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Comprehensive Guide to Reduce Divorce Costs 
 

Depending upon which route you take in getting divorced, it can likely be one of the most 

expensive “purchases” that you’ll make in your lifetime. Family Law Attorney’s hourly rates are 

in the range of $250-$700, with retainers between $3,000 and $20,000, depending upon where 

(big city or rich county) your attorney practices, their experience, reputation, whether you have 

a contested or non-contested divorce, etc.  

 

Divorcing spouses need to understand which process is the best for their situation, do 

extensive research, and be diligent in their “homework,” to financially survive divorce and move 

forward to attain their lifetime goals.  

 

This Guide was designed to help either spouse wade through the rough waters of the divorce 

process, avoid pitfalls, and start their new life on a positive financial footing. 

 

1. Choose the right process  

This is number 1 because if you make the wrong decision here, the financial (and 

emotional) impact to you and your family can be devastating. Generally, people still hire 

an attorney at the outset. Is this necessarily the first step? Are your major settlement 

issues legal, financial or both? Should you first meet with a divorce financial planner to 

obtain a financial overview of your situation and future costs?  

 

You should always consult with an attorney for a “rights and responsibilities” discussion, 

custody issues, formal proposals, and drafting and completion of the final settlement; 

however, before formally retaining Counsel, you should consider all of your options at 

the beginning: 

 

• Litigation – This process can eventually result in all-out war that is many times 

settled outside the courtroom the day of the trial; and do you know whose 

children have their college paid for? Not the spouses! This scenario typically 

begins with a recommendation from a friend or family member to hire a 

“bulldog” attorney, who is supposed to get you everything that you are entitled 

to and more. You know the old saying, “you reap what you sow?” Well, if you go 

down this road, your spouse will mimic your actions. Twelve months and 

$60,000 (at least) later, you’ll have fewer assets than at the beginning of the 

process and an agreement similar to the offer that made months prior. The 

emotional impact will go on for years. This step, however, may be the only one 

that you can take if your spouse will not communicate, will not share financial 

documents, is capable of or has committed physical abuse, has hidden assets, 

or has dissipated marital assets.  
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• Collaborative Divorce – This process has been around since the early 90’s; now there 

are Collaborative Law professional groups in most of the states across the country. It 

starts with two collaboratively-certified attorneys, who have been trained to help 

you settle rather than be your respective Generals in an all-out war. Depending 

upon your case issues, collaborative attorneys may ask that you work with a team of 

professionals including Divorce Coaches (mental health practitioners), a Financial 

Neutral, and possibly a Child Specialist.  

 

The process is designed not only help you reach an amicable settlement, but to 

teach you how to communicate in the future in co-parenting and other life event 

issues. It can be a cost-effective process as your attorneys are at your side helping 

you make well-informed decisions. Also, you need only one Financial Divorce 

Specialist who can help both of you generate and analyze settlement-oriented 

financial scenarios.  

 

Because the agreement is one that you and your spouse have designed, the 

outcome will be much better than the one that would be ordered by someone who 

knows very little about your family (the Judge). The result can be an enduring 

settlement that can enable you to have better relationships with your ex-spouse 

and children. The process works exceptionally well if you have young children or 

need to keep issues out of the public view. 

 

You must take caution with this process as the costs can sky-rocket if it proceeds 

over more than a six-month period. You should continually monitor your progress 

and communicate with the entire team as to whether or not the process is still 

viable in your situation. You should also discuss any concerns you have over future 

costs with the Financial Neutral so that you can plan on how to fund the costs from 

the beginning.  

 

You can find more information about the Collaborative Divorce Process at 

www.collaborativepractice.com. 

 

• Mediation – A Mediator is trained to offer alternatives and apply interest-based 

negotiation techniques that are designed to bring conflicting sides together. 

They cannot give either spouse advice and they are not judges. Mediators in 

Family Law disputes are customarily attorneys, mental health professionals, or 

financial advisors; you should carefully consider what the specific needs are in 

your situation in selecting one over the other. The key to a successful mediation 

is that both spouses must be on a level playing field concerning the financial 

issues. If either spouse has little or no idea of the family finances, does not 

understand what is at stake, does not know what he or she needs financially, or 

there’s a business or pension plan involved, Mediation may not be the best 

alternative. 
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• Kitchen Table – This is where you and your spouse sit down together, hash out 

most if not all of the issues, and come to an agreement with little input from 

professionals.  This approach will yield the least costs and is best suited for 

spouses with good communication skills, that have adult or almost adult 

children, that do not have complex financial issues, and who possess a high 

level of trust in each other. 

 

My recommendation is to think long and hard about each of these processes. You can 

always start with lowest-cost step and move into the other processes depending upon 

your progress.  

 

Remaining rational, focused on the long-term, and keeping track of progress are 

extremely important attributes. If your spouse continually stalls, fails to supply 

information, draws “lines in the sand”, etc., it may be time to “cut your losses” and 

move forward to litigation.  

 

2. Choose the “right” professionals   

Going up the scale starting with Mediation, you will be working with each of the 

professionals you choose for a long period of time; their individual experience, skills, 

specialties, accessibility, “bedside manners” and certainly costs, all matter. You also do 

not want to use “sledge hammer to kill a mouse” e.g. you do not need a $600 per hour 

attorney if there are no custody issues and your joint property is equal to the retainer. 

 

Ask what the professionals “normal” charges are to take a case from beginning to end. 

What are his or her higher ranges and what causes that to happen? Get referrals from 

other divorce professionals. Above all, hire the professional that you feel the most 

comfortable with.  

 

Cost savings will increase dramatically if you discuss your problems with the 

professional most suited to respond to those problems, i.e. talk to the financial 

specialist about money, complain to the therapist about emotional issues, and discuss 

the legal issues with your attorney. 

 

3. Have all financial records available  

 

This is where you can save considerable money in the process! Ask each professional 

what is needed prior to the initial appointment. Can you complete any intake forms to 

save time? Can you input financial data electronically? Make you own copies and do 

whatever you can to procure the documentation needed by each professional. Most 

situations require that you complete a budget. Do not make this the job of the 

professional. Do you need to pay $300 per hour for someone to comb through your 

records and see where money was spent? Besides, you will need to know how much 
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your lifestyle requires in order to make those important support decisions and plan for 

the future.  

 

4. Hire a Financial Divorce Specialist  

 

Tax law touches every financial issue of a divorce, including property division, 

alimony, child support, and even forgiveness of debt, in certain situations. A CDFA™ 

(Certified Divorce Financial Analyst) is specially trained in all of the financial and tax 

issues of divorce and  

 

This specialist should be hired at the beginning of the process so that you do not go 

down a road that has financial or tax pitfalls that have been missed or addressed 

improperly. You certainly do not want to have an agreement and subsequently discover 

that you could have saved significant dollars in an alternative settlement or that future 

transactions cannot be carried out because of tax regulations. 

 

Having a CDFA™ at least review the draft agreement will in many situations, be the best 

investment you can make regarding your financial future.  

 

All of this may appear to be counter-intuitive to your cost-saving rationale; however, the 

CDFA™ hourly rate will be less expensive than that of the attorney and this is what they 

are trained to do. 

 
5. Ask your attorney to strategically classify his/her time  

Generally, you cannot deduct legal fees and court costs for divorce; however, fees for 

tax, financial, or estate planning, and fees paid to collect or obtain alimony are 

deductible (subject to the 2% of AGI limit). Alternatively, some fees may be added to the 

basis of property for a deduction in the future upon disposition. 

 

Most attorneys will attach supporting time records to their bills with classifications such 

as “telephone conferences,” “meetings,” “research,” “depositions,” etc. You may be 

able to save a significant amount of taxes by asking your attorney ahead of time to 

classify these expenses using language, for example, as follows: 

 

• Preparation and/or review of agreement pertaining to the sale of the family 

home 

• Telephone calls and meetings regarding control and taxation of company-owned 

stock 

• Conferences with financial consultant regarding most tax efficient treatment of 

alimony  

• Research regarding the tax efficiency and proper disposal/transfer of rental 

properties 
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6. Think long-term  

 

Yes, you’ve been hurt; he or she owes you this, etc. Whether you’ve been married 15, 

20, or 30 years, unfortunately, your marriage has now morphed into a business 

relationship. What will the financial picture look like after the divorce? Have your 

Divorce Financial Planner provide you with 10, 15, 20 year projections to understand 

how the settlement will affect your financial security going forward. 

 

7. Turn the corner  

 

I do not encourage any of my clients to rush into a settlement; however, the sooner you 

settle, the sooner the professional fees stop, and the sooner you can begin your new 

life. There’s a delicate balance between taking time to make a well-informed decision 

and holding on for emotional issues or seeking justice. 

 
8. Recommendations for “Stopping the Madness”  

 

• One definition of insanity is doing the same thing repetitively and expecting different 

results – if you have been in any of the processes for a long period of time and have not 

seen any forward movement, consider changing the process or the professionals. Delay 

tactics can financially strangle either spouse and there may not be any property left to 

distribute. 

 

• If you are in the litigation or mediation process, seek out second opinions from other 

professionals. I have witness many experienced attorneys urge their clients to get second 

opinions if cases stall. It will either give you confidence that you are using the right 

professional or lead you to another who is a better fit for your situation. 

 

• Do not “hold on to the garden hose.” See my blog about spending more money that an item 

is worth. 

 

• Work with mental health practitioners during the process. They can help you separate 

emotions from rationale, with emotions always providing you more reason to spend money 

and not make sound decisions. 

 

• Some spouses will refuse to be equitable up to the time the Judge makes his or her decision. 

If this is your situation, put limited time and money in the lower cost processes. See my 

insanity discussion above. 

 

• If your mediation is for financial issues, bring your Financial Divorce Specialist with you. He 

or she can share with everyone at the settlement table the applicable tax implications, 

anticipated rates of returns, alternatives, etc., and also discern fact from fiction in financial 

proposals. This can save you time, energy, and money in the process. 


