
Money is a stressor in relationships. Even good relationships. Even when there’s
enough to go around. That’s something I’ve seen in both the data, and in
personal experience.
 
While relationships aren’t my domain, money is. So, I wanted to take a moment
to review some of the tools I’ve seen help couples navigate questions around
money, regardless of how much they have. This approach works well for anyone
newly married and starting to build, but it can also work as a helpful reset for
couples who feel like money discussions tend to feel more tense than they’d like.

Get aligned on the big picture

It’s important for couples to be on the same page about money, even if you don’t
agree on the details. This can be even more critical for wealthy families, as
various income streams, fluctuations in returns or cash flow, and inconsistent
discretionary budgets tend to create more uncertainty (even if you know there’s
enough money to go around).

To help address this, it’s important that everyone understands a few key items:

Cash flow: What you have coming in each month, what obligations you have,
and what you can spend without touching assets.
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Net worth: What you’d be dipping into if you exceed cash flow. It’s also
important to understand how this worth is allocated and if it’s liquid or not.
Asset allocation: This is a natural follow-up to net worth. It explains where
your money is, how easy it is to access, and so on. For instance, some
wealth isn’t really accessible—like assets tied up in a business.
What are your long-term goals? What you discuss here will vary by family,
but there are a few go-to questions you can start with:

What are your big, long-term goals? What are the costs involved?
What goals do you have for your family? This can include your kids’
college, helping them with a down payment, etc.
When do you plan to retire? And where? What lifestyle do you hope to
have in retirement? How do you plan to fund your life post work?
Will you be supporting other family members? If you expect you’ll be
responsible for your aging parents, that’s an important conversation to
have with your spouse.

If you’ve decided to keep your assets separate in your relationship, it’s
important to discuss what this looks like. Every couple incurs joint expenses,
so how will you handle cash flow as a couple? 

Plus, you’ll want to spend extra time making sure you’re aligned on the
logistics of your long-term goals. Who will pay for your kids college and with
what funds? Does one of you plan to stop working before the other? What will
that look like?

Discussing these practical items is critical, otherwise siloed finances can
create division and unnecessary conflict.

Don’t sweat the small stuff

Often times, money fights about small things—like discretionary spending—
happen when couples aren’t aligned on the big things. If you’ve done the work
to get on the same page about what you have and where you want to go, I
suggest setting ‘ground rules’ to help minimize conflict about smaller things.
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For instance, consider setting a discretionary spending threshold: Each spouse
can spend whatever they want up to a certain amount. This amount should be
significant enough that it would upset your overall cash flow and could
potentially impact the “big stuff.” In that case, you’ll want to talk to your spouse
about it. Decide what that threshold is together. If the expenses stay below
that level—don’t sweat it. When they top that amount, discuss them. 

The same is true for risk tolerance. Couples sometimes have a different
perspective on investing and risk. One spouse wants to chase returns and find
investments that outperform the market, the other wants to protect and grow
their assets without taking any extra risk.

This can cause conflict for couples who take a hands-on approach to their own
investments. It is also one of the benefits of working with a financial advisor.
We can help ensure you are invested in a well-diversified portfolio that reflects
both spouses’ priorities and goals.

It’s OK to delegate

Some people think that getting on the same page about money means tasks
need to be divided equally, or that every decision needs to be made together.
That’s not the case. (Nor is it practical.)

It’s common for couples to designate financial tasks to one spouse or the
other. One of you might handle the monthly bills, while the other stays on top
of investment performance and insurance.

If you take this approach, thresholds become extra important. Make sure you
agree that, for example, if an investment loses more than 50% of its value or an
expense tops $2,000, you discuss them.

Communicate clearly (and regularly)

Spontaneous conversations about money can feel jarring—“Why are you
bringing that up now?!” 



To address this, I suggest couples plan to discuss finances four times a year;
consider having those conversations when you receive your performance
summaries from your financial advisor. In addition to investment performance,
use this opportunity to review:

Any changes to your net worth that aren’t reflected in your investment
portfolio.
Cash flow for the past quarter: Where you still making more than you
spent? Did you have any major or unexpected expenses? Did your income
fluctuate at all?
What’s coming up in the next quarter: Do you have any big expenses
planned, like home repairs, a birthday, or a family vacation? Do you
anticipate any changes to your income?
Any stresses or concerns that have been popping up tied to money.

That last item may sound vague, but it’s often the most important. When you
create a designated time to address issues, they’re less likely to boil up during
everyday conversations. This reduces the, “I feel attacked,” response and
allows you to discuss any concerns in the context of your broader financials.
You can discuss whether that anxiety is warranted, whether it’s temporary or a
symptom of a bigger issue, and what you might do to address it.

If you aren’t sure how to address issues, a financial advisor can help. I suggest
couples use our annual financial planning meeting as an excuse to revisit big-
ticket conversations:

Do you have enough life insurance to cover your family in an emergency
Do you have a valid estate plan that’s fully up-to-date?
Are you being strategic about taxes?
What happens if… one of you has a medical issue? Or you suddenly need
cash to cover a home repair?

Remember, many of these questions seem pessimistic on the surface, but in
reality, they’re practical and responsible. You don’t want to add financial stress
to a situation that will likely be stressful for myriad other reasons.
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At the end of the day: Money shouldn’t drive a wedge into your relationship,
particularly if you have “enough” of it. Conflict tends to arise when spouses
disagree about what enough is, or where that money should go. Ultimately, these
are questions about priorities, trust, and more. Money is just the conduit.

But it’s also a conduit I can help with. If you’re looking for ideas for how to
reconcile different approaches to risk, spending, or more, let’s find a time to
discuss. After all, disagreements tend to compound, just like returns. And I’m
here to help. 
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Investment advisory services are offered through Tevis Investment Management, a Registered Investment Advisor.


