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MORE THAN 4,000 YEARS AGO, SUMERIANS WROTE THE EPIC ADVENTURE 
of Gilgamesh, which would become the archetypal hero’s journey—a 
foundational model of transition. The universality of transitions in our lives 

makes it fitting that Gilgamesh—the oldest known written story—has a structure that 
has pervaded literature for centuries and has been adopted, in varying degrees, by 
anthropologist, psychologists, sociologists, and counselors who see life as a journey. So 
often we are the protagonists who answer the call to venture into the unknown, where 
we confront and overcome obstacles that transform us and cause us to be born anew 
and return home.1 This transformation is inherently linked with the journey, evident in 
the etymology of “transition,” from the Latin transire, meaning “go across.”

Seemingly as universal as the hero’s journey are rites of passage, which include threshold 
rites because they are ceremonial passages from one place to another2 and symbolize 
change.3 Threshold rites parallel the hero’s journey as they include rites of separation 
(such as a call to adventure and leaving home), threshold rites (such as entering a new 
world or being “between” places4), and rites of incorporation (like finding atonement and 
returning home). Like heroes on a journey, a toddler who loses his first tooth experiences 
a rite of passage—he has the literal separation from his tooth, which thrusts him across 
the threshold of infancy and into childhood, and he will eventually incorporate a new, 
adult tooth.5  While the American tooth fairy tradition involves money, it is not a financial 
transition as much as it is a ceremonial transaction. 

While rites of passage tend to be magical and/or religious in nature, there are secular 
rites of passage.6 These include the first day of school, for example, or the transition 
to college, landing a first job, getting married, or the birth of the first child—anticipated 
life stages that were traditionally considered normal for people of certain ages. These 
life stages are developed in lifecourse transition models, which locate turning points 
or events across a lifetime.7 Although lifecourse models map major transitions that will 

1     Campbell, 1991. 

2     Van Gennep, 1960.

3     Hertz, 1960.

4     Turner, 1967. 

5     Wells, 1991. 

6     Rapport, 1965.

7     Hareven, 1978, 1982; Neugarten, 1966, 1971, 1996; Laslett, 1991; Hagestad, 1986; Levinson, 1989.

inevitably alter a person’s economic circumstances, such as the financial gain following a 
promotion, they do not address the coinciding financial transitions. 

It is difficult to discuss human development without mentioning the controversial 
founder of psycho-sexual development Sigmund Freud, whose five age-based stages 
(oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital) inspired researchers across various disciplines 
to elaborate on age-stage development, including cognitive development8 and psycho-
social development.9 While every development model is a little different, each shows 
change and movement across time.10 More specifically, each model describes a person 
who is at odds with her inner, biological laws and the socio-culture environment. When 
she overcomes this crisis or task by interacting with the environment and negotiating 
her actions accordingly, she will have successfully transitioned into the next stage of 
development.  

While some of these theories explain that specific tasks might not always be resolved 
and can be repeated throughout a lifetime,11 most theories suggest completing a task 
is required for “normal” development. Moreover, most of these models are considered 
predictable,12 which critics argue is not possible in a rapidly changing society with 
shifting social norms.13 These theories also stress the linear development of a cohesive 
ego, which implies these developmental tasks are “normal crises”— the growing pains 
everyone experiences. As a consequence, these models are able to handle successful 
transition but not failure.14 The inadequacies of age-stage models shifted the focus 
of researchers to systems theories (including crisis, chaos, and quantum theories) and 
narrative meaning-making15 in hopes of devising a more holistic transition model. While 
these theories seem better capable of addressing financial transition than psycho-social 
and cognitive development models, complex systems theories continue to neglect 
finances and financial transitions, despite the fact that money plays an important and 
dynamic role in so much of our lives and is a material component of most if not all 
transition events.

8     Piaget, 2013, 1952.

9     Erikson, 1950, 1968, 1982; Erikson, J., & Kivnick, H. Q., 1994; Levinson, 1978, 1986; Baltes, 1978.

10     Grenier, 2012.

11     Erikson, 1950, 1968, 1982.

12     Schlossberg, 1984; Sheehy, 1976. 

13     Rapoport, 1965; Lichtenstein, 2000; Feldman, 2006. 

14     Rossi, 1968. 

15     Feiler, 2020, Wheatley, 1999. 

Overview
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Crisis theory accounts for transition due to a sudden loss, disaster, or traumatic event16 
while systems theory—pulling from the physical, evolutionary, and environmental 
sciences—works towards explaining how complex systems adapt, evolve, and (re)
organize.17 Like other approaches to transition, systems theory is an open system in 
which an individual is changed by and changes her environment,18 but it attempts to be 
a more realistic representation of the human experience.19 While many development 
models explain that successful transition coincides with the emergence of equilibrium 
or period of stasis, general systems theory describes the dynamic nature of our lives and 
explains our only steady state is the maintenance of disequilibrium20—like the old adage 
inspired by Heraclitus, “Change is the only constant.” In fact, according to general systems 
theory, it is this continual maintenance that inspires creative adaptation and in turn our 
own continual development and growth.21 Unlike psychological behaviorism and classical 
conditioning, models that rely on human reaction and that liken development to computer 
programming, the systems approach assumes people are active creators of themselves 
and their environment.22 

While systems theory is the study of complex systems, chaos theory describes one or 
two specific behaviors of complex systems and is used in transition theory because it 
moves away from linearity.23 This is not to say chaos models warp us into a mind-bending 
Star Trek with Captain Picard. Rather, the emergence of chaos theory is what science 
studies calls a “paradigm shift” 24 (a component of the transition model that illustrates 
the structure of scientific revolutions).25 A paradigm shift occurs when we observe new 
phenomenon that cannot be accounted for by the old science. For chaos theory, this shift 
occurred in 1961, when Edward Norton Lorenz was researching weather patterns with 
computer-generated simulations and noticed that small changes in the input created 
disproportionately large changes in the output. Essentially, chaos models account for small 

16     Tyhurst, 1951. 

17     Ashby, 1954; Von Bertalanffy, 1972; Markley, 1976; Prigogine, 1984. 

18     Von Bertalanffy, 1972; Lichtenstein, 2000. 

19     Anderson et. al, 2012; Bussolari, 2009.

20     Von Bertalanffy, 1972.

21     Von Bertalanffy, 1972, p. 192. 

22     Von Bertalanffy, 1972, p. 194
s
23     Bussolari, 2009; Warren, 1998; Demirir, Karaman, & Oztekin, 2019; Bright & Pryor, 2005; 2009; 2011.

24     Kuhn, 1996.

25     Markley, 1976.

events that lead to big unpredictable changes (think butterfly effect) and sudden 
events that require organisms to adapt rapidly, challenging old models of gradual and 
incremental development.26 In light of these components, it is easy to understand why 
chaos theory is also called “non-linear dynamics” and has provided a framework to help 
counselors move away from age-stage development models. 

The application of chaos theory also works to reframe the language of transition in an 
attempt to put the focus on “adaptation” rather than “adjustment” and to normalize the 
experience of disorder and feelings that are traditionally considered negative. These 
steps create an environment conducive to the development and growth required to 
see new possibilities.27 Furthermore, chaos theory embraces the postmodern identity, 
which is well suited for transition because it is in constant flux and can be reframed and 
“re-storied” so the future does not have to be contingent on the past. 28 Chaos theory’s 
“strange attractors”— the patterns created by seemingly random events over time—have 
been adapted for career and other counseling because they help people confront an 
unplanned, random event and look for the larger patterns that might direct them into a 
new career.29  This is another example in which money might be mentioned, but only as 
an afterthought and not in context of financial transition.

Like chaos theory, quantum physics places us in the realm of unpredictability, but the 
quantum world is not simply across the threshold of the determined world, it is through 
the porthole of space-time, where matter becomes matterless and Schrödinger’s boxed 
cat, if left unobserved, is neither dead nor alive—a quintessential example of liminality. 

The quantum world is a wonderland, and even if we don’t fully understand the math 
and science, its principles can teach us to navigate transition in complex ways. The 
Principle of Complementarity (which explains matter can appear as a particle or a wave), 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle (which states that one can know either the location 
or the momentum of a particle but not both at the same time), and other principles 
that make little logical sense yet are mathematically sound show us that boundaries are 
fluid and that knowledge comes from understanding the relationships between things. 
Understanding relationships is required for traversing a quantum field because these 
fields have a lot of space but none of it is empty. If you only see two twinkling stars and 

26     Prigogine, 1984; Warren, 1998; Lichtenstein, 2000; Bright & Pryor, 2005; 2009; 2011; Bussolari, 
2009; Bland & Roberts-Pittman, 2014; Demir, Karaman, & Oztekin, 2019.

 
27     Bussolari, 2009.

28     Bussolari, 2009; Iwakabe, 1999; Feiler, 2020

29     Bright & Pryor, 2005, 2009, 2011. 



7

fail to notice they have been gravitating towards each other like a reluctant couple in an 
arranged marriage, you will likely fall down the blackhole that arranged the marriage with 
its invisible gravitational pull. If we apply this idea to our social structures, we begin to see 
that immaterial attributes such as culture, value, and purpose are the glue that holds these 
structures together.30 

Embracing quantum ideas will enable us to eliminate rigidity and develop our ability 
to re-organize and successfully adapt to the changing world. Those who re-organize 
successfully are self-referential, self-making, and work with the forces of change as a 
means of self-preservation.31 Successful transition entails examining and re-examining the 
entire system and its underlying processes. It means asking questions that overturn long-
held assumptions and beliefs in order to (re)make ourselves and what we find meaningful. 
As Margaret Wheatley explains, “With meaning as our centering place, we can journey 
through the realms of chaos and make sense of the world. With meaning as our attractor, 
we can recreate ourselves to carry forward what we value most.”32

This metaphorical use of chaos and quantum theories, while useful in certain contexts, 
can pose problems for counselors and their patients. One might also question why the 
social sciences adopted the hard sciences in the first place. 

In the mid-80s and 90s, chaos theory and quantum physics were hurtled into popular 
culture. The images of chaos fractals were stuck to car bumpers and screened on t-shirts 
while Dr. Sam Beckett took Quantum Leaps through not quite primetime television. One 
possible reason these sciences flourished in the social sciences is that they were trendy.33 
When examining the application of chaos and other science systems to transitions, it is 
important to remember mental processes are not proven to be analogous to mechanical 
processes and that using chaos theory to understand the development of corporations or 
economic systems risks naturalizing events that might not be governed by natural causal 
law; moreover, metaphorical applications of any science can cause misunderstandings 
between counselors and clients, who have relationships that are measured in significantly 
different ways than physical events.34

30     Wheatley, 1999. 

31     Von Bertalanffy, 1972; Wheatley, 1999; Prigogine, 1984; Warren, 1998; Lichtenstein, 2000.

32     Wheatley, 1999, pp. 133-134.

33     Sokal & Bricmont, 1998.

34     Iwakabe, 1999. 

Yet it would be foolish to forever set down the scientific lens when surveying the terrain 
of transitions, even if that lens is metaphorical. The social sciences are sciences, after all, 
and scientific revolutions don’t unfold in vacuums but in the socio-cultural sphere, which 
influences the direction of the sciences just as the sciences influence socio-cultural 
norms.35 Additionally, language shapes our reality, and adopting the innovative language 
of science to understand social phenomena opens the proverbial doors of perception 
and ushers us across the threshold of new, more accommodating worlds, which allow for 
contingencies and a diverse landscape that more accurately represents the various and 
varied ways we experience transitions. 

Although she does not use the language of quantum physics, Nancy Schlossberg’s 
comprehensive transition model provides the space for the contingencies that help 
illustrate the diverse ways people experience transitions. Synthesizing various transition 
models, including chaos theory transitions and the models of William Bridges and 
others, Schlossberg created an integrated model that has a three-part structure similar 
to territorial and rites of passage: Moving Out, Moving In, Moving Through: Betwixt and 
Between, and Integration. 

She explains the beginning of a transition can be considered moving in or moving out. 
When people move into new situations and environments, they need to learn the 
institutional and/or socio-cultural rules and codes, making it difficult to incorporate 
the new situation into their daily lives. Once they learn the procedurals of their new 
situation, they begin the moving through phase, a time when people question their 
decisions and reevaluate their situation. When people move out, they can conceptualize 
it as an ending of a transition but also as the start of what follows. In this phase, people 
are often in mourning and feel unstable because they have moved out of familiar 
territory. Once the situation “becomes only one of the many dimensions of living” 36—a 
long and gradual process— it has become integrated. 

Assisting adults in transition, Schlossberg uses an approach that can be tailored to 
specific individuals. Her approach include identifying the transition, taking stock of 
the “4 S’s” (potential resources, assets or liabilities that include the situation, support, 
self, and strategies), and finally taking charge and strengthening one’s resources.37 This 
approach is also more inclusive of a diverse population.

35     Snow, 1959; Feyerabend, 1975; Latour, 1979; 1987; Kuhn, 1998; Latour, 1999; Gould, 2003. 

36   Anderson et. al., 2012, p. 45.

37     Anderson et. al., 2012.
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As outlined in Counseling Adults in Transition Linking Schlossberg’s Theory with Practice in 
a Diverse World,38 there has been some research into whether or not models based on 
mostly white males fit the experiences of women,39 Black and African American men and 
women,40 racial and ethnic minorities,41 and members of the LGBTQ community.42  Early 
studies were based on Levinson’s model, which divides the “seasons of a man’s life” into 
five, partially overlapping eras that alternate between periods of stability and transition.43 
These studies found Levinson’s model worked to some degree but noted significant 
differences. For example, women develop at the same rate as men, but they overcome 
tasks differently.44 Mexican immigrants had different ideas about education, work, and 
family.45 A study of black working women did not have definitive, alternating periods of 
stability and transition.46 While black school teachers fit the Levinson model relatively 
closely, those who belonged to “The Street Corner Society” did not exhibit periods of 
stability during the structure-building periods of their lives.47 

Contemporary studies are based on Schlossberg’s transition model, and while there 
still needs to be more research that accounts for our diverse population, Schlossberg’s 
approach might be the next step in doing so. In turn, we can construct new ways to 
navigate our anxieties and fears and find the courage to embark on new journeys which 
we take with freshly choreographed steps. 

38      Anderson et. al., 2012.

39      Gilligan, 1984; Rees, Luzzo, Gridley & Doyle, 2007; Roberts & Bewton, 1987. 
 
40      Ruffin, 1989; Gooden, 1989; Goings, 2018; Sewell & Goings, 2019; Sewell & Goings, 2020; Unson, 

Flynn, Chukwurah, Glendon, & Testut, 2020.
    
41      Ross, 1984; Hardie & Seltzer, 2016; Johnston et. al., 2020. 
 
42     Wheeler-Scruggs, 2008; Garnets & Kimmel, 1993; Ross, 1984; Brown, 2009

43     Levinson, 1989.
 
44   Roberts & Newton, 1987. 

45   Ross, 1984.

46   Ruffin, 1989. 

47   Gooden, 1989.
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Comparison of Major Models
The diversity of these 
models illustrates the 
impossible task of finding 
one that fits every 
situation, and it is also 
interesting to note that 
none of these models, with 
the exception FTI’s, address 
financial transition. 
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Call to 
Adventure

Super 
Natural Aid

Threshold Into a 
New World 

  Beginning of 
Transformation

Challenges and 
Temptations
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Transformation 
& 

Atonement

Return 
Home

“The Standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a 
magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: 
separation—initiation—return: which might be named the nuclear 
unit of the monomyth” (Campbell, 2009, p. 73).

“A hero ventures forth from the world of common day 
into a region of supernatural wonder (x): fabulous 
forces are there encountered and a decisive victory 
is won (y): the hero comes back from this mysterious 
adventure with the power to bestow boons on his 
fellow man (z)” (Campbell, 2009, p.73). 

The Hero’s Journey

The archetype of the hero’s journey has a long history, going back to the 
earliest known myths. While the left column illustrates 8 general stages of 
the hero’s journey, Campbell outlined 17 specific stages in which he applies 
religious and Freudian interpretations.

The call to adventure “signifies that destiny has summoned the hero and 
transferred his spiritual center of gravity from within the pale of his society 
to a zone unknown” (2009, p. 48).  If the call goes unanswered, out of fear 
or other interests, the would-be hero becomes the victim in need of rescue. 
Otherwise, for those who answer the call, they are met by a protective figure 
who gives the adventurer a token that will help him along the way. Soon 
thereafter, the adventurer meets “the threshold guardian,” who represents 
the limits of the adventurer’s known world. Once beyond this threshold, 
the adventurer is swallowed into the unknown “belly of the whale,” a place 
that signifies death and rebirth. Once into the new world, the adventurer 
discovers he is aided by secret helpers, but he must now overcome many 
obstacles. Once he has endured many trials, he reaches the outer most limits 
of the world and his soul, and is met with the difficult task of winning the 
love of a Goddess. If he succeeds, he will live a life encased in eternity. Part 
of this trial is the refusal of the temptress—to forego the material world for 
the spiritual. This is followed by the adventurer confronting his biggest fear, 
which is often represented by his father—or God—and the relinquishing of 
his ego. This brings him to the apotheosis, when he has gained the power of 
greater understanding and his helpers present him with what he sought in 
the first place. Finally, the adventurer turned hero has the choice to return 
home, although not all make that decision. If he decides not to return, he 
retreats even further to learn new ways of being or to reach an even higher 
spiritual realm. If returning with the support from his supernatural helpers, 
he is supported by their magic and is given resources to help society; or his 
old world might have to retrieve him, a “rescue from without.” If the hero 
has found balance between the material and spiritual realms, he can move 
between the two worlds. Finally, the hero is free to live because he has 
reconciled his consciousness with the universal will and has mastered  
his fears.

1. The Call to Adventure

2. Refusal of the Call

3. Supernatual Aid

4. The Crossing of the First Threshold

5. Belly of the Whale

SEPARATION

1. The Road of Trials

2. The Meeting with the Goddess

3. Woman as the Temptress

4. Atonement with the Father

5. Apotheosis

6. The Ultimate Boon

INITIATION

1. Refusal of the Return

2. The Magic Flight

3. Rescue From Without

4. The Crossing of the Return Threshold

5. Master of the Two Worlds

6. Freedom to Live

RETURN

X Z

Y
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Rites of 
Separation

Threshold 
Rites

Rites of 
Incorporation

“Transitions from group to group and from one social situation to the 
next are looked on as implicit in the very fact of existence, so that a 
man’s life comes to be made up of a succession of stages with similar 
ends and beginnings: birth, social puberty, marriage, fatherhood, 
advancement to a higher class, occupational specialization, and 
death. For every one of these events there are ceremonies whose 
essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one defined 
position to another which is equally well defined” (van Gennep, 
1960, p. 33). 

A B→

Rites of Passage

Ethnographer and folklorist Arnold van Gennep explains that civilization 
has essentially kept secular and religious groups separate, and while 
secular people move from one job or social standing to another by meeting 
economic and/or intellectual qualifications, religious people who move from 
one position to another require a ceremony. Since the goal of these life-
stage events is the same (to move from one position to another position), the 
ceremonies that accompany them are similar. While there are various types 
of rites, such as “sympathetic rites,” (like when a person offers a god a bounty 
of healthy vegetables in hopes the following year’s crop is equally healthy), 
van Gennep places emphasis on Rites of Passage.

Rites of Passage are considered unique because they represent movement 
from one place to another, and literal territorial passages have been 
significant throughout history. A religious pilgrimage is one example. 
However, coming-of-age rituals including birth, social puberty, marriagehood, 
fatherhood, advancement to a higher class, occupational specialization, 
and death are also included in rites of passage. Furthermore, the rituals 
accompanying these rites consist of three parts: Pre-liminal, Liminal, and 
Post-Liminal

PRE-LIMINAL RITES 

Separation from the previous world, a 
metaphorical or literal cutting off of one’s self. For 
example, in traditional weddings, the father gives 
his daughter away.

LIMINAL RITES

The threshold is a part of many ceremonies and 
represents the space between one place and 
another. When a newlywed couple enters their 
house for the first time, it is customary that the 
groom carry his bride across the threshold. 

POST-LIMINAL RITES 

Incorporation is when a person returns to the 
world with a new role or identity. For example, it 
is traditional for a woman to take her husband’s 
last name and to wear a ring to symbolize her 
new role as a wife.

TERRITORIAL PASSAGES/RITES OF PASSAGE

If thinking of these rites as territorial rites, consider the pre-liminal stage as 
location A, the post-liminal stage as location B, and the liminal stage as the 
arrow, representing the journey between two places. 

BETWIXT & BETWEEN
“IN YEA AND NAY ALL THINGS CONSIST”

−JAKOB BOEHME

Following van Gennep, Victor W. Turner worked to 
further define key concepts of passage rites, including the 
differences between a “state” (a more or less stable and 
fixed position) and a “transition” (a process of becoming, 
like a pupa changing from caterpillar to butterfly). 
Elaborating on the liminal, he explains this phase is 
liberating and creative but also isolated. Because the 
person in the liminal phases is “betwixt and between” he 
is neither here nor there. He can no longer be classified as 
boy or man, which causes him to be an outcast, unseen by 
a society that only sees what it expects to see. However, in 
being neither here nor there and neither boy nor man, new 
possibilities can be discovered in being here and there and 
boy and man.
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Crisis/
Turning Point

Reconciliation

Development of 
New Virtue

STAGE & AGE PSYCHOSOCIAL CRISIS VIRTUE

ONE
0-18 months

Trust vs. 
Mistrust Hope

TWO
1-3

Autonomy vs. 
Shame Will

THREE
3-5

Initiative vs. 
Guilt Purpose

FOUR
5-12

Industry vs. 
Inferiority Competency

FIVE
12-18

Identity vs. 
Role Confusion Fidelity

SIX
18-40

Intimacy vs. 
Isolation Love

SEVEN
40-65

Generativity vs. 
Stagnation Care

EIGHT
65+

Integrity vs. 
Despair Wisdom

STAGES OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

For Erikson, development is epigenetic because the individual is governed 
by “inner laws,” which guide the sequence of developmental experience, 
and the socio-cultural environment. Through each transition, there is a 
crisis between the inner (psyche) and outer (social) forces. If reconciled in 
a positive way, the person carries the corresponding virtue of the present 
stage with him throughout his life. For example, in infancy (0-2 years of 
age), the psychosocial crisis is trust versus mistrust. While the infant is 
experiencing his oral stage, he will grow teeth, at which point he must learn 
to nurse without biting his mother. If he bites, his mother might pull away in 
anger and frustration. However, the mother must ween the baby carefully. 
If she weens the baby too quickly, the baby could lose reassurance and 
become depressed, causing him to mistrust his mom and his sociocultural 
environment. If the developmental stage goes well, the child will have 
a feeling of unity and accomplishment and will have the virtue of hope 
throughout his life. 

“Each successive step, then, is a potential crisis because of a radical 
change in perspective. Crisis is used here in a developmental sense 
to connote not a threat of catastrophe, but a turning point, a crucial 
period of increased vulnerability and heightened potential, and 
therefore, the ontogenetic source of generational strength and 
maladjustment” (Erikson, 1968, p. 96). 

A person can move on to the next step even if a stage isn’t successfully 
completed. Similar lessons can be repeated in various ways throughout 
a lifetime.

Erik Erikson’s 
Development Model
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New 
Situation

Activities

 Adaptation

Assimilation

Accommodation

Equilibration

Piaget’s model is stage based, although Piaget deals specifically with the 
cognitive development of children, making his model multi-layered and 
complex. Piaget also attempted to make the concept of “stages” more clearly 
defined with the following conditions: there must be a constant sequence in 
which behaviors appear, regardless of mental age; a stage must be defined by 
its entire structure, not by its dominant characteristic; stage structures must 
be integrated and evolve out of previous stage structures (Droz et. al., 1976 
p. 50). 

Piaget’s model is also complicated by his loose descriptions of the 
development process. In general, he argues that a child’s development is 
based on heredity, environment, activities (how he discovers the properties 
of things and how they can be used in new contexts) and “equilibration” (the 
child’s ability to re-adapt to a changing environment). 

Taking part in all of these developmental processes is “adaptation,” which 
includes “assimilation” (learning how to grab a bottle and assimilating the 
same action to reach a pacifier) and “accommodation” (accommodating the 
heavier weight of a bottle with a tighter grip). 

Piaget’s model is similar to other models in that the subject modifies his 
behavior to adapt to and change his environment, but Piaget’s model does 
not offer a period of stasis or a “new normal,” only a constantly changing 
environment to which a person will always be adapting. For this reason, the 
column on the left is perhaps a bit forced in how it maps to FTI’s model of 
transition. The chart on the right (adapted from Droz et. al., 1976, pp. 56-57)
illustrates the first three of Piaget’s four stages of development and is equally 
difficult to color code, as each of the developmental processes overlap and 
merge with one another.

I. SENSORIMOTOR  
INTELLIGENCE

1.  Exercise of reflexes (0 - 1 mo.)

2.  First habits (1 - 4 mos.)

3.  Coordination of vision and prehension (4 - 8 mos.)

4.  Coordination of the secondary schemata1 and their application to new 
situations (8 - 12mos.)

5.  Differentiation of action schemata; discover of new means (12 - 18 mos.)

6.  Beginning of internalization of schemata; invention of new methods by 
combination (over 18 mos.)

II. PREPARATION AND 
ORGANIZATION OF 
CONCRETE OPERATIONS

A. Subperiod of preoperational 
representation

1.  Appearance of the symbolic 
function and the beginning of 
internalization of action schemata 
in representation (2 - 3.6 years)

2.  Representation organization based 
either on static configurations or 
assimilation to the action itself (3.6 
- 5.6 years)

3.  Articulated representational  
regulations (5.6 - 7 or 8 years)

B. Subperiod of concrete 
operations

1.  First stage, preparatory phase of 
formal operations (11 - 12 or 13 - 
14 years)

2.  Completion of certain integrated 
systems (re space and time, in 
particular), complex operations (8 
or 10 - 11 or 12 years)

III. PERIOD OF FORMAL 
OPERATIONS

1.  First stage, preparatory phase of formal operations (11 or 12 - 13 or 14 
years)

2.  Second stage, equilibrium level of formal operations (after 13 or 14 years)

1. “Piaget uses the term ‘schema’ to designate ‘organized sets of movements’ or operations” (Droz et. al., 1976 p. 44). 

Jean Piaget’s  
Development Model
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“The course of a life is not a simple, continuous process. There are 
qualitatively different phases or seasons. The metaphor of seasons 
appears in many contexts. There are seasons in the year. Spring is a time 
of blossoming, and poets allude to youth as the springtime of the life cycle. 
Summer is the season of greatest passion and ripeness. An elderly ruler is 
‘the lion in winter.’
 “The imagery of the life cycle thus suggests that the life course evolves 
through a sequence of definable forms. A season is a major segment of the 
total cycle. Change goes on within each season, and a transition is required 
for the shift from one to the next. Every season has its own time, although it 
is part of and colored by the whole” (Levinson, 1986, p. 4).

Levinson, greatly influenced by Erikson, conceives the life course as a sequence of 
slightly overlapping eras that begin and end at “a well-defined modal age” (Levinson, 
1986, p. 5). As one era comes to an end, another era has already begun. This cross-
era transition period typically lasts about 5 years.  Although Levinson defined five 
eras, we only include the first three eras. Levinson lacked research data for the last 
two years, which include Late Adulthood and Late Late Adulthood. 

FIRST ERA

Preadulthood
(conception-22)

Early Adult Transition
(17-22)

SECOND ERA

Early Adulthood 
(17-45)

Midlife Transition
(40-45)

THIRD ERA

Middle Adulthood
(40-65)

Late Adult Transition
 60-65

(Levinson, 1986, p. 57).

Daniel Levinson’s
Development Model



Bridges’ transition model is heavily influenced by the hero’s journey and 
rites of passage, but he attempts to distinguish his model by outlining the 
differences between change and transition and redefining the phases to be 
better suited for a contemporary audience.

Change is not the same as transition. Change is the event that often feels like 
a barrier one has to get over, whereas transition is the psychological process 
one experiences while understanding their new situation. 

“We feel these unexpected losses because to an extent that we 
seldom realize, we come to identify ourselves with the circumstances 
of our lives” (Bridges, 1980, p. 13).

Ending is loss. Those who chose to transition are in denial about how they 
feel about ending. Those who have an unexpected change tend to hold on 
to what they lost and don’t want to accept transitioning. What they had in 
common, however, is that they all felt confused, angry, sad, and strange. 
Ending characteristics: 

• Disengagement
• Disidentification
• Disenchantment
• Disorientation

“The lesson of disenchantment begins with the discovery that in 
order to change—really to change, and not just to switch positions—
you must realize that some significant part of your old reality was in 
your head, not out there” (Bridges, 1980, p. 100). 

Like van Gennep’s liminal phase, The Neutral Zone is a time between the 
old and the new, when new psychological processes form. During this time 
of flux, anxiety and stress may persist. It is a time for “inner reorientation,” 
and a phase to which the fast-paced modern world pays little attention. 
Characteristics:

• Skeptical
• Resentful
• Anxious

“Genuine beginnings begin within us, even when they are brought to our attention by external 
opportunities” (Bridges, 1980, p. 145).

A New Beginning is less about external circumstances than about inner realignment that enables a person to have a 
new identity, values, and understanding of the world. The person returns from the isolation of the neutral zone and 
their new identity is reintegrated with the old. Characteristics:

• Energetic
• Open-minded
• Reoriented and renewed

General steps for a smooth transition: 

• Recognize letting go is an ambiguous experience.
• Recognize transition is “a new light”
• Understand the phases of transition
• Develop skills to help move through the “neutral zone.”

Ending

Neutral 
Zone

New 
Beginning

15

William Bridges’
Transition Model
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Steady 
State

Period of 
Individual Stress

Period of 
Cultural 

Distortion

Period of 
Revitalization

New 
Steady State

Systems Theory
“Life is not comfortable settling down in preordained grooves of being; 
at its best, it is élan vital, inexorably driven towards higher forms of 
existence. ” (Von Bertalanffy, 1972, p.192).

Drawing from physical, evolutionary, and environmental sciences, 
systems theory explains complex systems, which are in a constant state of 
disequilibrium, are self-organized and get more complex as they evolve, a 
process called autopoiesis: “the property of a living system (such as a bacterial 
cell or a multicellular organism) that allows it to maintain and renew itself by 
regulating its composition and conserving its boundaries” (Merriam Webster). 
While systems theorists acknowledge that organisms experience periods 
that are less dynamic than others, most theorists agree that creative adaptive 
power evolved out of the need to find stability, in the most efficient way, to 
reduce stress. 

Although subjects of autopoiesis have boundaries, their boundaries are open, 
giving them the ability to take and give back to their environment. In this 
sense, the subject is interconnected with its environment, which provides it 
with nearly infinite resources it can use to adapt and renew itself. 

Since our socio-culture systems are human made, they are part of the symbolic 
universe and can also be understood with systems theory. Systems theory 
has been used in sociology, psychology, cognitive science, and other fields to 
understand the organizing structures of companies, organizations, economies, 
and the human mind. Here, we can begin to see how systems theory hearkens 
back to psychology and the “ego.” 

When confronted with an environmental change or crisis, a person must 
transform and adapt for successful survival. In this case, the ego is both 
“fundamental and precarious... a paradox that is too fluid and too rigid” ( Von 
Bertalanffy, 1972, p. 215). However, “Any living thing will change only if it sees 
change as the means of preserving itself” (Wheatley, 1999, p. 147). Although this 
echoes the age-stage models that suggest development unfolds through the 
process of negotiating psychological and environmental forces, those models 
assume the ego is more or less stable and adaptation occurs by “programming” 
a child through rewards. In systems theory, the ego’s paradoxical nature is a 
powerful tool for innovation and creativity.  

“Man is not a passive receiver of stimuli coming from an eternal world, 
but in a very concrete sense creates his universe” (Von Bertalanffy, 
1972, p. 194).

General systems theory has many transition models, but O.W. Markley’s model is included here. This model 
elaborates on Anthony Wallace’s study of cultural revitalization and is helpful because Markely’s compares it to 
other models, including the monomyth, scientific revolutions, psychotherapy, and general creativity. Additionally, 
the model focuses on an individual who acts as the catalyst for cultural revitalization. 

Essentially, when neither normal problem solving modes nor traditional modes work to alleviate a crisis, then 
a person must totally reevaluate and restructure their bio-socio-cultural system. This includes rethinking 
fundamental assumptions and behaviors, and ultimately, after a moment of illumination, changing their world view 
and perception of reality. The visionary then feels validated, as does his culture which also changed.

Markely views revitalization as the most universal period and points to similarities in other models. He also 
believes transformation is a heroic process because it requires courage to confront the unknown and possibly fail.

“The moment of insight (illumination, as we observed in connection with the cultural revitalization 
movements and creation of scientific paradigms), occurs with vivid clarity and suddenness, is abrupt 
and dramatic, ‘a brief period of realization of relationships’ (A. Wallace, 1956, p. 270) that ‘inundates 
a previously obscure puzzle, enabling its components to be seen in a new way for the first time’ 
(Kuhn, 1970, pp. 122ff). Thus, the moment of sudden insight seems to be an element common to a 
radical discovery and transformation—both mythic and scientific. We might well apply to this type 
of reconceptualization the Greek word for religious conversion, metanoia, that is, a fundamental 
transformation of mind (Pearce, 1971)” (Markely, 1976, p. 222).

(Markley, 1976, p. 220).
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Chaos Theory
Or Nonlinear Dynamics

Chaos models account for small events that lead to big, unpredictable 
changes (as with the butterfly effect) and events that happen so suddenly that 
adaptation and evolution occur very rapidly—not in gradual increments.

Chaos models attempt to move away from linearity. As Lichtenstein explains, 
traditional developmental models did not fit the rapid transitions faced by the 
companies he studied because developmental models equate growth with 
development—“Organizational complexity, according to these models, should 
increase incrementally and consistently as companies grow” (Lichtenstein, 
2000 p. 131). However, once a company “crossed a critical threshold—a 
limitation on its ability to grow within its organizing framework...the twin perils 
of turbulence and chaos triggered the emergence of a new configuration…” (p. 
131). Here, we see how this model is similar to other models because there is 
a crisis or “task” that initiates transition. His three-stage model (shown in the 
column on the left), includes: 

• Increased organization
• Tension and a threshold of change
• Emergence of a new configuration. 

Bussolari aims to facilitate healthy transition by helping people harvest their creativity—
establishing an environment in which people can choose to change while normalizing thoughts 
and feelings once considered negative. Doing this helps place the focus on growth rather than 
disorder.  

Although Bussolari’s model is not as elaborate as some models of transition, Bussolari’s model 
has similarities. For example, when an event sparks a transition, part of the former life is cut 
off, which gives the person in transition anxiety and fear (Bussolari, 2009, p. 103). Bussolari 
argues transition requires the following processes: 

• Understanding
• Acceptance
• Integration

“Strange attractors” show how seemingly random events form discernible patterns over time. 
This is how we get images of chaos fractals.
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Examples of Moving In:
Going to college

Starting a new job
Getting married

Becoming a parent

Examples of Moving Out:
Returning to school

Changing jobs
Grieving for a loved one
Moving to a new place

“A transition has no end point; rather, a transition is a process over time 
that includes phases of assimilation and continuous appraisal as people 
move in, through, and out of it” (Anderson et. al., 2012, p. 46).

Accounting for other theories and development models, Schlossberg’s transition 
model includes Moving Out, Moving In, Moving Through, and Integration. While 
a transition can begin by moving in or moving out, there are differences between 
the two, yet they are both followed by moving through. 

After a person moves through and out of a transition, they have assimilated and 
integrated the once new situation into their lives. But this does not mean one is 
no longer in transition, rather it marks the beginning of yet another transition—the 
moving in to anohter new situation or role. The circularity of this process can be 
seen in the figure on the right. 

“Another important point is that the larger the transition—either good 
or bad—the more it will pervade an individual’s life. At first, one is a 
beginning student, new widow, or new parent. A period of disruption 
follows, in which old roles, relationships, assumptions, and routines 
change and new ones evolve. Then, finally and gradually, the sharp 
awareness of having graduated, living alone, or having become a parent 
becomes only one of the many dimensions of living—the transition has 
been integrated” (Anderson et. al., 2012, p. 45).

Nancy Schlossberg’s
Transition Model (1/2)

(p. 44). 

Moving Out/
Moving In

Moving Through:
Betwixt and

Between

Integration
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Identify the 
Transition

Taking Stock 
of the “4 S’s”

Taking
Charge

Nancy Schlossberg’s
Transition Model (2/2)

“To understand the meaning a transition has for a particular individual, 
we need to examine the type of transition (anticipated, unanticipated, 
or nonevent), the perspective of the individual regarding the transition,
the context of the transition (relationship of the person to the 
transition and cultural/ social/political context in which the transition 
occurs), and the impact of the transition on the individual’s life (on 
relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles). This point needs to 
be further underscored. Often people in the midst of one transition 
experience other transitions, which makes coping especially difficult” 
(Anderson et. al., 2012, p. 39).

Schlossberg’s steps for moving through a transition can be adapted to specific 
individuals in specific situations. The steps include: 

Approaching Transitions: Identify the transition (event, nonevent, anticipated or 
unanticipated) and decide which perspective is most appropriate for handling it 
based on context and potential impact, or how much the transition will change 
one’s daily life. 

Taking Stock of Coping Resources: The 4S System: Identify potential resources, 
assets or liabilities that can help. The 4Ss include Situation, Self, Support, and 
Strategies. These will always vary from person to person and influence how the 
transition unfolds. 

Taking Charge: Strengthen 4S resources and apply new coping strategies. 

(p. 34). 

(p. 48). 
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Part II
Life Events



Retirement



WHEN CELEBRITIES SUCH AS ALEC BALDWIN, BARBRA STREISAND, AND 
Michael Jordan came out of their short-lived retirements, it wasn’t for the 
money. Though the lifestyles of the rich and famous don’t often resemble 

our own lifestyles, it is interesting to note that financial shock is an unlikely reason many 
retirees choose to unretire.1 Since most people plan for retirement, they anticipate the 
financial decline and are prepared for the financial transition.2

Traditional retirement planning focused almost exclusively on the numbers to prepare 
retirees for their financially different future,3 and financial planning remains a crucial 
component of retirement planning—a fact that is punctuated by the countless websites 
that offer pre-retirement checklists and advice for reaching important five-year, three-
year, and one-year benchmarks in preparation for retirement day. No one disputes the 
value of such websites that help people decide their pre-retirement investment strategy 
and navigate the bureaucratic labyrinth of social security and healthcare, but what about 
the days after retirement, when the euphoria wears off and feelings of boredom lead to 
regret? 

There are many retirement transition models with various phases and stages, and 
most of them include a period of “disenchantment”4 or one that is “psychologically 
challenging.”5 Many  people choose to postpone or only partially retire in hopes of easing 
the transition.6 Others return to work fulltime or embark on a new career rather than 
suffer the decline in life satisfaction.7 However, as recent research illustrates, a positive 
retirement experience is achievable with a network of interdependent resources that 
equip the employed with the support needed to embody their new role of “retiree” and 
continue traveling their life’s course. After all, retirement is not just a matter of working 
and not working—it is a significant, multifaceted life event that unfolds as a process 
over long periods of time and can come into focus when viewed through a prism of 

1  Maestas, 2010.

2  Wang, 2007; Maestras, 2010. 

3  Cussen, 2019. 

4  Cussen, 2019.

5  Osbonre, 2012.

6  Muratore, 2015.

7  Maestas, 2010.

role theory, continuity theory, and life course 
perspective theory,8 which projects the influential 
kaleidoscopic network of family life, social life, and 
daily routines,9 as well as a person’s motivations 
and emotional, physical, cognitive, and financial 
health.10 When one of these elements shifts, the 
entire pattern shifts. With careful study, we can 
learn which arrangement best fits a retiree’s needs.

Considering the multi-faceted context of the 
transition to retirement allows us to understand 
the uniqueness of each person’s experience. Some 
retirees who are in poor physical and financial 
health might remain satisfied in retirement because 
they feel mentally strong and autonomous and 

have a strong social support system.11 Some people who are forced into an abrupt, 
early retirement might feel more anxious and fear they didn’t accumulate enough pre-
retirement resources to live comfortably.12 Yet others might look at an early retirement 
as an opportunity to leave an unfulfilling job and spend more time with their family.13 
Understanding a client’s specific situation allows advisors to better prepare them not only 
for retirement day, even if that day comes as a shock, but also for the days that follow.

8  Wang, 2007.

9  Osborne, 2012; Cussen, 2019; Muratore, 2015; Hansson, 2018; Hansson, 2019; Maestras, 2010; 
Wang, 2007.

10  Hansson, 2019; Wang and Shultz, 2010; Shultz and Wang, 2011.

11  Hansson, 2019.

12  Hansson, 2018.

13  Wang, 2007; Osborne, 2012. 

“Although research on 
retirement takes many different 
forms, the consensus is that 
retirement is not a single event 
but rather a process that older 
individuals go through over a 
period of years. However, this 
process is by no means uniform 
in that no two individuals are 
likely to experience retirement 
in exactly the same way. ” 
(Shultz & Wang, 2011, p. 113).
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Overview



Retirement as 
Decision Making

The decision-making paradigm addresses retirement as a choice to withdraw from work in pursuit of leisure activities. Different approaches 
to decision-making studies include: 

• The informed decision-making approach: The decision to retire is based on a cost-benefit analysis or working and retirement.

• Rational choice theory: The decision is made rationally and based on whether or not a person has the financial resources to retire.

• Image and role theory: The decision to retire is based on one’s self-image in relation to their social context. In the case of image 
theory, the decision is made to maintain a consistent self-image. In role theory, the decision is made in order to embrace a new role. 

• The theory of planned behavior: The decision to retire is based on one’s attitude about their workplace and environment and their 
attitude towards work and retirement, which is also influenced by social norms. 

•  Expectancy theory: The decision is based on the type of work one does, if work productivity is rewarded, and health status. 

These models are not often used to address retirement outcomes. They also assume retirement is always a choice.  

Retirement as 
An Adjustment  

Process

Viewing retirement as an adjustment process accounts for a person’s ability to psychologically adapt to retirement and considers short- and 
long-term circumstances that influence the process. Theories that address this process include: 

• Role theory

• Continuity theory

• Life course perspective theory

All three of these theories are discussed in more detail later in this section. 

Retirement as 
A Career 

Development 
Stage

The career development model focuses on a person’s potential to further develop their career through various options such as bridge 
employment. Three factors that influence a person’s ability and/or desire to pursue post-retirement work include: 

• Individual: Factors such as age, health, and expertise.

• Job: The ability to stay current with technology and to handle work stress; finding a job that they like. 

• Organizational levels: How an organization treats older employees. 

Retirement as
A Part of Human  

Resource 
Management

The human resources management model considers how employees’ retirements can benefit the employer. Approachers frequently used in 
studying human resource management include:

• General systems theory: Views an organization in terms of physical, evolutionary, and environmental sciences. 

• Social context theory: The idea that economic, political, social, and environmental factors influence policies governing human resource 
practices.  

In their influential review of the 
retirement literature published 
since 1986, Mo Wang and 
Kenneth S. Shultz provide a 
thorough outline of the major 
ways retirement has been 
conceptualized and studied 
in various fields including the 
organizational sciences as 
well as gerontology, sociology, 
psychology, and economics. 

The table on the left is an 
adaptation of Wang and Shultz’s 
“Retirement Conceptualizations, 
Corresponding Theories, and 
Research Examples” and provides 
a brief summary of the various 
ways retirement has been 
conceptualized.   

Wang and Shultz’s Review of Retirement Literature (1/2)*

Wang, M., & Shultz, K. S. (2010). Employee Retirement: A Review and Recommendations for Future Investigation. Journal of Management, 36(1), 172–206. https://ezproxyprod.ucs.louisiana.edu:4128/10.1177/014
9206309347957
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Wang and Shultz’s Review of Retirement Literature (2/2)

“The left side of the model has the various factors that 
impact the retirement process. The right side of the model 
depicts how the retirement process unfolds over time, and 
how the components of retirement process influence each 
other” (p. 181). 
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ROLE THEORY

People often use their career role to identify themselves, causing some retirees to struggle with their 
identity. They can no longer say, “I am a teacher,” so they might say, “I used to be a teacher” (Osborne, 
2012; Teuscher, 2010).  This makes the exit role a significant component of the retirement transition. 
People in this transition might feel they are inadequately preforming their career role, and once the 
career role is lost, they get anxious and depressed (Wang, 2007, p. 456). Understanding why all retirees 
don’t have this struggle can be helpful for future outcomes. For example, if a retiree did not like his job, 
giving up the career role is a relief. A retiree who had been looking forward to spending more time with 
her family, enjoys her new role as caretaker. In these cases, the exit role was the preferred role. These 
examples also show how the continuity of one’s life’s patterns can substantially help the retirement 
transition. 

In an attempt to reconcile the inconsistencies in how people adjust to retirement (some 
studies found retirees had decreased health and life satisfaction while other studies found the 
opposite or no significant difference), Wang accounts for a retiree’s individual and contextual 
differences (such as bridge employment and a spouse’s un/employment) and applied role 
theory, continuity theory, and the life course perspective theory in an attempt to uncover the 
profiles for the majority who enjoy retirement and for the significant minority (10% to 30% or 
more) who have a negative experience. 

Wang found several different patterns of change and divided them into subgroups, which 
include those who maintained their wellbeing in post retirement, those whose sense of 
wellbeing gradually increased over time (the recovery class), and those whose sense of 
wellbeing decreased before increasing (U-shaped recovery). 

Mo Wang’s Longitudinal Study*

CONTINUITY THEORY

Continuity refers to the patterns over one’s lifetime and includes “the accommodation of change without 
the experience of stressful disruption” (456). Instead of considering retirement as a disruption, they view 
it as an opportunity to maintain social and lifestyle patterns, which can help provide a counterbalance to 
the stress of taking on a new role. In other words, retirees who maintain continuity in their lives tend to 
have positive feelings about retirement.

LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE 
Transitions and Trajectories: Transitions and trajectories are foundational to life course perspective 
theory. Wang explains: “Transitions refer to the changes in status over time (e.g., from employment 
to retirement), and trajectories refer to life development in relatively stable statuses (e.g., individual 
development in postretirement.)” (456). For example, certain situations that occur in the transition into 
retirement can effect the postretirement trajectory, although the trajectory shows that retirees settle 
into their new role over time by participating in leisure activities, increasing wellbeing. 

Contextual embeddedness: All transition and trajectories are embedded in context. For example, a 
person in good financial and physical health might experience a positive transition into retirement, but 
an unforeseen event, such as the loss of his spouse, might effect his trajectory and take him longer to 
become psychologically stable. Moreover, “According to this concept, nonwork life spheres are important 
for retirement adjustment, because they provide retirees with alternative salient identities after 
retirement and offer opportunities for postretirement engagement” (457).

Timing: Part of contextual embeddedness is also timing. For example, if a persons is forced into 
retirement too early, the transition will more stressful than for the retiree who chose when to retire and 
did so at a socially acceptable age. 

RESULTS:  

Maintaining Class (69.01%-74.39%) Consistent with continuity theory, this group was 
characterized as working a bridge job, planning their retirement, and living with a non-
working spouse. 

Recovery Class (4.12% -3.75%) Consistent with role theory, this group was 
characterized as being retired from an unsatisfying, physically challenging and/or 
stressful job. 

U-Shape (69.01%-74.39%) Consistent with the combination of role theory, continuity 
theory, and life course perspective theory, this group was characterized as having poor 
health, being unhappily married, and retiring sooner than expected.

Wang concludes that the number of environmental influences that help or hinder a worker’s 
transition to retirement suggest that the life course perspective theory can be used as 
a starting point, but that role and continuity theories are better at establishing concrete 
projections. Following Stevan E. Hobfoll’s work, Wang suggests a resource perspective might 
be a more holistic approach to the retirement transition. We see the resource perspective 
developed in Alexa Marie Muratore and JoAnne Kaa Earl’s study “Improving retirement 
outcomes: The role of resources, pre-retirement planning and transition characteristics” and Isabelle 
Hansson and others’ study “Beyond health and economy: resource interactions in retirement 
adjustment.” 

* Wang, M. (2007). Profiling Retirees in the Retirement Transition and Adjustment Process: Examining the Longitudinal 
Change Patterns of Retirees’ Psychological Well-Being. Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(2), 455–474. https://
ezproxyprod.ucs.louisiana.edu:4128/10.1037/0021-9010.92.2.455



Pre-
Retirement

Transition

Adaptation

TRANSITION

This difficult phase includes enacting a 
plan of when, how, and if a person will 
retire. Some people choose to postpone 
retirement, partially retire, or even change 
careers. Those who are prepared and 
choose how and when to retire tend to 
have a more positive physical and mental 
experience than those who were under-
prepared,  indecisive, or forced into 
retirement. 

ADAPTATION

How the retiree adapts to retirement. 
This period can include shifts between 
stabilization and destabilization. 
Attempt to predict outcomes by 
examining wellbeing, adjustment and 
satisfaction over time.

* Muratore, A. M., & Earl, J. K. (2015). Improving retirement outcomes: 
The role of resources, pre-retirement planning and transition 
characteristics. Ageing and Society, 35(10), 2100-2140. doi:http://
dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X14000841 

**In line with Schlossberg, positive outcomes are contingent on the “4-
Ss” (self, situation, support, strategies) being assets rather than liabilities.  

“First, improving mastery at any stage of retirement should 
ultimately improve outcomes. Second, improving exit 
conditions should produce superior outcomes. This may be 
achieved by promoting retirement planning, or by building 
key resources. Third, improving money perception, health, 
relationship or mastery can directly improve retirement 
outcomes. A better understanding of the interaction 
among resources will point to effective interventions, e.g. 
improving social capital may help to improve a sense of 
mastery (Nyqvist, Forsman and Cattan 2013)” (Muratore, 
2015, pp. 2128-2129 )

Essential Resources for Wellbeing in Retirement**

• Economic: Retirees who can afford vacations and quality health care tend to do better in retirement.

• Health: Good physical and mental health, and the ability to maintain good health are essential to wellbeing in retirement. Those who struggle 
with health issues are often unable to partake in leisure and social activities. 

• Social Relationships: Having strong relationships provides retirees with material and emotional support. Those who lack companionship, 
such as widows/widowers, have less favorable retirement outcomes.

• Control/Mastery: The power to make decisions and complete tasks independently, and to what degree one has control, plays a significant 
role in a retiree’s wellbeing. Poor health and/or forced early retirement causes financial strain that limits the types of activities one can 
participate in during their retirement years, leading to a negative experience.

Accounting for modern research that explains retirement is a process consisting of multiple variables, Muratore and Earl attempt to 
go beyond approaches that organize these variables into designated phases, like coupling planning with the pre-retirement phase, exit 
conditions with the transition phase, etc. Thus, in addition to accounting for phase-related variables, Muratore and Earl follow Wang’s 
approach and include other essential resources, which creates a dynamic model that combines phase and resource theory frameworks.

“Resources describe an individual’s capacity to fulfill his or her cardinal needs, either because they are valued in themselves, e.g. 
health, or because they help individuals to achieve desirable ends, e.g. money (Hobfoll 2002)” (Muratore & Earl 2015, p. 2102).

Alexa Marie Muratore & JoAnne Kaa Earl’s Study*PRE-RETIREMENT

This phase usually begins in midlife, 
when people begin to think about 
retirement, talk to professionals and form 
a retirement plan. This time is also used to 
address various issues that might help or 
hinder adapting to retirement life and to 
ensure one will have adequate wealth, as 
well as their health and wellbeing. 

(p. 2122).
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Like Muratore and Earl, Hansson and her research team examine how resources influence the life 
satisfaction of retirees, but unlike Muratore and Earl, Hansson and her colleagues do not account 
for specific phases and variables such as pre-retirement planning. Instead, they take a general 
approach in examining how resources influence the adjustment process in the years prior to and after 
retirement. 

Hansson’s research team include all six resource domains that Wang and Shultz outlined in their 2010 
study. In doing so, they aim to gain a fuller picture of how resources are interrelated and influence 
the retirement transition process. Unlike Muratore and Earl’s study, this study makes a categorical 
distinction between physical and cognitive health and includes the emotional resource of self-
esteem. However, the general categories between the two studies are very similar, as both include 
psychological, social, and physical and financial resources. 

*Hansson, I., Buratti, S., Thorvaldsson, V., Johansson, B., & Berg, A. I. (2017). Changes in life satisfaction in the retirement 
transition: Interaction effects of transition type and individual resources. Work, Aging and Retirement. doi:10.1093/
workar/wax025tirement. doi:10.1093/workar/wax025

A Study by Isabelle Hansson and Others*

RESOURCES

Psychological 
Resources

Emotional: Self-esteem

Motivational: Autonomy

Cognitive: Perceived thinking ability

Social Resources Social Support: Perceived support from family and friends

Physical/Financial 
Resources

Physical: Self-rated evaluation of overall health

Financial: Estimated ability to pay for unexpected expenses. 

“The resource-based dynamic model (Wang et al., 2011) is an integrative theoretical framework 
designed to address both the impact of retirement and the underlying mechanisms of that 
impact. In contrast to other theories (e.g. role theory, continuity theory, and stage theory), it 
has the potential to account for both within- and between-person differences in retirement 
adjustment. The model is based on the idea that resources, i.e. emotional, motivational, social, 
physical, cognitive, and financial aspects of an individual’s total resource capability, are valuable 
assets in the adjustment process because they define the conditions of retirement and influence 
not only what people can do physically and mentally, but also what they can afford financially, in 
retirement” (p. 1546).

Poor 
Physical 
Health

Post-Retirement
Life Satisfaction

Minimal 
Financial
Security

High
Levels of

Autonomy

Strong
Social 

Support

Strong
Cognitive

Ability

The study found that the resources were interdependent and that psycho-social resources acted as 
a counterbalance to physical and financial resources. More specifically, they found “that negative 
effects of poor health and lack of financial security among retirees can be compensated for by 
higher levels of autonomy, social support, and perceived cognitive ability” (p. 1550). This study is 
consistent with other studies that show retirees tend to value autonomy more than other material 
resources in retirement. The authors conclude, “In particular, we found that the association 
between physical health and life satisfaction was stronger among individuals with low autonomy, 
but also that the relationship between basic financial resources and life satisfaction was stronger 
for individuals with low social support and poor perceived cognitive ability. These results indicate 
that psychosocial resources may compensate for negative effects of poor health and lack of 
financial security in the retirement adjustment process.” (p. 1553).

RESULTS
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Divorce



“In short, you cannot leave 
complex, multifaceted money 
questions about your future 
to the one-dimensional 
perspective of divorce law” 
(Woodhouse, 2009, p. 14).

SUSAN BRADLEY’S WELL-KNOWN PHRASE “WHEN MONEY CHANGES 
life changes, and when life changes money changes”® is perhaps especially 
pertinent when it comes to divorce. Financial problems are an oft-cited 

cause for untying the knot,1 but studies also show financial problems keep couples 
together,2 even if that means they’re caught in the knot of a Chinese finger puzzle. 
Divorce is an economic risk,3 especially for women,4 which is why those who have 
an aversion to risk are more likely to stay married5 or prepare financially before 
requesting a divorce.6 This holding pattern can also be seen when examining larger 
economic trends. 

Divorce rates decline during economic downturns. This was true during the Great 
Depression and the Great Recession, and preliminary research suggests it is also 
true of the Covid-19 pandemic, but it is expected that when the economy recovers, 
unhappy couples will finally feel secure enough to escape the knot of marriage, as 
they did in the economic recovery periods of the past.7 However, even though there 
will likely be an uptick in the divorce rate when the world has finally moved through 
the current pandemic, this uptick will likely be temporary.8 Over all, the rate of 
divorce has plunged by 20% since the Great Recession,9 but this is not necessarily 
because couples are happier. 

Not only are people waiting longer to get married, but fewer people are tying the 
knot to begin with, despite the physical and financial health advantages that come 
with marriage, such as a lower risk of heart attack and social security survivor 
benefits.10 Couples are choosing to marry only when they feel financially stable,11 

1  Scott, et. al., 2013. 

2  Reid, 2020; Taylor, 2011, Wilcox & Stone, 2020.

3  Taylor, 2011; Rosettestein, 2005; Ryznar, 2010.

4  Light & Ahn, 2010; McDaniel & Coleman, 2003; Montenegro, 2004. 

5  Light & Ahn, 2010. 

6  Taylor, 2011; Johnson & Skinner 1986; Kesserlring & Bremmer, 2006. 

7  Wilcox & Stone, 2020. 

8  Wilcox & Stone, 2020. 

9  Wilcox & Stone, 2020. 

10  Luscombe, 2018.

11  Luscombe, 2018. 

which will likely decrease the odds of feeling 
trapped in an unhappy union later in life, but 
this also suggests those reaping the advantages 
of matrimony are already advantaged, making 
marriage a privilege for the wealthy while 
widening the gap between classes.12 In this 
context, it would not be a stretch to conclude 
that when divorces do happen, there is more at 

financial stake, and big money divorces are more complicated and might only appear 
fair when final.13 It is important to understand that divorce law does not account 
for future financial issues,14 making the role of a financial planner all the more 
important. 

It is also important to remember few brides and grooms vow “for richer or richer.” 
In other words, the divorce transition is not only a financial transition but also an 
emotional transition, and distinguishing between the two—including everything in 
between—might be a challenge. 

Divorce is a complicated life event not only because it is entangled in the frayed 
ends of a financial and emotional knot but also because it is not quite planned and 
it is not unplanned.15 

Early researchers attempted to normalize the divorce transition by using crisis/task 
models of psycho-social development, but more recent research shows divorce is 
both a short-term crisis and a continuous strain.16 For example, parents and their 
children frequently suffer the negative psychological and physical effects of divorce 
throughout their lives, which also suggests divorce is not a single transition but 
is comprised of multiple transitions over time—such as the transition into a new 
marriage and possibly a second divorce.17 

Getting a better understanding of divorce is crucial for helping people through 
this complex financial and emotional transition. It is especially important because 

12  Luscombe, 2018. 

13  Rosettestein, 2005; Ryznar, 2010; Silbaugh, 2006; Woodhouse, 2009.

14 Woodhouse, 2009. 

15  Ahrons, 1980. 

16  Amato, 2010. 

17  Amato, 2010. 
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divorce has become a normal part of the life course for many people, largely due to 
shifting economic, social, and cultural forces.18 And because of this, and the anti-
climactic nature of the divorce process, many couples are even celebrating their 
divorce the same way they celebrated their marriage—as a rite of passage ceremony 
that marks their change of status while being in the good company of family and 
friends.19

18  Arosio, 2016; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2007.
 
19  Arosio, 2016; Woodhouse, 2009. 
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Violet Woodhouse’s Financial, Legal, & 
Emotional Stages of Divorce (1/2)*

In Divorce and Money: How to Make the Best Financial Decisions During Divorce, family lawyer and 
certified financial planner Violet Woodhouse provides several key tips that provide the foundation 
for good decision-making when moving through the stages of divorce. 

• Understand your legal reality is not the same as your financial reality. 

• Think financially and act legally. 

• Don’t allow emotions get in the way of protecting your financial resources.  

• Do not rely on your lawyer or friends if you need emotional guidance. Hire a professional 
counselor or therapist.  

• Remember that divorce is a fight for your financial life.

“Emotionally it may be years before you feel complete peace of mind about the end of your 
marriage. But from a strictly financial standpoint, the marriage ends when you or your spouse 
begin to take unilateral actions without considering the effect on the other person,” (p. 43).

Woodhouse’s stages of divorce can be reduced into four general areas: Pre-Separation, Separation, 
The Settlement, and Post-Divorce. While there is some overlap between the legal and financial 
stages, there is no room for emotional stages to interfere with legal or financial matters. The ebb 
and flow of emotions that frequently accompany a couple’s decision to reunite several times before 
ultimately divorcing makes it crucial they protect their financial interests.

Woodhouse insists that soon-to-be-divorcees prioritize their financial reality, even if they are 
unsure the marriage is over. It is often the case that one or sometimes both parties hope their 
separation is only temporary. However, the separate date will be legally binding if they proceed to 
divorce. The separation date also effects the financial division of property, including debt, credit, 
retirement, alimony, income, taxes, investments, and business assets. 

However, before the separation occurs, it is important for people to research the financial impacts 
of separation and their legal rights, which Woodhouse outlines as the first step in the “Financial 
Stages” column on the right as well as in the “Legal Stages” column on the following page 
(Woodhouse, 2009, pp. 17-18). 

Throughout her book, Woodhouse magnifies the various stages of divorce, breaking down the 
process to include steps to various financial settlements as shown on the following page, and she 
includes extensive checklists and worksheets to help divorces stay financially focused. 

*Woodhouse, V. (2009). Divorce and Money : How to Make the Best Financial Decisions During Divorce.  9th ed. Nolo.

Pre-
Separation

Separation

Settlement 
Preparation, 

Negotiation, & 
Finalization

Post-
Divorce

MARK THE DATE 
Continue tracking expenses. Create a 
financial plan for the next five years. 

FOLLOW THROUGH

Divide property, change name, review 
policies, and plan for your financial 
future. 

PREPARE
Collect financial documents. Research 
separation costs. Track expenses.

FOCUS ON FINANCES

Reduce risk: Check health insurance 
status and prepare to rewrite life 
insurance polices and will. Find the titles 
to all property and note whose name is 
on the title.  

Start preparing taxes: Decide how to file 
and protect yourself from a dishonest 
spouse.

Take steps towards settlement: Review 
all properties and start to decide who 
wants what. Evaluate work benefits and 
stock options to get a clear picture of 
how much money can go to alimony and 
child support. Decide how to divide debt. 

Negotiate & Finalize Settlement: 
Do financial homework and review 
settlement. Make and/or review offers 
and counter offers. Take settlement 
agreement to court, along with 
paperwork requesting the termination of 
marriage.  
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STEPS TO A SETTLEMENT

1. What investments do you and your spouse hold?

2. Who owns each investment?

3. What is the legal (equity) value of each investment?

4. What is the financial (after-tax/after-sale) value of each investment?

5. Which assets should you keep?

6. How will you and your spouse divide the investments?

7. How do you feel about your decision? 

(p. 285).

STEPS TO AN ALIMONY SETTLEMENT

1. How much do you need to live on?

2. What, if any, are the financial schedules for alimony in your area?

3. How much alimony do you need--or can you afford to pay?

4. Are there alternatives to paying or receiving monthly alimony?

5. What is your bottom-line on paying or receiving alimony? 

(p. 392)

STEPS TO A CHILD SUPPORT SETTLEMENT

1. Who will have custody of the children?

2. What does it cost to rear your children?

3. How much child support do you need--or can you afford to pay?

4. What are the guidelines for child support in your state?

5. What is your bottom-line decision regarding custody and child support?

(p. 367). 

“Do not expect a grand parade, or even a telegram announcing 
the end of your marriage. All you’re apt to receive is a notice from 
the court. After all the drama of divorce, the end can be nothing 
more than an anticlimactic notice in the mail. You might even 
need to call your attorney’s office or the courthouse to make sure 
the marriage is really over” (p. 424), 

LEGAL BASICS:

• 90% of divorces settle out of court. 

• Divorce is influenced by local laws and judges, and it is best to 
avoid court.  

• The legal system will not take care of you, nor will your lawyer. 

• The court doesn’t account for future financial issues such as 
income and taxes .

• Laws are easier to write than enforce. 

Violet Woodhouse’s Legal, Financial, & 
Emotional Stages of Divorce (2/2)
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Akeela Davis’s Financial Plan for the 
Divorce Process*

Davis, A., (2009) Divorce dollars: Get your fair share: Financial planning before, during, and after divorce. North Vancouver: Self-
Counsel Press.

Like Woodhouse, Davis emphasizes the importance of a financial planner in the divorce transition because 
lawyers are trained in law and not financial planning, and the financial impacts of divorce are long-lasting. 
Davis also reminds her readers that decisions based on emotions are typically bad decisions. Davis also 
touches on spending psychology and explains how understanding whether a person is a spender or a saver, 
in addition to their tolerance for risk, can help during the settlement process—a process that is more than 
likely to require a team of professionals, including a lawyer, a financial divorce specialist, and an emotional 
councilor or psychologist.  

The stages of divorce are straightforward, however Davis suggests that settlement negotiation regarding 
property division and corollary relief start as early as the separation, which she diagrams in the image on 
the right.  

The divorce transition Davis outlines includes various divorce models and the potential financial and 
emotional costs. 

Traditional Divorce: Traditional divorce is typically exercised when there exists a significant imbalance of 
power between the divorcing couple. Many lawyers are involved, which significantly increases the cost, 
furthering tensions and exacerbating an already negative and bitter experience. Costs about $5,000-
$15,000 per person and can last between 18 months and 3 years.  

Mediated Divorce: In an effort to reduce costs, a third-party mediator assists the couple in a more 
amicable divorce. Costs averages $2,500 to $5,000 for the couple and might take a year to finalize.  

Arbitrated Divorce: This is used when the couple cannot agree on a settlement, but the couple still does 
not want to go to court. The Arbitrator, usually a retired judge, reviews the case and makes the decision. 
This sometimes occurs after the marriage has already been dissolved. 

Collaborative Divorce: Both parties and their lawyers agree to work together to settle out of court. 
Because it is a cooperative divorce, it is sometimes accompanied with a team of financial planners, and 
counselors. This option also reduces costs because it avoids one-sided proposals and duplicate efforts, 
such as both parties hiring professionals to get an opinion on the same issue. Costs average from $2,500 
to $5,000 per person and can last between 6 and 8 months.  

Do-It-Yourself Divorce: Couples who agree on property division and corollary relief often choose to 
divorce without the representation of a lawyer, mediator, or arbitrator, minimizing legal fees and saving 
money. The cost could be less than $2,000 total, and can be final once the paperwork is filed. 

(p. 28). 

Davies outlines the various financial steps required during the separation and divorce 
process, which is also covered by Woodhouse. 

“It is regrettable that second and subsequent marriages have a higher divorce 
rate than first marriages. Nonetheless, to use an old cliche, forewarned is 
forearmed. By all means, remarry if you wish to do so. But you should always 
do your financial planning as if you will have only yourself to depend upon” (p. 
118).  

Separation

File For 
Divorce

Property
Division

Corollary
Relief

Divorce
Decree

Financial 
Future
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4. Systemic reorganization: Systemic reorganization is stressful because new 
roles and rules that govern the parents’ interactions with their children begin to 
take shape in a paradoxical way. Each parent redefines their relationship with 
each child, which is a relationship that remains interdependent with the former 
spouse. This transition typically ends with the creation of a binuclear family 
comprised of a paternal side and a maternal side.   

5. Family redefinition: A family’s identity and role boundaries are established during 
this transition, which hinges on the divorcees’ ability to co-parent and whether or 
not they remarried with new step or biological children. When new families are 
established, parents and children often feel emotional continuity, which alleviates 
the loss they felt in divorce. 

In “Divorce: A Crisis of Family Transition and Change,” Ahrons explains that divorce is a unique and 
complicated life event that is not necessarily unplanned, like a sudden death, or planned, like entering 
the workforce. In 1980, when Ahrons’ article was published and divorce was still taboo, positive divorce 
models did not exist. Attempting to normalize divorce and alleviate the stress divorce puts on families, 
Ahrons constructs a model that borrows from crisis family theory, systems theory, and psycho-social 
and lifecycle theories. Following Erikson, Ahrons explains divorce is “a turning point” because it makes a 
family vulnerable and poses a series of social, emotional, legal, economic, psychic, and communal tasks the 
family must overcome if they are to reach their post-divorce potential. Ahrons identifies the following five 
transitions in the divorce process, and each involves a social role:

1. Individual recognition: It often takes a long time for people to realize their marriage is causing them 
much stress, and when denial strategies breakdown and their stress escalates, they might blame 
their spouse and include the children in their martial conflicts. After recognizing the source of their 
stress, the unhappily-married will typically search for a solution, even if the solution is to simply 
invest their emotions outside the family or postpone divorce until the children go to college. 

The duration of this phase depends on the individual’s coping skills. A long recognition phase might 
benefit the family if it they maintain their routines and roles and are careful not to deflect blame on 
a specific individual. 

2. Family metacognition: This is a time when the family openly exchanges information and realizes 
the marriage might end in divorce, possibly because of a specific family member. The realization 
causes anticipatory anxiety by all, while the spouses, still gripped by their tight bond, experience 
conflicting feelings of love, hate, euphoria, sadness. Although this time is often considered the most 
unbalanced because old roles begin to dissolve and make the future appear even more uncertain, it 
is a time when decisions can still be made rationally and not out of anger, making it a good time to 
prepare for all the changes that are to come at the time of physical separation. 

3. Systemic separation: If the previous transitions were incomplete, systemic separation, the most 
complicated transition, can cause undue emotional distress and, in extreme cases, lead one spouse 
to punish the other by turning to the law prematurely. This period is also complicated by the lengthy 
roller coaster of separation and reconciliation as family members learn new roles. For example, if 
the father moves out, the mother and children take on his roles, which exacerbates their confusion 
when he returns. 

The systemic separation is particularly stressful because it marks the beginning of the economic and 
legal divorce, which coincides with notifying the extended family and the community.  

Ahrons, C. (1980). Divorce: A crisis of family transition and change. Family Relations, 29(4), 533-540. doi:10.2307/584469

Constance Ahrons’ “Divorce: A Crisis of 
Family Transition and Change”*

(p. 538).

“The transition from married to divorced can be less threatening if divorced 
parents know they can continue a coparental relationship. The binuclear family 
provides a family style which does not force the child to sever the bond with 
either parent, but which allows both parents to continue their parental roles 
postdivorce” (p. 539).

Individual  
Recognition

Family 
Metacognition

Systemic 
Separation

Systemic 
Reorganization

Family 
Redefinition
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Rites of 
Separation

Threshold 
Rites

Rites of 
Incorporation

PRE-LIMINAL RITES 

Separation from the previous world, a 
metaphorical or literal cutting off of one’s 
self. For example, in traditional weddings, 
the father gives his daughter away.

LIMINAL RITES

The threshold is a part of many 
ceremonies and represents the space 
between one place and another. When 
a newlywed couple enters their house 
for the first time, it is customary that the 
groom carry his bride across the threshold. 

POST-LIMINAL RITES 

Incorporation is when a person returns to 
the world with a new role or identity. For 
example, it is traditional for a woman to 
take her husband’s last name and to wear 
a ring to symbolize her new role as a wife.

Traditionally, divorce was not considered a rite of passage because it was not a “normal,” socially-
accepted change in status, however, there have been many cultural shifts since van Gennep published his 
foundational text. Although the significance of wedding ceremonies has also changed, as contemporary 
weddings are spectacles of gifts and exotic honeymoons rather than the ritualized union of a couple, 
weddings still result in marriage, which comes with new roles, family networks, and shared social 
relationships. Divorce, then, does result in a status change, and since divorce has been the choice of so 
many couples, it has become a socially acceptable life event that fits into van Gennep,’s model and that is 
increasingly celebrated. 

The divorce ceremony can take many forms and, similar to Schlossberg’s model, can be in celebration 
of an ending or a new beginning, and like a wedding, is often followed by a party in which the divorcee 
strengthens their bonds with the attendees. 

“To envisage the possibility of celebrating divorce is not to express a positive or negative 
judgment on the matter; nor is it to deny the pain that may accompany the transition. It means 
asking if the celebration of divorce can help the couple recognize their status change, find 
comfort in the ritual gestures, feel less uncertain, and transit to the new status more easily. A 
rite of divorce could also help the other people affected by the change, such as children, friends, 
and relatives” (p. 99). 

Laura Arosio’s Examination of Divorce 
as a Rite of Passage*

*Arosio, L. (2016). Old and new rites of passage in contemporary Western societies: A focus on marriage and divorce 
ceremonies. Journal of Comparative Research in Anthropology and Sociology, 7(1), 91–104.
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plex feelings about their new wealth.6 
Depending on a windfall’s source and 
the recipient’s ability to cope, it might 
take six months or five years for the 
recipient to feel “normal.”7 During this 
time of heightened emotions, windfall 
recipients are prone to make poor de-
cisions that can ruin their financial fu-
ture, which is why it is best for wind-
fall recipients to focus only on imme-
diate concerns, avoid major financial 
decisions, and be careful of impulse 
spending for a minimum of six months 
to a year.8 

There are countless models that map 
out the emotional stages a windfall recipient will experience, particularly in context 
of bereavement, but it is important to remember these models don’t always reflect 
the true nature of the experience, which is more often than not too complicated for 
neatly divided stages.9 However, six months might be the magic number because, 
particularly for widowhood, those months increase a widow’s mortality rate 
approximately 40-50% and a widowers up to approximately 69%.10

6  National Endowment for Financial Education, 2002.

7 Armstrong, et. al., 2000; Bradly & Martin, 2000; Castoro, 2015; Garland, 2019; National Endowment for 
Financial Education; Schorsch, 2012.

8  Bennett, J.G., 1999, Bradly & Martin, 2000; Castoro, 2015; Garland, 2019; National Endowment for 
Financial Education; Schorsch, 2012.

9 Add sources....

10 DiRusso, 2020. 

Winning the lottery is often thought to be a curse not so different than 
holding the winning ticket in Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” a short 
story in which the life of the winner comes to a violent and very public 

end. The lottery curse is also publicized, making it a looming shadow in our cultural 
consciousness. The stories usually go like this: William Post won the Pennsylvania 
lottery, and within a year his brother allegedly put a hit on him and his $16.2 million 
turned into a million-dollar debt; two-time lottery winner Evelyn Adams gabled 
away her $5.4 million dollars in Atlantic City; after Joseph Roncaioli discovered his 
wife gave $2 million of her $5 million prize to the secret child she had with another 
man, he poisoned her to death; other stories tell of kind-hearted philanthropists 
who lose their winnings because they can’t say no to family, friends, and charity.1 
These stories capture our attention because they illustrate the extremes of human 
indulgence, greed, and philanthropy, but as is the case with most extremes, they are 
not the norm. 

What the curse stories don’t explain is that many lottery winners were already on 
the road to bankruptcy and their winnings only postponed them from reaching the 
eleventh chapter of their lives.2 Many winners skip chapter eleven and experience 
greater psychological wellbeing and life satisfaction,3 and the majority who win 
more than $2 million are wealthier after ten years.4 This is perhaps because those 
who are lucky enough to win the lottery are also savvy enough to seek financial 
advise. 

Sixty-seven percent of affluent investors seek financial help following a windfall, 
half after receiving an inheritance, and close to a third after the death of a family 
member.5

Although all windfalls are not equal in size or context, the majority of windfall re-
cipients experience similar feelings of fear (because they don’t know how to man-
age their new-found wealth), confusion (because they don’t know how to deal with 
friends and family), grief (because their previous life is gone), and many other com-

1 Abadi, 2019.

2 Hankins, et. al. 2011.

3 Lindqvist, et. al. 2018. 

4  Martinez, 2018. 

5  “When Do Affluent Investors Reach Out to Personal Financial Advisors?” (2013).

“Receiving a financial windfall—a large 
amount of ‘sudden money’1—may be 
an expected event in your life or it may 
come as a complete surprise. No matter 
how you receive the money—through an 
inheritance, retirement payout, lottery 
winnings, personal injury settlement, 
divorce settlement, business earnings, or 
cashing out stock options—it can change 
your life” (National Endowment for 
Financial Education, 2002, p. 1). 
1 “‘Sudden MoneyTM’—a term coined by Susan Bradley, CFP, 
in Sudden Money: Managing a Financial Windfall, John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc., NY, 2000.” (National Endowment for 
Financial Education, 2002, p. 5).
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The National Endowment for Financial Education lists the following 
emotions of windfall recipients (p. 3) : 

• Elation

• Fear of loss of money

• Fear of a change in relationship with others

• Anxiety

• Paralysis

• Inability to see the money as a gift or advantage

• Not knowing what to do with the money

• Depression

• Resistance

• Anger

• Grief

• Distrust

• Numbness

• Isolation

• Feelings of unworthiness

• Resentment

• Lack of confidence

• Guilt

• Desire to give it all always

• Intimidation

• Lack of identity

• Sense of loss
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Inheritance has a deep socio-political history that conjures up the biological and 
institutional birthrights of kings. Ancient cultures practiced inbreeding in hopes 
of keeping pure bloodlines and family wealth, however Cleopatra’s life and death 

teaches us the fatal dangers of these prac-
tices. Inheritance amplifies the entanglement 
of emotions, legacies, and fortunes and has 
the symbolic power to collapse kingdoms and 
divide families—tragic downfalls that have in-
spired playwriters for centuries. And because 
inheritance has significant symbolic weight, 
the transition following a parent’s death is 
one of the most life-changing experiences a 
person will face, even if they are not inherit-
ing a throne or family business.

Every adult child knows their parents will one day die, yet this knowledge doesn’t 
prepare them for that day, which is a turning point and a rite of passage. Even if 
their parent had been battling a terminal illness, their parent’s death can blindside 
them with unanticipated emotions and debilitating grief, particularly for those who 
are single and/or were not the parent’s caretaker 
and who do not have children of their own.11 This 
disruption frequently causes a decline in health 
and life satisfaction,12 which is often compiled by 
reliance on alcohol to numb the pain of their loss. 
Though not as statistically frequent as broken-
heart syndrome between spouses, orphaned adult 
children have a higher mortality rate than un-
orphaned adult children the same age.13

The transition following parental death is also complicated by changes in family 
dynamics that usher adult children into new roles,14 such as becoming the head of 
the family and next in line to die, leading them to contemplate the inevitability of 

11  Umberson, 2003.

12  Leopold, 2015.
 
13  DiRusso, 2020; Saarela & Rostila 2019, Umberson, 2003. 

14  Leopold, 2015. 

their own death and to reevaluate their relationships with their surviving relatives.15 
Depending on the circumstances of the family prior to parental death, survivors 
might become closer or become estranged, and unresolved issues often complicates 
recovery. On the other hand, the death of a parent can cause survivors to have a 
greater appreciation of life and inspire them to take better care of themselves.  

The transition following the death of a parent 
is further complicated by the financial transi-
tion and transfer of wealth, a transition people 
experience now more than ever due to the 
aging baby boomer population.16 However, 
despite the fact we are experiencing the great-
est transfer of wealth in history, the majority 
of inheritances are less than $50,000, and only 
30% of inheritances are between $50,000-
$249,000.17 Accounting for this, and the fact 
that most people spend rather than invest their 
inheritance, it is not surprising that generational wealth usually depletes by the sec-
ond generation, and nine out of ten affluent families will lose their wealth by the 
third generation.18 Moreover, other economic factors, such as rising tuition costs, 
have led parents to fund their children’s educations rather than leave them an 
inheritance.19 In most cases, millennials will inherit debt and job shortages.20

The few who do inherit multi-generational wealth often have different concerns, 
such as what they should do with a failing family business they know little about—
attempt to ascend the steep learning curve, which is a high-stakes risk that is 
most likely to fail,21 or relinquish control to someone with experience. Many class-
conscious millennials who support democratic socialist values are choosing to use 
their inheritance to dismantle capitalism, arguing their wealth was achieved through 
neoliberal exploitation of the working class.22 Rather than keeping stocks in Coco-

15  Umberson, 2003. 

16  Castoro, 2015, 

17  Garland, 2019.

18  Babikian, 2007; Castoro 2015.

19  Gudeman, 2002.

20  Beery, 2020. 

21  Santora, 2017.

22  Beery, 2020. 

“A 20-year field research study 
conducted by The Williams Group 
revealed that 70% of families lose 
their wealth due to infighting, 
long-held resentment, lack of 
trust, and poor communication 
within the family (Williams and 
Preisser [2003])” (Castoro, 2015, 
p. 9).

“This reality marks a rite of 
passage to adulthood as the 
adult loses the status of child 
to a parent and must become 
parent to the self. Adults gain 
a new sense of adult identity” 
(Umberson, 2003 p. 104).

“Millennials will be the recipients 
of the largest generational shift 
of assets in American history 
— the Great Wealth Transfer, 
as finance types call it. Tens of 
trillions of dollars are expected 
to pass between generations 
in just the next decade” (Beery, 
2020, para. 4).
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Cola and Exxon-Mobil, these heirs are working with nonprofits that support anti-
racist causes and work towards mending the racial wealth gap.23

However, no matter the amount one inherits, it is important they approach the 
financial transfer and transition carefully and to not allow the emotional weight 
of grief influence their decisions.24 Many advisors suggest that their clients park 
their inheritance in a bank account until they are ready to take the next step, which 
varies depending on an individual’s circumstances but can range from paying off 
debts to setting goals and investing and/or saving for emergency, retirement, and/
or a child’s college fund, and ultimately advisors tell their clients to monitor their 
finances.25 

But there is another side to inheritance that can ease the transition for adult 
children—the benefactor/s or parents. If parents work with financial advisors and 
estate planners, the can ensure their children are not burdened with taxes they 
cannot afford or a business they can’t manage. If a family business is involved, the 
family should create a formal succession plan that accounts for material assets as 
well as human assets—the unique qualities of each family member.26 

23  Beery, 2020. 

24  Bradly & Martin, 2000; Castoro, 2015; Garland, 2019; Schorsch, 2012.
 
25  Bennett, 1999; Bradly & Martin, 2000; Castoro, 2015.

26  Babikian, 2007; Castoro, 2015; Harrinton, 2004; Santora, 2017; Schorsch, 2012. 
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Irvin G. Schorsch’s Stages of New Wealth &  
Financial Planning Strategy*

Schorsch, I. G. (7/5/2012) Too much, too soon: How to avoid sudden wealth syndrome. The Huffington Post. 
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/sudden-wealth-syndrome_b_1652701

Honeymoon

Acceptance

Consolidation

Stewardship
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FOUR STAGES OF NEW WEALTH

In “Too Much, Too Soon: How to Avoid Sudden Wealth Syndrome,” Irvin G. Schorsch describes the 
four phases of acquiring new wealth. He writes: 

1. Honeymoon: Like the honeymoon phase of a love relationship, people who first come 
into money feel powerful and invulnerable. Many go on spending sprees, buying things 
and making risky investments (often with disastrous results).

2. Wealth Acceptance: In this stage, the view of oneself as powerful and invincible is 
mixed with a sense of vulnerability and the realization for the need to set limits.

3. Identity Consolidation: During this stage, people accept that they are rich, but realize 
that their money doesn’t define them. They begin asking: “Who do I want to be?”

4. Stewardship: In this phase, people have reached a mature resolution of what their 
money means to them and have a plan for what to do with it in terms of a personal, 
familial and philanthropic mission.

This planning and budgeting process is extremely important as it defines necessary boundaries 
and provides clients with a sense of structure. Often, once a client sees how much their desired 
lifestyle or endeavor will cost and how it will be funded, they’re better able to adapt to their 
new financial reality and view the money as tangible and finite. This helps them set priorities 
that makes it easier for them to say “no” to lavish, frivolous spending or requests for large gifts 
to friends, relatives or charities that are inconsistent with their budget, vision and values” 
(Schorsch, 2012, para. 12).

FINANCIAL PLANNING STRATEGY

Schorsch gets to know his clients’ plans and dreams and explains how their new wealth can help 
them achieve those dreams before he begins his “reasoned approach,” which includes the following:

• Create an expense overview and “compare and align sources of revenue to their expense 
profile.”

• “Identify their core values, what they wish to change about their lives as well as the 
legacies they want to leave for their children and their charities.”

• Create a budget that allows them to maintain their desired lifestyle 
and pursue philanthropic endeavors.

• Test various “performance assumptions, interest rates, inflation 
factors, tax scenarios and time horizons to see how they would 
collectively affect the nest egg.”

• Create “a strategy that encourages them to live on the proceeds 
without touching the principal and set up a system in which money 
from their custodial, bank or brokerage account is deposited into 
a checking account each month just like a paycheck. The goal is to 
smooth out the income flows to complement and support the client’s 
desired lifestyle.”

 “Taking this reasoned approach helps the “instantly wealthy” adapt to their 
new circumstances and get to that desired fourth stage where they become 
a responsible steward of their wealth. At the same time, clients learn to grow 
their nest egg and leverage it as a tool to serve themselves, their families and 
the world at large” (Schorsch, 2012, para. 13). 



A Widow’s Passage to Emotional & Financial 
Well-Being*

Jarratt G. Bennett’s Model for  
Widows, Widowers, and Heirs *

Immediate concerns:
Checking and savings, death certificate, child care, sort  and log and keep records of mail and phone calls,

Organize the will, checkbooks, debts, employer benefits

Take care of insurance and bank matters, such as accidental death benefits, safe deposit box, and IRAs.

Determine government benefits such as social security and contact relevant organizations such as a 
union. 

Notify financial institutions, insurance agent, attorney, accountant, etc. 

  

 secondary concerns:
Housing, credit, and magazines, realestate taxes, healthclub memberships. 

Part II: Big Pic
Retirement planning 
Taxes
Insurance

Part III: 
Home
College
Long-term Care

Part IV
Giving
estate planning
Remarriage
Choosing advisers
Protect from fraud and scams
Preparing for incapcity. 
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