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• This paper explores the complexities involved in 

the estate planning process for blended families 

and offers guidance for financial planners based 

on the principles of financial psychology.

• Theoretical frameworks from the field of psy-

chology offer insights into the formation and 

development of blended families and some of 

the unique challenges they face. 

• It is important for financial planners to recognize 

how conflicting interests from current and 

former family members impact a client’s emo-

tions and financial decision-making.

• Financial planners could benefit from under-

standing how to take a more comprehensive 

approach to helping clients recognize their 

money beliefs and biases by integrating financial 

psychology into the estate planning process.

• Financial psychology tools can help financial 

planners better understand blended families’ 

unique challenges.
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THE LANDSCAPE OF American families has changed 
over the years. This shift has led to more diverse 
and complex financial planning needs. It is esti-
mated that more than 50 percent of Americans have 
been or will be included in a blended family at some 
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bridge this gap, this paper explores: (a) common 
issues facing blended families, (b) blended families 
and money, (c) blended family estate planning, (d) 
the psychology of blended family development, 
and (e) how financial planners can assist blended 
families with estate planning. 

Common Issues Facing Blended Families
Blended families face some common challenges. As 
a system, a challenge faced by one member of the 
family will have an impact on all the other family 
members (Sanner, Ganong, and Coleman 2020). 
For example, if a child is grieving the loss of the old 
family, it can hurt the experience of all the other 
family members. Family systems theorists argue 
that change and restructuring require adjustment 
because systems are typically stable (Golish 2003). 
Healthy blended families can adapt and adjust, 
whereas other blended families may struggle.
 Sanner, Ganong, and Coleman (2020) pointed to 
one of the biggest issues within blended families—
the impact of parent–child relationships, particu-
larly when a parent shows preferential treatment 
to one child over another. This is not uncommon 
with blended families since the biological parent 
and child share more history. Children in more 

point in their lifetime (Oppenheimer & Co. Inc. 
2021). Blended families can be defined as families 
in which one or both spouses have children or step-
children from previous relationships (Hamilton and 
Blazek 2007). Sometimes there is more than one 
former partner, and there could be children from 
each past relationship. This adds to the complexity 
of estate planning, which involves making decisions 
about who receives certain assets and/or takes on 
certain responsibilities upon an individual’s inca-
pacitation or death (Herzberg 2022). 
 For financial planners to successfully navigate the 
complexities of a blended family in the estate plan-
ning process, it’s helpful for them to understand 
the psychology of money and family systems. This 
includes being aware of how blended families form 
and operate, actively listening to understand clients 
and their emotions, and knowing how financial psy-
chology tools can be incorporated to help clients. 
Money is a central resource for well-being, and as 
a result, it has a significant impact on relationships 
within families (Raijas 2011). This can be especially 
true in blended families, which often face additional 
challenging dynamics. For example, when a parent 
shows preferential treatment to one child over 
another around money, which is not uncommon 
when blending biological children and stepchildren, 
this can create parent–child unions that damage 
relationships and lead to conflict (Sanner, Ganong, 
and Coleman 2020). This conflict may become even 
more apparent as couples make decisions on how to 
leave assets to their kids, stepkids, and spouse. 
 The traditional educational curriculum has left 
planners ill-equipped to identify and work with 
these psychological dimensions. While they can 
impact all of the financial planning processes, many 
of these issues come to the foreground in the estate 
planning process, where key financial, family, and 
legacy decisions are made. In an attempt to help 

“Healthy communication is the 
most commonly recognized factor 
in resiliency and the key ingredient 
in the development of relationships 
within blended families.”
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given that expectations of a permanent, lasting 
relationship may have eroded, causing partners in 
the relationship to be more cautious (Raijas 2011). 
This separation could cause issues with trust and 
acts of financial infidelity. In fact, 43 percent of 
Americans admit to having committed an act of 
financial infidelity (NEFE/The Harris Poll 2021). 
For example, one spouse might spend more money 
on a biological child versus a stepchild, and not 
divulge that information to their spouse for fear 
of an argument. Further research is needed to 
determine if the rate of financial infidelity would 
be higher for remarried couples. Given that divorce 
rates increase in subsequent marriages (Lewis and 
Kreider 2015), acts of financial infidelity may very 
well be higher in blended families. 
 A particular challenge in blended families is the 
common mentality that what’s mine is mine and 
what’s yours is yours (Hamilton and Blazek 2007). 
This mindset can become more pronounced as time 
passes, so remarried couples would benefit from 
addressing this as early as possible. However, it is 
important to address it in a manner that does not 
create further division (Hamilton and Blazek 2007). 
Financial planners need to understand their clients’ 
mindsets to avoid subconsciously projecting their 
beliefs about how money should be managed onto 
their clients; for example, assuming that once you 
become married, you are one unit and should com-
bine all assets and managing of expenses to show 
unity and long-term commitment to one’s marriage. 
Depending on the family’s stage of development 
and/or unique values, such advice may be wholly 
inappropriate. 

Blended Family Estate Planning
Research shows that estate planning for blended 
families involves additional complexities due to 
the many considerations that must be taken into 

complex living environments appear to be nega-
tively impacted in the areas of economic well-being 
and educational attainment (Sanner, Ganong, and 
Coleman 2020). Adding in half-siblings also puts 
kids in this type of environment at higher risk (San-
ner, Ganong, and Coleman 2020). Finally, research 
shows that children living in blended families with 
open communication around family histories and 
dynamics experienced reduced uncertainty of living 
in a blended family environment, demonstrating 
communication as a key theme (Sanner, Ganong, 
and Coleman 2020). While there are challenges, 
families have the potential to emerge stronger as 
time goes by after facing stressful and challenging 
conditions (Brown and Robinson 2012). Healthy 
communication is the most commonly recognized 
factor in resiliency and the key ingredient in the 
development of relationships within blended 
families (Golish 2003; Brown and Robinson 2012). 

Blended Families and Money
Money management can lead to conflict in families 
when members have different ideas about how to 
use it, and studies show that conflicts over money 
are a leading cause of divorce (Dew, Britt, and 
Huston 2012). Conversely, the perception that one’s 
spouse holds similar beliefs around money has been 
linked to positive feelings (Grable, Kruher, Bryam, 
and Kwak 2021). Studies comparing blended 
families to traditional nuclear families have found 
that blended family money management is even 
more complex (Raijas 2011). 
 Studies have shown that those who have been 
previously divorced are more likely to manage their 
finances independently from their new spouse. 
For example, one study found that 45 percent of 
spouses in a blended family prefer separate bank 
accounts with only 14 percent having at least one 
joint account (Raijas 2011). This is not surprising 
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stepparent and stepchild could mean needing to 
recommend a plan that prevents anyone from feel-
ing as if they could be left out. An example might 
include recommending an irrevocable life insurance 
trust for the kids and then a revocable living trust 
for the spouse, with the kids excluded (Hamilton 
and Blazek 2007). Client emotions often run high 
when decisions revolve around conflicting interests 
from biological children, stepkids, former spouses 
and partners, and a new spouse (Herzberg 2022). 
As such, it’s important clients be fully open and 
honest with financial planners about the reasoning 
behind their decisions. 

The Psychology of Blended Family Development
The increasing number of blended family house-
holds and the unique challenges they face have 
been well documented. While researchers ignored 
blended families until the 1970s when divorce 
replaced a spouse’s death as the primary reason for 
remarriage (Golish 2003), in the past few decades, 
much has been learned about their strengths and 
challenges. Blended families are often faced with 
more complexities, such as pre-divorce stress, 
separation, restructuring of households, parent–
child relationships, remarriage, blended family 
integration, and a stigma of blended families that is 
less than desirable (Brown and Robinson 2012). 
 Papernow (1993) developed a seven-stage cycle 
of development for blended families, known as the 
Stepfamily Cycle. The cycle sheds light on many of 
these complexities and is a helpful framework for 
financial planners. When working with a blended 
family, a financial planner would benefit from 
thinking about where in the cycle a blended family 
exists. While these stages are presented linearly, it is 
common for families to slip in and out of and repeat 
certain stages of the cycle (Papernow 1993). The 
seven stages of the Stepfamily Cycle are as follows:

account (Hamilton and Blazek 2007). When doing 
estate planning with blended families, financial 
planners need to learn how the clients view owner-
ship of their assets and liabilities, and not make 
assumptions. This could include how they view 
owning assets individually, jointly, inherited assets, 
or a combination of all of these. The underlying 
issue in blended family estate planning, even if 
not openly discussed, involves which spouse is 
responsible for what costs and how the estate of 
the accountable spouse is impacted (Hamilton and 
Blazek 2007). 

Challenges in Blended Family Estate Planning
Hamilton and Blazek (2007) and Herzberg (2022) 
identify several challenges financial planners face 
when discussing estate planning strategies with 
clients in blended families. They include: (a) 
how property should be owned, (b) how to title 
assets owned pre-marriage, (c) management of 
current expenditures, (d) avoiding unintention-
ally disinheriting kids, (e) wealth differences 
between remarried spouses, (f) handling of debts 
from a prior marriage, (g) child support arrange-
ments, (h) balancing needs between spouse and 
biological children, (i) complexity of relationships 
between households, (j) how to divide the estate, 
(k) protecting assets from former spouses, (l) fair 
treatment of all children involved, and (m) how to 
name beneficiaries. 
 Because of the complexities involved, financial 
planners should take the time to understand a 
family’s dynamics. This includes being sensitive 
to possibly strained relationships that can happen 
between stepparents and stepchildren when a 
biological parent passes away, and if there is any 
indication of ill will, creating a plan that allows 
parties to amicably part ways upon death (Hamilton 
and Blazek 2007). For example, issues between a 
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to follow as the blended family moves into more 
openly expressing their differences and trying to 
persuade each other over blended family issues 
(Papernow 1993). This often involves the step-
parent taking a strong position in one or more 
areas. Some families struggle to move past this 
stage and may cycle back to the confusion in the 
immersion stage. Unsuccessful blended families 
do not make it past this stage (Papernow 1993).

   5. Action Stage: The action stage is a challenging 
period in which the family has enough informa-
tion to implement new guidelines, develop 
new family customs, and recognize new family 
activities (Papernow 1993). Biological bonds 
begin to open up to make room for more inclu-
sive blended relationships. A new center ground 
is constructed leaving some former ground from 
prior family systems intact (Papernow 1993).

The Later Stages
   6. Contact Stage: At this stage, the blended family 

has reached a honeymoon period (Papernow 1993). 
Clear and open communications now characterize 
blended relationships. A comfortable stepparent 
role has been set and accepted by members of the 
family. A strong awareness process should continue 
to address new challenges and further strengthen 
the stepparent role (Papernow 1993).

   7. Resolution Stage: In the final stage, the new 
system of bonds has become a fully-operating 
blended family (Papernow 1993). Family roles 
now shift easily within the group. Blended 
family boundaries are more adaptable than 
in first-time families, and biological bonds 
remain special and distinct. The middle ground 
has become secure in most blended family 
relationships, providing a solid sense of family 
(Papernow 1993). Children see themselves as 
members of two households and feel nurtured 

The Early Stages
   1. Fantasy Stage: In the fantasy stage, family mem-

bers bring their illusions and desires to the new 
family resulting from (a) previous failures and the 
hope of becoming a successful blended family, (b) 
their family histories, and (c) a lack of understand-
ing of blended family dynamics (Papernow 1993). 
These hopes, even if unrealistic, are often intensely 
held. Coming to terms with the reality and getting 
past any unrealistic expectations may require 
substantial work by clients, and if they hold onto 
their fantasies rigidly, they can become a roadblock 
to successful family integration (Papernow 1993).

   2. Immersion Stage: As differences in family 
members’ desires and perspectives become more 
noticeable, children and stepparents may experi-
ence increasing pressure, confusion, and distress 
(Papernow 1993). Unrealistic expectations, 
including a belief that blended families should 
function like first-time families, can make these 
early challenges feel like disappointments. If 
shame and accusations prevent good communica-
tion, families may become stuck in a painful cycle 
of conflict and dissatisfaction (Papernow 1993).

  3. Awareness Stage: Papernow (1993) identifies this 
as the most critical stage for the integration of the 
stepfamily. It involves an inquisitive, understand-
ing assessment of one’s perceptions and needs and 
those of others in the family system. Self-accep-
tance and transparency start to take the place of 
uncertainty and doubt (Papernow 1993). Family 
members begin to create a more realistic view of 
the life they share. This understanding provides 
the foundation for shared decision-making in the 
middle stages (Papernow 1993). 

The Middle Stages
   4. Mobilization Stage: During this stage, it’s not 

uncommon for a highly emotional environment 
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Using Diagrams to Help Make Sense of Blended Families 
and Their Dynamics
John and Jess, married in 2017, have one child 
together, Sasha, who recently turned 1. John was 
previously married to Suzy for 12 years, and they 
divorced in 2010. They had two children together, 
Kelly, age 19, and Brian, age 13. John and Suzy 
share custody of Brian, who goes back and forth 
between the households every other week. Jess was 
previously married to Matt for seven years, and they 
divorced in 2015. They had two kids together, Joe, 
age 22, and Ally, age 14. Jess and Matt share custody 
of Ally, who rotates homes on the same schedule as 
Brian. Before even considering the quality of the 
relationships between the family members, this 
scenario is a good example of the complexity of a 
blended family system. Visual aids can be helpful 
for both the financial planner and the client. One 
such visual aid is a genogram. A genogram is a 
graphical depiction of the relationships within a 
family system. Therapists often use it to provide 
awareness to clients about their family’s past 
(Wrenn 2019). This family dynamic is illustrated in 
the genogram in Figure 1.
 A diagram can also be useful to see how money 

by the many relationships and values with 
which they are presented (Papernow 1993).

 
 The length of time it takes for a blended family to 
progress through the stages can vary, but on average, 
families will spend two to three years in the early 
stages, another two to three years in the middle 
stages, and then one to two years in the later stages 
(Papernow 1993). 

How Financial Planners Can Assist Blended Families 
with Estate Planning
Estate planning for blended families is more complex 
than for traditional households, requiring a greater 
level of care and understanding by financial planners. It 
might include considerations such as creating a prenup-
tial or postnuptial agreement, wills, powers of attorney, 
a qualified terminable interest property (QTIP) trust, or 
an irrevocable life insurance trust (ILIT). While these 
and other strategies are all logical steps to consider, 
there is an emotional aspect to the estate planning 
process that many financial planners fail to take 
into consideration. What follows is a blended family 
scenario and tools that financial planners can use to 
provide more effective financial planning services. 

Figure 1: Genogram of a Blended Family

Divorced 2010 Married 2017 Divorced 2015

age 14age 22age 13age 19 age 1

Suzy JessJohn Matt

Kelly Brian Sasha Joe Ally
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because she feared it would damage the co-parenting 
relationship. Jess also did not receive any assets as 
part of the divorce settlement with Matt and did not 
have much in savings when she and John married. 
On the other hand, John came into the marriage 
with Jess with over $50,000 in savings, $150,000 
invested in his 401(k), and 529 plans set up for both 
of his biological kids. John also owned a home while 
Jess was renting an apartment, so Jess moved in with 
John. They have since sold that home and built a 
home together titled in both their names. They’ve 
also collectively accumulated quite a bit more in 
wealth since marrying. 
 In their meeting with their financial planner, 
John and Jess expressed their wishes to have some 
assets owned jointly but keep others separate, and it 
quickly became apparent to their financial planner 

intersects with the relationships within the family 
genogram. Figure 2 illustrates the typical flow 
of money after a divorce and into a new blended 
family and can be adapted by a financial planner to 
make sense of a family’s money flow. 
 Based on the above model, Figure 3 shows an illus-
tration of John and Jess’ money flow situation when 
they first entered their marriage and how it looks 
today with their shared income, assets, and liabilities. 
We see that John sends $1,500 per month in child 
support to Suzy and will continue to do so until Brian 
graduates from high school. Suzy was a stay-at-home 
parent, so John gave her half of his 401(k) plan and 
$120,000 in cash as part of the divorce settlement, 
which included half of a joint savings account and all 
the equity from the sale of their home. Jess, on the 
other hand, did not want Matt to pay child support 

Figure 2: Blended Family Money Flow Chart
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is that Jess resents Brian because of the amount 
of child support John sends Suzy and does not 
like when John spends any additional money on 
Brian. Even though the child support payment is 
technically made by John, Jess feels like she is also 
paying it since it takes away from their household 
income. The pressure for John to hide his spending 
on Brian and commit financial infidelity increases, 
as a result, and so does his desire to ensure Brian 
and Kelly are well taken care of should he pass 
away. At the same time, John also wants to make 
sure Jess is well taken care of should he pass 
before her. Balancing these wishes, along with the 
emotional turmoil and conflict John and Jess both 
feel, presents additional complexities in the estate 
planning process that traditional planning does 
not address. 

that conflicts have occurred over the matter. Their 
biggest concerns have been the perceived imbal-
ance in the amount of money spent on and saved 
for biological children versus stepchildren. This 
includes the desire to ensure no child feels left 
behind or financially disinherited, while also mak-
ing sure the surviving spouse is well taken care 
of should one spouse pass away. The traditional 
approach of leaving all assets to a surviving spouse 
with the kids as contingent beneficiaries will not 
work in a blended family scenario, given the new 
spouse would receive all assets and then could 
leave everything remaining upon their death to 
their biological children. If there are any strained 
relationships with stepchildren, this could become 
a very real scenario. 
 Another major issue in the case of John and Jess 

Figure 3: John and Jess’ Money Flow Chart

John

Matt

Jess

Suzy

Shared income, assets, and liabilities:
Current HH Income: $300K/year, Assets: $1.5M, Liabilities: $500K

Child support obligation: $1,500/mo.

Separate income, assets, and liabilities: Income: $120K, Assets: $50K 
(savings), $150K (401(k)), and $25K (529s), Liabilities: $250K (mortgage)

Divorce settlem
ent proceeds:

$100K (401(k)) and $120K (cash)

Separate income, assets, and liabilities: Income: $60K, 
Assets: $1K (savings), Liabilities: $2K (credit cards)
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The Early Stages
At this stage, it may be difficult for the financial 
planner to get a clear picture of family dynamics and 
make recommendations that satisfy both clients’ 
desires. It may be important for the financial planner 
to draw attention to desires for something that’s not 
possible. For example, one spouse may desire every-
one to be treated equally when it comes to passing on 
assets, but child support obligations, asset types, and 
ownership may limit distribution strategies. When 
identified, the financial planner can provide informa-
tion that could help put those desires in perspective 
around what’s possible. While not acting in the 
role of a therapist, the financial planner could also 
acknowledge and normalize the losses involved for 
the family if the family expresses them. For families 
who are experiencing high levels of conflict or 
dissatisfaction, it may be appropriate for the financial 
planner to refer them to a mental health professional. 

The Klontz Money Scripts Inventory (KMSI)
An exercise financial planners could use with 
clients in the early stages is the Klontz Money 
Scripts Inventory (KMSI). The KMSI was designed 
to measure beliefs about money (Klontz, Britt, 
Mentzer, and Klontz 2011) and could be beneficial 
for clients to gain a deeper understanding of their 
own money beliefs as well as those of their partner. 
It groups clients into four categories: (1) Money 
Worship, (2) Money Status, (3) Money Avoidance, 
and (4) Money Vigilance. The KMSI also provides 
financial planners with better insights into their 
clients’ money beliefs. Spouses can benefit greatly 
from engaging with the KMSI separately and then 
reviewing each other’s results. Unlocking beliefs 
and biases toward money can help all parties 
involved better understand differences in money 
behaviors and actions needed to move forward in 
the estate planning process. 

 With the heightened level of emotions involved in 
all these decisions, Jess may feel untrusted or that her 
kids are being left out if John asks for a postnuptial 
agreement. She may feel as if John thinks they might 
get divorced in the future versus being all-in with the 
marriage. Jess might also have negative feelings about 
John’s kids having college savings plans and her kids 
not having anything yet. John, on the other hand, 
might feel like he had certain things in motion already 
and certain plans for the legacy he wants to leave his 
children. He may feel pressure from Jess to change 
those plans, which could be a source of emotional 
turmoil for John. If a financial planner does not 
understand this dynamic or have a full understanding 
of the emotions involved, they may make recommen-
dations that damage trust with their clients or cause 
further marital conflict. These types of complex family 
systems issues can feel overwhelming for a financial 
planner, and diagrams such as those above can be 
helpful in the financial planning process. 

Integrating Financial Psychology Tools into the 
Stepfamily Cycle
Financial planners can help clients recognize what 
stage of blended family development they are in and 
how it may impact their estate planning decisions. Just 
the explanation of the stages can be beneficial as it can 
normalize many of the blended family struggles and 
challenges. Financial planners who understand this 
development, along with the theoretical basis of family 
systems theory, will be better positioned to provide 
sound estate planning strategies for their clients. The 
following strategies can be used by financial planners 
to work with blended families based on their place in 
the Stepfamily Cycle (adapted from Papernow 1993). 
It is important to note that across all stages, there may 
be times when a financial planner should refer clients 
to a mental health professional, and as such, this 
matter is also discussed.
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 Step 2: State Positions. The process begins with 
each client taking a turn to state their position on 
what they want and what they hope to achieve. 
The financial planner asks John and Jess, in turn, 
to talk about what they want to see happen. At this 
stage, the financial planner models active listening, 
reflecting back to each person what the planner 
thought they were saying, while their partner 
listens. John says he would like to leave an unequal 
amount to the kids based on assets brought into the 
marriage and relationship dynamics, but Jess wants 
everyone to be treated equally.
 Step 3: Switch Roles. In this step, John and 
Jess are going to switch roles and pretend they are 
the other person. The financial planner has them 
even switch chairs to anchor the shift. This step 
is designed to facilitate a deeper understanding of 
each partner’s views. 
 Jess (Playing John): I’d like to ensure that my two 
biological kids receive the bulk of my assets after we 
are both gone. If I die first, I want to know you are 
taken care of, but ensure they receive everything 
that was mine beyond your needs.
 John (Playing Jess): I’d prefer that all the kids 
receive an equal share of the assets after we both pass. 
We are working together to provide for the family. 
 Jess (Playing John): I understand, but because I 
came into the relationship with substantially more in 
assets, and had discussed these with my kids already. I 
feel it is only fair they receive more. Plus, I do not want 
them to resent you or your kids later because of it.

The Middle Stages 
In the middle stages, financial planners may find that 
the most pressing issues for their clients are aired out 
and emotionally charged. For example, clients may 
start to realize by this point that not everything is 
always going to be equal or fair with the kids, and one 
or both may not be happy about it. The clients could 
even start arguing in front of the financial planner. 
The financial planner will need to navigate carefully to 
avoid appearing to take sides or causing more conflict. 
 Financial planners could use a technique called 
behavioral rehearsal or role-playing during the 
middle stages, which is a cognitive behavioral 
therapy technique for modifying or enhancing 
interpersonal skills (American Psychological 
Association 2022). This exercise would involve 
playing out a given scenario, which helps clients see 
the impact of different estate planning scenarios 
to help facilitate a decision on the best strategy 
moving forward. Financial planners can use the Van 
Cleve–Klontz Role Play Model for Couples to help 
facilitate the exercise (see Figure 4). 
 Step 1: Identify Situation. In step one, the financial 
planner and clients identify the issues or challenges 
they want to role-play. The financial planner lays the 
ground rules for the discussion and the goal of gaining 
a better understanding of what goals the clients hope 
to achieve. In the example of John and Jess, the finan-
cial planner is aware of the tension they have around 
the topic of how much money is going to be left, and 
in what amounts, for their respective children.

Figure 4: Van Cleve–Klontz Role Play Model for Couples

Step 1:
Identify Situation

Step 2:
State Postions

Step 3:
Switch Roles

Step 4:
Explore Solutions

Step 5:
Implement

Step 6:
Review

(Adapted from Casey 1973)
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and how they feel about things. The financial 
planner attempts to gain agreement from clients to 
implement certain recommendations in the estate 
plan. At this point, the financial planner may ask 
the clients if they have any ideas on how to create 
a win-win solution. If the clients are not sure, the 
financial planner might give them some homework 
to read up on a couple of estate equalization tech-
niques or provide such information directly. Role-
play could continue if the clients are still struggling 
to understand each other’s positions and reach an 
agreement. If the clients are still entrenched in 
their positions, the financial planner may ask them 
to think about it and follow up with them later. 
If they continue to be at an impasse around the 
situation, the financial planner might recommend a 
couple’s therapist who could help them gain resolu-
tion around the issue. 
 Step 5: Implement. In the case of John and Jess, 
the role-play confirmed that they knew each other’s 

 John (Playing Jess): My kids are just as important 
and we are all one family now. Things change, so 
our plans should, too. 
 Jess (Playing John): Your oldest son has never 
lived with us, and I do not know him at all. Why 
would I want to leave him so much money? Why 
not just give him part of whatever you accumulate 
between now and then? 
 John (Playing Jess): How am I supposed to tell 
my son he isn’t as important because he is older and 
never lived with us? 
 Jess (Playing John): (chuckles under her breath) 
I can tell him for you if you’d like. 
 The role-play is designed to help John and Jess 
begin to understand each other’s viewpoints 
better. The financial planner also gains a better 
understanding of the family dynamics and what is 
important to each client. 
 Step 4: Explore Solutions. In step four, the 
financial planner and clients discuss the role-play 
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that satisfies the majority of their needs. Financial 
planners typically will not need to focus as much on 
fostering good communication between clients or 
have to navigate emotional conflicts within the fam-
ily. This does not mean that financial planners will 
not still face resistance from their clients. In the later 
stages, financial planners can use a technique called 
motivational interviewing (MI). 
 At some point in the financial planning process, 
it is normal for clients to resist the advice and 
recommendations provided by financial planners. 
According to Klontz, Kahler, and Klontz (2016), 
clients often seek advice but then resist it due to 
ambivalence, internally contemplating the positives 
and negatives of the action. Miller and Rollnick 
(2012) suggested MI can help overcome ambiva-
lence and avoid creating additional resistance. 
Financial planners who understand and recognize 
when resistance is taking place and tailor their 
communication style and interviewing in a manner 
that fosters self-discovery by the client can help 
clients feel engaged and empowered in the estate 
planning process. A hypothesis that needs testing is 
that ambivalence and resistance to change during 
the estate planning process are higher in the early 
and middle stages of the Stepfamily Cycle, which 
could be attributed to the significant amount of 
change these families have already experienced 
while forming as a blended family.
 One of the key tenets behind MI is conversations 
about change (Miller and Rollnick 2012). The 
typical response from a financial planner might 
be to argue for the side of change. However, when 
someone is ambivalent, taking the side of change is 
likely to create more resistance in the client. Con-
versations typically involve three communication 
styles: (1) directing, (2) guiding, and (3) following 
(Miller and Rollnick 2012). The directing style 
involves providing facts, education, and recommen-

positions and they were ready to move forward 
with implementing a solution. The financial plan-
ner made some recommendations that could both 
preserve John’s assets for his kids while ensuring 
Jess’s kids are equally cared for by recommending 
they use life insurance as an estate equalization 
technique. In this case, the financial planner sug-
gests they have an attorney establish a QTIP and set 
up an ILIT. The couple agreed to move forward with 
this plan and implement it. 
 Step 6: Review. Step six would be covered during 
regularly scheduled review sessions. If either John 
or Jess becomes confused about the plans, they can 
always revisit the role play model to simplify and play 
out the scenario. 

Blended Family Estate Planning Conversation Exercise
Another exercise financial planners could use 
during this phase is the Blended Family Estate 
Planning Conversation Exercise (see appendix A). 
This exercise is an adaptation of the Conversation 
Intervention (Klontz and Klontz 2016) that focuses 
on creating open and honest communication 
between spouses around emotionally charged 
financial topics. Planners could use this exercise 
to help open the communication lines between 
spouses before recommending an estate planning 
strategy. The premise is to have couples set aside 
time for an honest discussion around things that 
have influenced their money beliefs, how they want 
to address their estate planning goals, and things 
they would like to improve upon financially within 
their relationship, as it pertains to their long-term 
planning. 

The Later Stages
By the time clients reach the later stages, they should 
have a clear understanding of their family dynam-
ics and be able to work together to create a plan 

RESEARCHVan Cleve | Klontz



86    Journal of Financial Planning  |  August 2022 fpajournal.org

to a mental health professional. This can be par-
ticularly true if it becomes obvious that family or 
individual counseling is needed, due to conflict, or 
if one spouse suffers from certain money disorders 
that would need to be diagnosed and treated by a 
mental health professional. Not addressing marital 
conflict and/or money disorders could cause issues 
in the estate planning process. Financial planners 
should understand their boundaries when it comes 
to incorporating financial psychology exercises, 
engage mental health professionals when needed, 
and avoid conflicts of interest such as providing 
mental health counseling and money management 
to the same client, as could be the case for those 
qualified in both the financial planning and mental 
health fields. 

Conclusion
Estate planning for blended families is complex. 
Traditional financial planning methods are insuf-
ficient as they fail to take into consideration the 
emotional aspect of the decisions a blended family 
must make. To best serve their clients’ needs, 
financial planners would benefit from understand-
ing the family dynamics common in blended 
families as well as common issues that can impact 
the financial planning process. Many of these 
issues become known in the estate planning 
process, with family members having different 
beliefs about what should be done and, at times, 
competing agendas. By utilizing strategies from 
the emerging field of financial psychology, finan-
cial planners can better serve their clients and 
help them navigate the financial planning process. 
Financial planners who take the psychology of 
financial planning into account during the estate 
planning process can help their clients address 
both the emotional and practical aspects related to 
blended family estate planning.  

dations; the following style involves active listening 
skills; and the guiding style falls in the middle and 
involves good listening skills and providing recom-
mendations as needed, and this is the sweet spot for 
MI (Miller and Rollnick 2012). With this in mind, 
the financial planner could use the following types 
of questions to engage their clients in change talk. 

Motivational Interviewing Questions
   1. Why are you considering a change?
   2. What is keeping you from making the change?
   3. What steps might you take to change?
   4. What are the top three benefits of changing?
   5. What are the downsides of changing?
   6. How important is the change? 
   7. How confident are you in your ability to change? 
  (Adapted from Miller and Rollnick 2012)

Referral to a Mental Health Professional
Regardless of what stage a blended family is in, 
the financial planner may need to refer clients 
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Instructions 
   1. Schedule time with your spouse. Agree not to 

engage in “drive-by” estate planning conversa-
tions. Set a time and place to talk. Show up 
ready to listen and understand. 

   2. Sit facing each other. Sit with your knees any-
where from a few inches to a few feet away from 
your partner, according to your comfort level. 

   3. Pick a speaker and a listener. 
   4. Use reflective listening. The speaker talks for 

one to two minutes. The listener listens, then 
summarizes what he or she has heard, without 
analyzing, interpreting, asking questions, or 
arguing. This is an incredibly challenging task 
for most people, especially when the issue 
is a hot topic like estate planning and/or the 
couple has had a history of conflict around 
the topic. The listener reflects on what he or 
she thinks was said. The speaker then (a) says 
“yes, that’s it” or (b) clarifies. If the speaker 
offers a clarification, the listener reflects again 
on what was said. 

   5. Switch roles and repeat as needed. For this 
exercise, each person can take turns sharing 
their answer to each question. 

   6. As needed, take a time out. Emotional flood-
ing is poison to a relationship. When we are 
flooded, our thinking brain goes off-line, and 
we end up doing or saying something we regret. 
If your anger or frustration reaches a level six 
on a scale of 1–10, take a 10- to 20-minute 

time-out, during which you both examine your 
role in where the conversation went bad. Then 
come back together and start again. 

Questions to discuss:
   1. What is your earliest money memory? 
   2. Want is your most joyful money memory? 
   3. What is your most painful money memory? 
   4. How have your prior marriage(s) and former 

relationships impacted your thoughts and 
feelings about money?

   5. Name three money mistakes from your prior 
relationship(s) that you want to avoid repeating.

   6. Name three positive money outcomes from 
your prior relationship(s) that you would like 
to continue. 

   7. What has been the most painful part of blend-
ing your family?

   8. What has been the most enjoyable part of 
blending your family? 

   9. What are your estate planning goals? 
 10. How important is leaving a legacy for your 

biological kids? Stepchildren?
 11. What are your biggest estate planning fears? 
 12. Name one or more things you are willing to 

do differently around money to improve your 
current relationship. 

 13. List three values that you would like to guide 
your family’s life. 

 14. Name three things you appreciate and admire 
about your partner.

Appendix A: Blended Family Estate
Planning Conversation Exercise 
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