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EQUAL AND FAIR
ARE NOT THE SAME THING

Two accounts can show the same balance and be worth very different amounts
to you. One may be taxed when you touch it. One may cost you a penalty to
reach. One may not be reachable for years.

A settlement that looks even on a spreadsheet can quietly hand one person the assets
that work and the other person the assets with conditions attached.

That is not usually anyone being clever. It is what happens when a list of balances gets

treated as a list of values.

This guide is a way to look past the balance and see what each asset is really worth to you.



FOUR THINGS THAT CHANGE
WHAT AN ASSET IS WORTH

How it is taxed

A dollar in a traditional 401(k) or IRA has not been taxed yet. A dollar in a Roth
account generally has. A dollar in a taxable brokerage account may carry a gain that
gets taxed when you sell. A dollar in checking is just a dollar. Four accounts, four
different net amounts, one identical balance.

What it costs to reach

Some accounts carry an early withdrawal penalty before age 59%. Some can be
divided in a divorce without triggering tax at the time of transfer, provided it is done
correctly and in the right order. Selling a house costs commission, closing costs, and
sometimes repairs. The cost of access is part of the value.

When you can actually use it

Cash is available now. A retirement account may be available at a cost, or at an age.
Home equity is available when the house sells or refinances. A pension may pay
decades from now. A business interest may not convert to money at all without
selling the business.

What it costs to hold

A house carries a mortgage, taxes, insurance, and maintenance, and it concentrates
a large share of your net worth in one place. A business carries operating risk. An
account carries fees. Ask what each asset costs you every month after the divorce
is over, not just what it is worth on the day you sign.



THE WORKSHEET

ONE ROW PER ASSET

List everything on the table. The last column is the only one that matters when you
compare. Work in round numbers. The goal is not precision, it is to stop comparing things
that are not comparable.

MONTHLY
STATED HOW IT IS COST TO WHEN CAN COST TO VALUE TO
ASSET VALUE TAXED REACH IT YOU USE IT HOLD YOU

If two rows show the same stated value and very different numbers in the last column, you
have found something worth raising.
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WATCH FOR

WHERE THIS GOES
WRONG MOST OFTEN

— Trading the house for the retirement, dollar for dollar. These are rarely equivalent once
tax and selling costs are counted.

— Treating a pre-tax account and a brokerage account as the same money. They are not,
and the gap can be substantial.

— Dividing a qualified retirement plan without the correct order in place. The mechanics
matter, and getting them wrong can be expensive.

— Taking the illiquid asset. An asset you cannot reach is not much help in the first year after
a divorce, which is usually the year money is tightest.

— Keeping a house you cannot comfortably carry alone. Affording the buyout is a different
question from affording the house.

— Staying on the mortgage for a home you no longer live in. Being off the title and being off
the loan are two separate things.



WHAT TO DO WITH THIS

FILL IT IN BEFORE
YOU AGREE TO ANYTHING

Take the worksheet to whoever is advising you and ask one question about each
row: what does this actually give me, and when.

If the last column tells a different story than the stated values, that is worth a conversation
before you sign, not after.

A note on what this is. This guide is general education. It is not tax advice, legal advice, or a
recommendation about any specific account or transaction. Tax treatment, the rules for
dividing retirement plans, and property law all vary by situation and by state, and they change
over time.

Your attorney handles the law. Your tax professional handles the tax. A Certified Divorce
Financial Analyst handles the financial analysis, working alongside them. Use all three.
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