Unmarried Couples Need Plans for Financial Future
A story published in the Journal Tim es on Novem ber 12,
2004, says that like it or not, the Am erican institution of
m arriage has changed in the last 50 years, for a variety
of reasons.
The num ber of m arried-couple households has dropped
from nearly 80% in the 1950s to a little m ore than 50%
in 2003, according to U.S. Census Bureau figures. Yet,
that doesn't m ean that people aren't coupling up.
There are an estim ated 11 m illion Am ericans in longterm , com m itted relationships who are not legally
m arried, according to Michael Haubrich, a local certified
financial planner who specializes in holistic financial life
planning.
"The num bers are soft; I've seen som e estim ates as high
as 13 m illion," Haubrich said.
And while such non-traditional living arrangem ents m ay
be m ore widely accepted on the surface today, unm arried
couples m ay still face great difficulty establishing financial
security for their partners and their fam ilies because m ost
of the rules and regulations governing those areas are
geared toward m arried couples.

Cutting the red tape
Civil rights organizations
estim ate that there are 1,000
f e d e r a l la w s , b e n e f its ,
program s,
r u le s
and
regulations that apply to
m arried spouses. And the
lack of such rights for nontraditional couples can result
in hundreds of legal and
financial inequities, such as
not being able to share
retirem ent plan assets - even for people who have shared
each others' lives for 20 or m ore years.
The effect such inequities have on gay and lesbian
couples, who are still unable to get m arried in m ost
states, is an issue we've heard a lot about in recent
m onths. But they aren't the only ones affected. Many of
Am erica's non-traditional couples are heterosexuals,
som e of whom have m ade the decision not to get m arried
for financial reasons.
Consider Tracy Toltzm an and Peter Pellicori, for
exam ple. The couple, both in their forties and both with
children from previous m arriages, have been together for
about three years. They have put off getting m arried
m ainly because their m arital status plays a role in the
am ount of financial aid Pellicori's daughter would get for
college, Toltzm an said

As a single custodial parent,
Pellicori's incom e and assets are
the only ones that have to be
reported on his daughter's
federal financial aid application.
If he were to m arry Toltzm an,
her incom e and assets would
also have to be reported,
according to regulations set by
the federal student aid program
(FAFSA).
"If we get m arried, it m ay im pact his daughter's ability to
get financial aid for college and that could m ake a huge
difference," Toltzm an said.

Employee benefits
Unlike som e unm arried couples, Toltzm an and Pellicori
are fortunate in that they are able to share health
insurance benefits despite the fact that they aren't
m arried.
Toltzm an, an environm ental engineer with SC Johnson,
is able to insure Pellicori, a m aintenance supervisor with
Maglio & Sons produce com pany in Glendale, and his
children with her em ployer's health care plan.
Pellicori has to pay taxes on those benefits as if they
were incom e, but he and Toltzm an are grateful to have
the option for that insurance, Toltzm an said.
Not all com panies offer such benefits for unm arried,
dom estic partners. But m ore and m ore are changing their
policies, said Haubrich, of the Financial Service Group.
More than 40 percent of the 500 largest com panies in the
United States have started to revise their m arriagecentric policies, according to Business W eek m agazine.
And som e, such as Merrill Lynch & Co. and Bank of
Am erica, have already instituted extended-fam ily benefits
that allow em ployees to add a qualified adult household
m em ber to their health plans, be it a dom estic partner,
extended fam ily m em ber or adult child.
And don't assum e that if you haven't heard of this option
it doesn't exist with your em ployer, Haubrich said.
Com panies m ay not advertise it and em ployees usually
have to provide som e kind of certification of dom estic
partnership, but the effort is worth the benefits.
Even with such changes, there are still considerable
hurdles non-traditional couples face when it com es to
securing their financial future, Haubrich said. The good
news is that there are ways to overcom e them .

Cover your finances
It takes som e tim e and effort, but with proper planning
and docum entation, non-traditional couples can cover
their essential financial needs both now and down the
road, Haubrich said.
Docum ents such as a Dom estic Partnership Agreem ent,
for exam ple, will cover issues that would autom atically be
covered by laws governing m arried couples regarding
death or divorce.
A Dom estic Partnership Agreem ent, or living-together
agreem ent, uses contract law instead of state m arital law
and is sim ilar to a prenuptial or nuptial agreem ent.
Not all courts honor such agreem ents, however. So it is
im portant that to check with your attorney before drawing
one up.
A good source for m ore inform ation about Dom estic
Partnership Agreem ents, and other non-traditional couple
planning strategies, is Harold Lustig's "Four Steps to
Financial Security for Lesbian and Gay Couples." W hile
the book is aim ed at hom osexual couples, m any of the
financial planning strategies also apply to other nontraditional couples.
In addition to the Dom estic
P artners h ip A gre em ent,
Haubrich recom m ends that
non-traditional couples have
the following docum ents in
place in order to provide for
a financially secure future:
* Health Care Power of
Attorney
* Living W ill
* Durable Power of Attorney for Finance
* W ills and trusts
* A docum ent that spells out authority for autopsy and
burial arrangem ents
One of the biggest m istakes non-traditional couples m ake
in planning for their financial future is not planning at all,
Haubrich said.
People often assum e that because they've been together
for a long tim e, they will always have certain rights, in
regard to their partner, and that their fam ilies will be
supportive of their wishes. But docum entation is the only
way to ensure that those wishes are carried out in legal
and social system s that don't recognize relationships
outside of legal m arriage, he said.
"It is really com es down to figuring out ways to protect
individuals and the fam ily unit itself," Haubrich said. "The
planning strategies really aren't any different than those
used by traditional couples; the only difference is the
social stigm a attached to non-traditional couples."

