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Since her husband died in Novem-
ber 2013, Janice M. Eiler, 58, has
been juggling a life without his
income as well as his companion-
ship, even as she struggles to save
enough money so she can retire.
Like many widows, Ms. Eiler, a

workers’ compensation claims an-
alyst in Salem, Ore., is finding that
she is now more vulnerable finan-
cially. The household income for
widows typically declines 37 per-
cent after a spouse dies, far more
than the 22 percent income drop
that men experience, according to
government figures.
Women typically live longer. One

in four women from age 65 to 74 are
widows, according to census fig-
ures. When women reach 85, three
out of four are widows.
“Many people do not plan for in-

come needs after the first death in
a couple,” said David Littell of the
American College of Financial Ser-
vices. “And retirement planning is
more of a struggle because life ex-
pectancy is longer.”
Cindy Hounsell founded the non-

profit Women’s Institute for a Se-
cure Retirement two decades ago
after she realized how many wom-
en were facing difficulty in their re-
tirement. In workshops around the
country, she meets women who tell
her they are too timid or afraid to

ask their spouse, “Am I going to be
O.K. if you die?”
In Ms. Eiler’s case, her husband,

Larry, a tire store manager, thought
he was better prepared financial-
ly than he was. After he died, she
found an envelope with documents
to increase his health insurance
coverage, but the envelope had not
been opened. More health insur-
ance would have eased the burden
of the medical bills that trickled in
after his death.
“We had not sat down and

planned,” Ms. Eiler said. “We
should have done it in our 40s, but,
you know, you just get lazy.”
Ms. Hounsell noted that even

women who were unclear about
family finances had an opportunity
to learn about the family finances at
tax time. But it is better to be more
deeply involved.
To help women prepare, Ms.

Hounsell’s institute has checklists
for financial readiness, savings
and investment, pension plans, and
some checklists specifically geared
to widows. “Women need to know
where things are — life insurance
policies, safe deposit boxes and
keys, investment accounts — all
of it,” she said. “We also tell wom-
en they should have their own ac-
counts, an extra stash of money
that’s not just for emergencies and
their own credit cards.”
Lois F. Cody’s husband, Rich-

ard, left Ms. Cody of North Haven,
Conn., well equipped to cope after
his death three years ago. When
she retired in 2003 from her job as a
high school teacher, her husband in-
sisted that she take over the family
finances. “First he turned over the
checkbook, then the main month-

ly bills,” Ms. Cody, 75, recalled. “I
learned how to budget and about
the investments. I didn’t want to
do it. I thought it was boring, but
he thought he would go first and I
needed to prepare.”
When her husband died, Ms.

Cody had all their financial docu-
ments organized in a file cabinet.
Knowing exactly where everything
was “lightened the burden by 60 to
70 percent,” she said. “Just dealing
with the sorrow alone was over-
whelming, so it was so helpful not
to have financial questions hanging
over me.”
Ms. Eiler is making up for lost

time. She is learning about retire-
ment finances and Social Security;
she recently attended a workshop
by the AARP’s Oregon chapter,
even though she doesn’t expect to

stop working until she is 70.
Shewill need those extra years be-

cause she has beenworking full time
only since 2002, first at a law firm
and then at the Saif Corporation. The
company offers a retirement savings
plan to which it contributes 12 per-
cent of her salary. She saves $1,000
a month and is receiving a $1,000
monthly payout for five years on her
husband’s life insurance. After that,
the insurance payout drops to $300
a month, which means she will prob-
ably have to sell her four-bedroom
house, where two of their four chil-
dren are living there now.
Often neglected in the past, wom-

en are receivingmore attention from
banks and financial institutions.
“More and more women control
wealth,” said Amanda Weeks of Re-
gions Bank, “so they have to know
their sources of income and how to
manage their assets.”
That includes figuring out when

themortgagewill be paid off, wheth-
er there is a pension plan or 401(k)
for one or both spouses and if there
are other bank accounts or proper-
ty. Often, one of the most complex
issues is determining how to obtain
the maximum payment from Social
Security.
At a time when studies show that

few people are saving enough for
retirement, the federal government
just started a new website, aging.
gov, as a one-stop site to help Amer-
icans understand their retirement
needs better.
Financial planning is essential,

but little can prepare spouses for
the death of a life partner.
“None of us want to think about

being alone,” saidMs. Cody, “but it’s
going to happen, and it’s difficult.”

Mallory Rego, the first member of
her family to attend college, says
she put too much blind faith in the
power of education.
After graduating in 2008 from

Emmanuel College in Boston, she
enrolled in a graduate program.
But she had to drop out midway:
Although her federal loans were
deferred, her private student debts
came due while she was in school
and, she said, she couldn’t afford
the payments, plus her rent. She
owes $220,000 — largely in private
loans— and works in a yogurt shop.
“College seemed like my ticket

to success, so the large sums I was
borrowing seemed like a problem
for future, educated, richer Mallory

to deal with,” saidMs. Rego, 29, who
graduated with a bachelor’s degree
in psychology and lives with her
mother in Hamden, Conn.
Many student borrowers often

accept the financial aid packages
set before them, which may include
piles of private loans that cover
what federal loans do not. But stu-
dents often do not realize that pri-
vate loans can cost more and come
with few escape valves if they can’t
afford their payments. Their par-
ents and relatives aren’t always
aware that when they co-sign the
loans, they are fully liable.
If a borrower runs into financial

trouble, the problems can quickly
escalate into a family affair, and in
extreme cases, a legal one. Some
borrowers I spoke with said their
co-signers panicked when they re-
alized that the graduate’s earnings

prospects were bleak.
“I can’t tell you howmany borrow-

ers told me about the real tension
that was created when their lender
refused to negotiate with them,” said
Rohit Chopra, the student loan om-
budsman at the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau until June. “Now,
all of a sudden, their parents and
grandparents were being called, and
it became a discussion at Thanksgiv-
ing.”
Unlike federal loans, which have

protections for distressed borrow-
ers, private loan borrowers are at
the mercy of their lenders, whose
terms for relief may be opaque.
Private loans represent only an

estimated 7 to 10 percent of the $1.27
trillion student debt outstanding,
but new loans are on the rise. Lend-
ers made $6.7 billion in new private
loans in the 2014-15 academic year,

according to Measu-
reOne, which analyzes
data from six lenders and
holders of private loans,
which collectively repre-
sent about 71 percent of all
outstanding loans. That is
up about 14 percent from
$5.87 billion in 2009-10.
The Consumer Financial

Protection Bureau has been
collecting consumer com-
plaints on private student
loans for three years, and it has
found that borrowers often hit road-
blocks when they seek help. But the
regulatory pressure seems to have
prompted some lenders to improve
certain policies. It’s unclear if the
changes go far enough to make a
meaningful difference in borrow-
ers’ lives.
There are signs of improvement.

Citizens Bank said it
planned to start loan mod-
ifications soon, and Wells
Fargo started modifying
loans last year. Of the 194
loans it modified, it reduced
payments 30 percent, on aver-
age, largely by reducing inter-
est rates by about 6 percentage
points.
Sallie Mae also started of-

fering a graduated repayment
plan for graduates with loans
made after July 1, 2013. After
the grace period, borrowers
can make 12 interest-only

payments to lower their
monthly bill.

But the best advice may be to
take fewer private loans to begin
with.
“If you are deciding where to go

to school and you get a financial
offer that includes private loans or
you are encouraged to take them,”
said Lauren Asher of the institute
“keep looking.”
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ON HER OWN Janice Eiler, 58, who dealt with medical bills after her husband Larry died in 2013, is now taking workshops on retirement and plans to work until she is 70.
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Financial Concerns
Women face a greater loss of in-
come after a spouse’s death.

37%
decline in household income for
widows after the death of a spouse.

22%
decline in household income for
widowers after the death of a spouse.

1 in 4
women aged 65 to 74 are widows.

3 in 4
women aged 85 and older are widows.

Talking Points

Snowpack in Sierra Nevada
Was Lowest in 500 Years
The snow in California’s Sierra
Nevada last winter was at its lowest
levels in the last 500 years, according
to a new study. Researchers used
tree-ring data from centuries-old
blue oaks and found that as of April
1, the snowpack levels were just 5
percent of their 50-year historical
average. Snowmelt from the Sierra
Nevada fills reservoirs that provide
a third of all of the drinking water for
California, as well as water to fight
wildfires and to generate electricity.

Flexible Checkout Times
Late risers and those with
inconvenient flight times can
relax a bit more in their rooms as
more hotels offer late checkout
times for guests. Patina Hotels
& Resorts plans to introduce a
24-hour-stay concept that allows
guests to stay for a full day at a
Singapore property scheduled to
open in December. The Absalon, an
independent hotel in Copenhagen,
has a similar policy. Some hotels
now have tiered late-checkout
pricing plans. Yotel’s new mobile
app, Shaggy, allows guests to check
out at 1, 2 or 3 p.m. for a surcharge
of $20, $35 or $50, respectively.

All-Electric Competition
Tesla’s Model S, which went on sale
in 2012, has had the market for high-
end electric cars to itself. But on
Sept. 14, at the Frankfurt Auto Show
in Germany, Porsche unveiled its
all-electric Mission E concept car.
It will be the first all-electric model
Porsche and is scheduled to arrive
in showrooms in five years. Audi
also unveiled an all-electric concept
car, a crossover called the e-tron
quattro that has a range of more
than 300 miles and can be fully
charged in 50 minutes.

Obesity and Alzheimer’s
Being obese at age 50 may be tied
to an increased risk of developing
Alzheimer’s disease at a younger
age. In a study of 1,394 cognitively
normal people over 14 years, with
an average age of around 60, 142
developed Alzheimer’s. Scientists
found that each unit increase in
body mass index at age 50 was as-
sociated with a 6.7-month decrease
in the age of onset of Alzheimer’s.
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Women outlive men, and
need to plan for income
needs after a spouse dies.

Widows Face Financial Perils
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PORSCHE

The Many Pitfalls of Private Student Loans
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