
Divorce
The Money Chapter
“The happiest time of anyone’s life is 
just after the first divorce.”
 JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH



Gwyneth Paltrow may have mastered the art of conscious uncoupling, but most people 
are more likely to be chopping up suits, spitting venom or feeling like the bottom of their 
world has fallen out. Possibly all three in the same hour. Divorce does not bring out the 
best in any of us and is a tricky time to navigate which tends to cost twice as much and 
take twice as long as any of us would wish.  

That said, it’s in your interest to chart your path to divorce as quickly, as fairly and with at little 

disruption and cost as is humanly possible. Remember this. Very few people get their “Ally McBeal” 

justice moment of vindication in Court where the Judge tells your ex that they are indeed a bastard. 

The lawyers just take your money and use it to fund their next ski-ing holiday. 

With that possibly very cynical view in mind, here is your very practical Boring Money Guide to 

Divorce – the Money Chapter. 
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1.  Pour yourself a large glass of wine or whatever 

rings your bell. 

2.   Look at who pays the mortgage – whose name 

is on the title deeds or rental document? They 

are obliged to pay, whoever lives there so 

check this asap. 

3.  Get a pot of cash together if you possibly can 

to pay legal fees and short-term expenses – 

this should be in a separate bank account in 

your name only. If your partner controls the 

cashflow and you can’t afford legal help, this is 

a massive problem. 

4.  Get forensic about understanding your cash 

flow and expenses. Look through your bank 

statements, work out where you spend cash. 

Budget for holidays, unplanned expenses (car 

breaking down, roof falling in) – this checklist 

is useful. How much do you need to maintain 

your lifestyle? Be realistic. Write this down. 

5.  Speak to your bank, credit 

card providers, etc and let 

them know your change of 

circumstances. If you feel 

that your soon-to-be ex 

is a bit of a risky type, you 

might consider freezing 

your joint accounts, so that 

they can’t run up debt in 

your name. 

6.  Make an initial list of your and your partner’s 

income and assets – that includes houses, 

pensions, salary, inheritance and so on.  This 

can be approximate at first – but get a feel for 

what you’re looking at. 

7.   Think about whether you need a lawyer. If your 

divorce is simple with no children and few joint 

assets, you might not need one. Any complexity, 

any disputes and you’ll need one, and you should 

instruct one as soon as possible.

8.   Understand your child maintenance 

entitlement or obligations. This is a useful 

guide for those with a household income 

of less than £156,000. This Government 

calculator will tell you the number.

9.   Change your will – divorce does not invalidate 

your will and you need to ensure that it reflects 

your current wishes.  If you don’t have one 

and you do have kids, it’s a good time to get on 

the case. All the admin at a time of emotional 

upheaval is hard – you could just do a quick 

cheap one online and finesse it once you’re 

through the eye of the storm.

10.   Repeat step 1. But also consider putting a 

breathalyser on your phone. You may be 

dealing with some intent on gathering an 

evidence base. 

Immediate priorities

https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/divorce-and-money-calculator
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/tools/budget-planner
https://www.gov.uk/calculate-your-child-maintenance
https://www.gov.uk/calculate-your-child-maintenance.
https://www.gov.uk/calculate-your-child-maintenance.
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The divorce process:
The first part of the divorce process is 

to file a divorce petition. This means 

applying to the court and giving the 

reasons why you want the marriage to 

end. There are specific forms for this, 

and you can get them here: formfinder.

hmctsformfinder.justice.gov.uk/d8-

eng.pdf

If you have been named in a divorce 

petition by your husband or wife, you 

need to respond. As part of this, you 

will receive: a copy of the divorce 

petition, a notice of proceedings form 

and an acknowledgment of service 

form. The acknowledgment of service 

needs to be completed and returned. 

There’s more info here: www.gov.uk/

divorce/respond-to-a-divorce-petition

The next stage is to apply for a ‘decree 

nisi’ –  a legal document showing you 

are able to divorce. Either your spouse 

needs to agree to the divorce or it 

needs to have been granted by a judge 

in court. 

You can apply for a decree absolute 

– this legally ends your marriage - six 

weeks after you get the decree nisi.

This is good – www.citizensadvice.org.

uk/family/ending-a-relationship/how-

to-separate/getting-a-divorce/ - and you 

can get advice over the phone as well, 

03444 111 444 for England and 03444 

77 20 20 for Wales.

A lawyer’s view 
Kate Daly, 
co-founder 
of amicable

Top tips for an amicable divorce
  Don’t rush - Assess where you each are on the 

emotional change curve. Plan your decision 

making around where you are on the change 

curve. It will be harder to make agreements (and 

things are more likely to escalate) when one of 

you is near the ‘resist’ stage. If you are struggling 

to move on, consider seeking a short burst of 

counselling to help you through the tricky period. 

It will prove a good investment.

  Set goals - Think about your vision for the future 

before you make detailed arrangements. Having 

goals for your future apart will help you define 

the criteria for how you eventually choose to split 

assets and agree how you co-parent your children. 

Remove the emotion out of your financial 

negotiations and instead be realistic about the 

amounts needed to move on with your lives.

  Plan - Take time to understand the cost of divorce 

and how much each way of divorcing will cost you. 

Ring fence money to pay for this before you start. 

Money can be a catalyst for conflict, but it doesn’t 

have to be with some forward planning.

  The legal bit – unfortunately we do not yet have 

no-fault divorce in England and Wales. This means 

unless you’ve been separated for two years and 

both agree to divorce or five years (just one 

person has to agree) then you’re forced to enter 

into a blame game. Three other three options 

for divorcing in England and Wales are: adultery, 

desertion and unreasonable behaviour. The key to 

staying amicable is to take a pragmatic approach 

between you on who divorces who and agreeing 

unreasonable behaviour details together so they 

don’t come as a shock. Your divorce papers are 

not a public document so don’t let the paperwork 

spark acrimony between you. 

“Go with the grief – you will feel 
profoundly weird, but all that 
crying and chucking things about 
is doing you good.”

https://formfinder.hmctsformfinder.justice.gov.uk/d8-eng.pdf
https://formfinder.hmctsformfinder.justice.gov.uk/d8-eng.pdf
https://formfinder.hmctsformfinder.justice.gov.uk/d8-eng.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/divorce/respond-to-a-divorce-petition
https://www.gov.uk/divorce/respond-to-a-divorce-petition
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/family/ending-a-relationship/how-to-separate/getting-a-divorce/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/family/ending-a-relationship/how-to-separate/getting-a-divorce/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/family/ending-a-relationship/how-to-separate/getting-a-divorce/
https://amicable.io/


What not to do
Don’t rush money decisions. Know what you’re entitled to, and don’t be 

bullied. Don’t forget the less visible financial assets such as pensions. 

Don’t be tempted to sell your house before divorce or liquidate other major 

assets. There’s a danger your partner could spend his share and then your 

percentage would become the marital pot to be shared between you.

People use their weapons. Men tend to use money, women tend to use the 

children. Misery is the only outcome for all involved. 

The specifics

Family home
Usually, the whole point is that you can’t live 

together, so one of you has to leave the family 

home. If you’re the one moving out, be careful. It 

doesn’t reduce your entitlement to the proceeds 

from a sale, but it may give you less negotiating 

power. 

As to who pays the mortgage, that all depends 

whose name is it in. Who would the bailiff chase? 

Usually it will be in joint names and it always still 

needs paying. Most banks are sympathetic to the 

situation and may offer you a payment holiday 

to ease the strain, but this is not a long-term 

solution so you’ll ideally agree a solution with 

your ex to tide you over the short-term.

Equally, you shouldn’t assume that you will have 

the right to stay in the family home indefinitely. 

In the long-term, the value of the house will 

probably be split 50/50 or at best 60/40 unless 

there are loads of other assets. You probably 

won’t have enough capital to buy your ex’s share, 

so the house will almost certainly have to be sold 

in the longer term. 

Things to think about :

 How much is the mortgage every month? 

  How will you split the payments until you 

have a longer-term agreement? 

  Who do you think will move out? 

  Will it be viable to remain in the family 

home? 

  How much you can personally afford to pay 

on the mortgage every month? 

Top tip
Many cling to the romantic notion of holding the family home together, reasoning – correctly – that the children need stability. However, don’t bankrupt yourself to keep the house. It isn’t worth it and you could often buy yourself a whole lot more financial stability by selling up and finding somewhere else.

“Rebuild your domestic 
arrangements on your 
own terms. You no 
longer need to sleep 
on one side of the bed, 
cook egg and bacon on 
weekends, colour-co-
ordinate the books.”

“You will want to 
argue over whose 
fault it was, 
defend your own 
bad behaviour 
... the truth is, 
it really doesn’t 
matter any 
more.”
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The Kids
The key is to try and stay 

out of court: court costs are 

ruinously expensive and you 

may be able to agree a joint 

plan yourselves. The courts 

are generally pretty unimpressed with 

parental squabbling and who did what to who 

when and you may not get a settlement that is very 

different from the one negotiated out of court. 

Who is likely to look after the children for the 

majority of the time? Will it be a straight split? Will 

one of you be the primary carer in the term-time? 

Will you share the holidays 50:50? What would be 

the best term-time arrangements for them? 

The Cafcass Parenting Plan is a guide to agreeing 

the thorny stuff and will give you a framework of 

topics to discuss – www.cafcass.gov.uk/grown-

ups/parenting-plan

Child support

This is likely to be a significant area of concern, 

particularly if one party has given up a career to 

look after children and therefore has no means 

of providing for them without maintenance from 

the other. For those with a household income 

below £156,000, the calculation is relatively 

straightforward. If a couple cannot agree, they 

go to the child maintenance service, which has 

a basic formula – www.gov.uk/calculate-your-

child-maintenance – whereby the non-resident 

parent pays roughly 15% of net income if there is 

one child, 20% if there are two children and 25% if 

there are three or more children with reductions 

for any overnight stays. 

“Don’t be scared by threats – a crap 
husband doesn’t get sole custody of the 
kids, he can’t not give you a share of the 
house, he almost certainly won’t give up 
work and pay no maintenance”. 

There are formulas for calculating 
spousal and child maintenance that 
apply to almost everyone. 

As an example, if your spouse earns 

£40,000 a year and plans to have the 

children for two nights a week, you might 

be looking in the region of £105 per 

week. Vicki McLynn, a family and divorce 

lawyer at Slater and Gordon, says that in 

practice this formula informs most child 

maintenance calculations: “Because we 

know that if a couple can’t agree, it will 

go to the child maintenance service, we 

tended to be guided by that formula. It is 

rough and ready, but it gives a pretty good 

indication.” 

The complexity comes where there is 

income of over £156,000. For this, says 

Vicki, one party can apply to the court 

for top-up maintenance on top of the 

maximum. She says: “The court could 

make a school fees order, for example, or 

an order for a one-off payment – usually 

with an educational purpose, or if the 

child has disabilities.” Also, the child 

maintenance service only deals with 

payments up to 16, or 20 if the child is in 

fulltime education. If support is needed 

beyond this point, the court can plug the 

gaps. 

This is highly emotive stuff. Don’t try and 

rush into this straight after a marriage 

breakdown. It’s best to try and gather 

your thoughts, to work up some ballpark 

ideas of what is reasonable and to try and 

have a calm discussion with your ex in a 

neutral environment first. Deep breath.

Don’t discuss any of this in earshot of the 

children. Even if you have a voodoo doll of 

your ex, you can at least take some pride 

and the moral high ground by keeping the 

children out of any tough discussions or 

bad-mouthing. 
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https://www.cafcass.gov.uk/grown-ups/parenting-plan
https://www.cafcass.gov.uk/grown-ups/parenting-plan
https://www.gov.uk/calculate-your-child-maintenance
https://www.gov.uk/calculate-your-child-maintenance


Things to think about: 

  Be realistic about how much you spend on 

the children – draw up a budget and include 

all core expenses including a fair proportion 

of bills (mortgage, utilities, insurance etc) , 

food, clothing, clubs etc. 

  Get an idea from the child maintenance 

service about what the regular monthly 

payments might be for the income levels 

involved. 

  Try and understand what the child care 

agreements might look like and how many 

nights the children might spend with whom. 

  Pick your battles. A court case with 

barristers and solicitors will easily cost 

north of £2,500 a day.

Maintenance

Maintenance for a spouse is calculated 

separately for maintenance for children and is 

far less formulaic. In simple divorces to achieve 

a ‘clean break’, which ends the financial ties 

between the couple on divorce. However, most 

cases aren’t so simple, particularly if there 

are large pension pots involved. This is useful 

starting point to consider all the issues – www.

moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/

divorce-and-money-calculator 

If you are seeking maintenance, consider what 

your (reasonable) monthly expenses are. Higher 

income earners might want to ask a financial 

adviser about cashflow modelling which could 

form a useful basis for a discussion. More 

recently, courts have been obliged to consider 

a termination of spousal maintenance with a 

transition to independence as soon as it is ‘just 

and reasonable’. This means dependent spouses 

can no longer rely on receiving maintenance 

indefinitely and may need to find a way to 

support themselves.

If you are the top-earning spouse, you may not be 

entitled to any maintenance. It is even possible 

that you will have to support your ex-partner. 

Fair? Not really, but that’s the law. High earning 

women should ignore what their outraged 

parents say – equality means equality and this is 

(theoretically) gender neutral today.

Don’t neglect pensions: They are the most 

valuable asset outside the family home and if you 

have given up work to have children, you may 

have lost your state pension entitlement (check 

here – www.gov.uk/check-state-pension). How 

much is their pension worth? If this is split up, 

you may need to sign a pensions order. 

Other considerations:

Capital gains tax – if you are selling assets and 

dividing the proceeds, don’t forget that there 

could be a capital gains tax risk. This will not 

apply to the family home, which is generally 

exempt, but may apply to other properties or 

stocks and shares. 

Fact
Regardless of gender, if you earn 

£50,000 a year, if you have 2 kids 

and they will spend 1-2 nights a 

week with you, you’d be expected to 

pay £126 a week. It’s a formula and 

set in stone for any of us earning less 

than £156,000 a year.
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https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/divorce-and-money-calculator
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/divorce-and-money-calculator
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/divorce-and-money-calculator
https://www.gov.uk/check-state-pension


Looking to the future 

Any settlement has to last a long time and you 

may need to generate an income from it. With 

interest rates at record lows, this isn’t easy. 

As such, it may be worth consulting a financial 

adviser (www.financialplanning.org.uk and 

vouchedfor.co.uk will help you find one in your 

area), who will walk you through the main 

things to consider. Some advisers will do ‘ad hoc’ 

projects for an hourly fee (typically £150 – £250). 

You may only need a one-off session to point you 

in the right direction. 

Divorce can take a few years to wash through from 

the decision that this is the only path left, to getting 

that decree absolute through the post. And if you 

have children the legal shenanigans can rumble 

on for years. It is an awful process to navigate. 

Most people who have been through it will tell 

you not to rush, not to try and use the courts for 

one-upmanship (the only people who win are the 

lawyers) and to keep any children out of it. 

Good luck. Surround yourself with 
friends and good advice. And hold  
on to the thought that there is light  
at the end of the tunnel and the vast 
majority of us transition from Distress  
to Delight and a new better life at the  
end of it. 

For further information about navigating divorce, please visit www.boringmoney.co.uk/belong/

distressed-divorced-di-lighted, or ask Holly a question on our Ask page, www.boringmoney.co.uk/ask.

For further information about the Boring Money’s consumer research as well as other research 

projects, please contact:

“Don’t feel you have to rush this. 
There’s a lot of mental adjusting 
to do and it doesn’t need to 
happen over one weekend.”

Alex Jones 
Head of Market Research

E:  alex@boringmoney.co.uk

T:  020 7339 3061

Carmel Dickinson 
Head of Sales and Industry Relations

E:  carmel@boringmoney.co.uk 

T:  020 7339 3058

http://www.financialplanning.org.uk
http://www.boringmoney.co.uk/belong/distressed-divorced-di-lighted
http://www.boringmoney.co.uk/belong/distressed-divorced-di-lighted
http://www.boringmoney.co.uk/ask
mailto:alex@boringmoney.co.uk
mailto:carmel@boringmoney.co.uk

