
     

 

Before the Windfall 

Although most people will mention winning the lottery when the topic of windfalls 
arises, random, large Sudden Money events are far less common than ones that 
you know are coming your way. Inheritances, divorce settlements, insurance 
settlements, professional sports contracts and endorsements after the Olympics are 
all Sudden Money events that include lead-time. And lead-time means you have 
the opportunity to think about how you’re going to integrate the new money into 
your life. Of course, that means eventually creating a plan for spending, saving, 
investing and giving. Eventually. But first it means moving through the idea of the 
financial change. If there’s anything we’ve learned from studying windfall recipients, 
it’s that preparation for the receipt of the money is a major factor in how well it is 
integrated into the recipient’s life. 

Financial change is stressful, partially because you feel overwhelmed by a flood of 
new choices. Meanwhile, the stress you’re experiencing lowers your ability to make 
good choices. In reality, there are very few decisions to be made. Taxes need to be 
covered, paperwork needs to be signed, but little else. Before you get any of the new 
money, you’re not really in a position to actually spend that new money, so we’re 
not referring to financial-related decisions. (It’s true that many people have their 
money spent—in their heads—or even make commitments for it, but that’s a topic 
we’ll address in the future.) There are plenty of intangibles that are present in all of 
our lives, all of the time, but we just don’t focus on them or even notice them. They 
include our preferences for communication, our decision-making style, the qualities 
of our relationships, and the existence of myriad expectations.  

In order for a windfall experience to be successful and not end up as fodder for the 
tabloids or a sad memoir, preparing by examining your communication and 
decision-making styles, and creating a format to optimize your discussions and 
meetings, is a must. Everyone needs to stay present and productive during 
conversations about money, so there needs to be some intention around not just the 
content, but the delivery of the information, as well. We all have preferences for 
receiving information and recommendations. We all have a comfort level in 
meetings, and we all have a decision-making style. Preparing for a windfall, ideally, 
should include describing your preferences and discussing them with your financial 
advisors.  



Another topic that should be explored during the preparation stage is relationships. 
Relationships are invisible when they’re going well. But they become visible and 
may even need urgent attention when something has gone wrong. And at that point, 
everyone’s in reaction mode, which is not the best position. Before the windfall 
arrives, it’s a good idea to think about who will benefit if you manage your new 
money well and who will be harmed if you don’t. And take an inventory of the 
people you regularly interact with. Some people around the windfall recipient 
change when they hear about the money. Some people suddenly materialize after 
years of no contact. Some people shift in an emotional way. These are all things to be 
aware of. 

Communication and relationships have an underlying theme: expectations. We think 
things will go a certain way and we expect them to out of habit. And when they 
don’t, they come for the forefront. But that’s not necessarily bad news; it’s just 
information. It’s only after something unexpected occurs that we think about our 
expectations. The trick is to think about them and examine them frequently and 
adjust them if the feedback you’re getting warrants their adjustment. 

A discussion of expectations and windfalls must include addressing the inevitable: 
the money. What is really important to you? If you could do any one thing but not 
everything you say you’d want to do with the money, what would that one thing be? 
What do you expect to gain from that? How do you think it will make you feel? And 
what do other people expect from you regarding your windfall? Does anyone in your 
inner circle have an agenda for your money that you are aware of? And what would 
your inner circle think of the one thing you would choose to do with the money? 

When you know that you’re going to experience a major financial change, whether 
your timeline is days, months, or longer, there is plenty of work to do. In your 
preparation phase, we at the Sudden Money Institute recommend beginning by 
answering the following Before the Windfall questions—in writing—and bringing 
them to your first meeting with your Sudden Money Advisor: 

Describe your communication preferences: 

Describe your decision-making style:  

Who is in your inner circle now? 

Do you anticipate that changing? 

Does anyone in your inner circle – or outside of it – have an agenda for you 
and/or your money? 



What do you expect to gain from your new money?  

 

Whether you’re conscious of it or not, the moment you learn that you’re going to be 
in receipt of more money than you’re accustomed to having, regardless of the type 
of Sudden Money event that lies at the origin of the money, things begin to shift. 
Subtle and dramatic changes occur within you as well as around you, and the wise 
choice is to prepare for your windfall as soon as you become aware of it. 
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