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For many people, the decision to remarry and combine households is fraught with all sorts 

of difficult questions. One of the toughest: Should we combine finances, too? 
  
Of course, combining finances entails significant psychological and logistical hurdles for all 

couples. But couples who have been married before may face additional challenges. 
  
For one thing, they often are older than most first-timers, and one or both may have 

amassed considerable assets. They may have financial obligations to ex-spouses and 

children from previous marriages (in some states, combined assets can affect alimony 

payments), or be caring for aging parents. And people who have been married before often 

have fairly well-established financial habits and previous biases, feelings and emotions 

about money, especially if money was a point of contention in a previous union. 
  
“A lot of couples nowadays don’t want to combine everything,” says Marilyn Timbers, a 

financial adviser with Voya Financial Advisors and owner of Timbers Financial Strategies, a 

financial planning and wealth-management firm in Stamford, Conn. There’s nothing 

inherently wrong with couples choosing to keep things separate, as long as separate doesn’t 

mean secret and the couple has joint financial goals, as well, she says. 
  
Here are some things to consider and tips on how to proceed: 
  
Lay it all out there 
  
First, couples in this situation should have an honest conversation about their respective 

incomes, assets and obligations, which can be difficult for those who have had their prior 

financial lives torn apart by divorce, says Joanne Jensen, managing director and private 

banker at Deutsche Bank Wealth Management. “Psychologically, it can be hard since many 

divorces are contentious and here you are laying out all your financials on the table,” she 

says. 
  
Still, financial advisers say it’s important to do this at least a few months before the 

wedding because working out a joint financial plan can take time. 
  
Both parties should be prepared to share information about their respective assets, 

including bank accounts, investment accounts and retirement accounts, as well as any 

homes, businesses, rental properties, cars or inheritances they may have. They should then 

list their incomes and debts, as well as their day-to-date expenses, being sure to look at 

credit-card statements and monthly bills. 
  
This exercise helps to avoid surprises and possible resentment later on, Ms. Timbers says. 

“This is a road map for your financial partnership. Having these discussions upfront can 

prevent conflict going forward,” she says. 
  
The partners also should disclose the details of any previous divorce decrees, including any 

financial obligations they may have to ex-spouses or children. Not only do couples need to 

work out how they plan to cover such costs, they should discuss how they will handle any 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.wsj.com/articles/youre-getting-married-again-should-you-combine-finances-too-11581994981__;!!IOMqlNbgARDDXg!VUExmWtrl-Vhu0jXMYpIf6JThuGk348B5yKWHWn4KTldJUTsjtVuQXsC42P4eJX5tXA$


future potential expenses related to children that may not be included in divorce 

agreements, such as private-school tuition, tutoring and extracurricular activities. 
  
Talking about college expenses—who will pay for what and where the money will come 

from—is perhaps the conversation that is most critical, since these costs can have a major 

effect on household finances. These talks can be complicated and emotional, especially if 

the partners have different views on how much, if anything, parents are obligated to 

shoulder when it comes to a child’s education. 
  
When there are children in the mix, “the complexity really steps up,” Ms. Jensen says. 

Having discussions upfront, however, can help mitigate or avoid potential conflicts, she 

says. 
  
Creating a plan 
  
Once the initial groundwork is laid, couples can begin defining how they will function 

financially going forward. This includes decisions on who will pay for what household 

expenses, which accounts (if any) they will merge or open together, Ms. Timbers says. 

These decisions will vary based on a couple’s circumstances. 
  
When Leslie H. Tayne, a debt-relief attorney and founder of Tayne Law Group, P.C. in 

Melville, N.Y., married her husband, Kevin O’Brien, they decided to split the household 

expenses roughly 50-50. They keep separate accounts, however, because they had been 

doing so for so long, it would have been more complicated to combine them. Maintaining 

separate accounts also makes it easier for each of them to pay for their own children’s big-

ticket expenses, like college, cars and cellphones. They do, however, share the cost of food 

and other essential items for one another’s children, and Ms. Tayne says she is a signor on 

one of her husband’s accounts, which allows her access for bill-paying purposes. 
  
Adding a spouse to an account, however, is an area where caution is advised, says Glen 

Smith, a certified financial planner and managing partner of Glen D. Smith & Associates, a 

financial advisory firm in Flower Mound, Texas. Once added, the spouse has access to the 

money, which could become problematic if he or she starts withdrawing substantial amounts 

or misusing funds, he says. 
  
Ms. Timbers, meanwhile, offers this example of a couple in their mid-40s, each of whom 

had been married before and had children from those previous unions. They decided to 

maintain separate accounts for personal expenses such as clothes, recreation and expenses 

related to their individual children. They each contribute an equal amount to a joint account 

for household expenses. They also each contribute to a joint travel account they have 

established for their continuing use and to an account to buy a retirement home. They each 

fund their individual retirement accounts, and whatever money is left over remains in their 

personal accounts. 
  
Just in case... 
  
Given that many remarrying couples are older, it’s also even more crucial that they discuss 

end-of-life issues. Mr. Smith says he asks couples: If something happens to one of you, how 

would you want your spouse to be taken care of, as well as any children from this marriage 

or a previous one? 
  
Issues to consider include potential family inheritances (do you want that money to go to 

your current spouse, children from a previous marriage or both?) and your retirement 



savings (by law, your 401(k) goes to your spouse, unless he or she has specifically waived 

this right). 
  
Mr. Smith says these types of decisions should be made before the couple combines any of 

their assets. It also is important to take into account the possibility of divorce, an 

uncomfortable discussions for couples to have before they have even tied the knot. But 

once assets are combined, trying to separate them in the event of divorce can be 

complicated. 
  
How couples approach their finances also can change over time. 
  
Mary Graham, a 67-year-old professor, and her husband, John, a 72-year-old retired 

professor, initially combined all of their resources when they married in 1982 since they had 

very similar salaries and not much saved. 
  
“There wasn’t a lot of this is mine and this is yours and who makes more money and that 

kind of thing,” she says. 
  
But the Irvine, Calif.-based couple soon backtracked due to concerns that money she was 

getting from her grandparents’ trust fund could be considered community property once co-

mingled, affecting his child-support payments. 
  
When those children became adults, the couple changed course and again combined their 

money. 
  
  
 


