information.

Acted as a trusted financial resource, partner and 
counselor so that she could reduce her feelings of  
panic and make the financial decisions she needed to 
move forward.

Acted as a liaison between  
Brad’s banker and investment 
broker so we could better 
coordinate her affairs.

Contacted the CPA Brad 
had worked with so that 
he could determine any 
estate tax she owed.

Reached out to the HR 
person at Brad’s firm to 
review his pension and 
retirement benefits.

Helped her apply for 
insurance benefits.

Put together a budget so she knew how much cash 
she actually needed in the next six months, as well as 
planning for her longer-term cash needs.

Reviewed her 
investment 
portfolio.

Helped her hire an attorney to 
speed up the probate process 
so she could access cash and 
investments as quickly as possible 
and get the money she needed to 
provide for her family.

Educated her on estate law in  
her state so that she understood 
what she, her children and 
stepchildren were each entitled  
to from Brad’s estate.

Worked with the Social Security 
Administration to set up direct 
monthly deposits into her  
bank account.

Worked with her to 
decide if she needed to 
sell the home she and 
Brad had built together 
to pay the adult children 
their inheritance.

Inventoried all of her 
assets and liabilities so 
she could take steps to 
be more in control of 
her financial future. 



THE RESULTS

After working with SignatureFD, Caroline 
gained more control over her financial life 
so that she was better able to move forward 
after her husband’s death. We helped her 
address immediate, everyday concerns (Will 
I have enough money? Do I still have health 
insurance?) as well as longer-term issues, 
such as holding her hand throughout the 
estate settlement process, helping her decide 
whether to sell real estate and reviewing her 
investments to make sure they were working 
for her. 

It’s now been several years since Brad died, 
and Caroline is still a SignatureFD client.  
The financial concerns that arose immediately 
after her husband’s death have been resolved, 
but we’re still here to provide support, such 
as helping her determine how much she can 
contribute to her daughter’s college education 
and working with her to understand her 
retirement saving options now that she’s 
returned to work full time.

While Caroline is currently on solid financial 
ground, some of the heartache and stress 
she faced after Brad’s death could have been 
avoided with proper planning. Brad likely 
would have wanted to leave a very different 
legacy than the one he did. Caroline’s story 
serves as a reminder of the importance of 
staying involved in and aware of the family 
finances so that you can be financially 
confident no matter what happens in your life. 

Please note: The above is a hypothetical 
situation, and does not represent any specific 
SignatureFD client situation or experience. 
There can be no assurance that the engagement 
of SignatureFD will prove to be a positive 
experience. A copy of SignatureFD’s written 
disclosure statement discussing scope of fees, 
services and conflicts is available upon request.

Is your situation similar to 
Caroline’s? Do you want—
or need—to take charge 
of money matters in your 
own life? 

We are ready to discuss how 
SignatureFD can help you 
manage your finances. Call your 
SignatureFD relationship manager 
or contact Page Harty: 

• 404-253-7656  
• page.harty@signaturefd.com



1230 Peachtree Street, NE Suite 1800 Atlanta, GA 30309 404 253 7600 www.signaturefd.com

*HYPOTHETICAL CASE STUDY: The above is a hypothetical example as to how SignatureFD might have assisted the client. There 
can be no assurance that a specific situation will have a positive outcome.

1230 Peachtree Street, NE Suite 1800 Atlanta, GA 30309 404 253 7600 www.signaturefd.com


