THE BENEFITS OF INCLUDING A FINANCIAL ADVISER (FINANCIAL PROFESSIONAL) IN COLLABORATIVE MATTERS

How to Include a Financial Professional in your Collaborative Matter
While financial advisers are accustomed to seeing the effects of divorce, many are not involved in the “how to” of navigating this challenging time. This is where the collaborative model is so beneficial, offering a unique opportunity for financial advisers acting in the role of Financial Professional to provide invaluable support during the separation process and as part of the legal separation framework.
Traditionally, financial advisers would only become involved after a settlement had been reached, often leaving them with limited options to help their clients.

When to Engage a Financial Professional in your Matter
The sooner the better—but timing depends on the individual parties' needs. Establishing trust and rapport as a team in a collaborative matter ensures that the parties feel supported during the process. An early introduction even via email/phone can ensure that when this agenda item moves closer, your client is ready to engage.
In NSW a financial professional is often brought into the matter when the property pool is on the agenda.  However, in other states, a financial professional may be the one to collate the balance sheet as part of the first meeting. As this is a bespoke process, understanding the level of support your client needs financially will help to dictate the timing.  The more support they need, the sooner you should engage a financial professional.
A financial professional will spend time with your client to:
· Understand the current pool of assets.
· Explore individual financial needs and goals post-separation.
· Understand pre-separation lifestyle to consider how vast some of the changes ahead may be and what level of support and guidance will be needed in this transition.
Cash flows and budgeting are a critical step in this process.  A financial professional is able to provide help with budgeting and cash flows. This is a critical area of advice and one that many people think they can do on their own.  However having support and guidance in this area can be extremely powerful for your client to set healthy boundaries early on.
A financial professional will then consider the client’s financial pool.  Key financial considerations include:
· Debt Management – taking on debt covers 2 veins of thought – servicing (being able to qualify for the loan) and repayments – can your client afford to maintain the debt and repay the loan eventually.

· Understanding the more complicated assets in the pool – unvested stock options, businesses, private equity investments and even superannuation benefits are not always straightforward to value and divide.

· Tax – selling or transferring assets may cause tax implications now or down the track.  Specialist tax advice may be needed but an awareness of tax implications is important.

· Future needs – assessing and understanding what options and shortfalls may exist for the client can open up dialogue around setting new goals, employment opportunities, shared expenses and longer term planning such as retirement.
Providing Clarity and Peace of Mind
A unique outcome that financial professionals bring to the collaborative model is to provide clients with clarity and peace of mind. By clearly discussing and evaluating financial options, financial professionals can help remove tension and provide clients with the confidence to start over. Many clients feel trapped or pressured to accept an outcome, financial modelling can stress test the client’s options allowing them to “see” what the future may look like for them, in the short, medium and long term.  This provides your client with a clear picture of their future, something they may not have allowed themselves to consider.  Overcoming fear, raising and discussing concerns and understanding their own financial boundaries will help clients to make informed, confident decisions.  This in turn provides momentum in their matter.

My Experience in Collaborative Matters
I have found working in collaborative matters to be both challenging and rewarding. Helping clients navigate an incredibly stressful time full of heightened emotions is not something we advisers are typically trained for. However we are very experienced with helping people through transitions and divorce certainly sits in that category.
In my experience, I have found the team dynamics to be the major benefit of this process for my own role and that of the clients.  Having a team of people, committed to a successful outcome is extremely powerful.  I recall a lengthy collaborative matter I worked on a few years back, that due to the ongoing issues, was at risk of falling over. A late night Zoom call with the team professionals where we all voiced our concerns led to a calling together – we had been through so much with this couple, let’s do whatever it takes to get a result at our next 5 way meeting.  And that is exactly what eventuated.

Expanding the Collaborative Community
We are keen to grow the number of advisers working in the collaborative community, especially as this model is now expanding into areas like Wills and Estates.
Financial professionals are well-placed to assist clients as they navigate family disputes, using their skills to understand the goals of the client, the outcomes for all parties, and the asset pool itself. Through financial modelling, financial professionals can explore options for clients to consider and stress-test before agreements are made, allowing informed, deliberate decisions with the added benefit of preserving respectful relationships wherever possible.

Engage an Adviser
If you work closely with financial advisers in your local area, please encourage them to consider undertaking collaborative training and joining a practice group. Financial advisers fundamentally want to help their clients, and this is a powerful way to do so. 
If you are a family lawyer, yet to involve a financial professional at your next matter, give this a try – your clients will appreciate the guidance and support and you will have another professional to discuss strategies and outcomes with.
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