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Nationwide is on your side

Today’s family

White paper

Today’s family: How to connect with your 
clients and win in the marketplace

Key highlights
• Only 20% of the population 

is made up of traditional 
families, meaning 
heterosexual married 
couples with children from 
that marriage only, and with 
each successive generation, 
the percentage gets 
smaller.1

• Although the number of 
nontraditional families is 
on the rise, most financial 
advice is still being created 
with traditional families  
in mind. 

• Financial professionals 
who want to serve today’s 
families must commit to 
new ways of building 
relationships with their 
clients and with the client’s 
key influencers.

• Today’s families may 
face complex financial 
challenges that complicate 
conversations with their 
financial professional and 
may create additional 
emotional tension.

The number of traditional American families is declining, making 
way for a rise in nontraditional families and the unique financial 
challenges that accompany them. The change is being fueled by a 
number of factors, including new attitudes and increased longevity. 
Despite the shift, many nontraditional families believe that financial 
advice is still being created with the traditional family in mind.   

We’re ready to help financial professionals take a different approach. 
It begins with learning to recognize and understand these complex 
relationships, followed by customized solutions that address 
the challenges head-on. Your success depends on strong client 
relationships and a willingness to speak to their hearts and minds. 
The challenge is real, but Nationwide is here to help.

60% of people agree that financial advice and solutions 
are not designed with nontraditional families in mind.2

Traditional Families
Heterosexual couples 
with children

Nontraditional Families
Blended 

Same-sex couples 

Single parents 

Multigenerational 

Older first-time parents

1 “The Modern Family 80/20 Rule,” Cam Marston for thinkadvisor.com (June 29, 2015).
2 “Nationwide Today’s Families Consumer Survey,” Edelman Intelligence (December 2019).
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Today’s families face unique challenges.
We help you navigate the complexity.

Financial professionals who find ways to address the 
financial needs of today’s families will probably come out 
ahead. The future of your business depends on:

Understanding 
these complex 
relationships

Addressing 
new fears and 

behaviors

Developing  
customized solutions that 

address their needs

While today’s families frequently 
experience increased stress 
associated with a new set of 
financial complexities, many feel 
financial professionals are not 
addressing their unique family 
needs. Today, 60% of people 
agree that financial advice and 
solutions are not readily available 
for nontraditional families.2

Understand their values  
and challenges
It starts with a fact-based 
understanding of what families are 
experiencing now, including their 
values and the unique challenges 
they face. This requires good 
listening skills and the ability to 
empathize with the client’s situation, 
whether it’s about a family member 
with a chronic condition or providing 
for a child with special needs. Your 
client may be dealing with the 
challenge on a daily basis, but now 
the conversation is about how it 
impacts their retirement.

To determine the right opportunities, 
financial professionals need to be 
aware of life events that affect the 
client’s individual circumstances, 
such as marriage, divorce, 
grandchildren and aging parents. 
When advising clients, expand the 
conversation to help identify unique 
needs that may be impacted by 
situations, such as estate planning for 
blended families, retirement planning 
for a single mom or providing care 
for older parents.

Keep up with macro trends 
Family trends at the macro level are 
changing more rapidly than ever 
before. Generations now differ in 
how they view retirees and people 
planning for retirement. Some people 
choose to retire early, while others 
will enter a second or third career 
in retirement. It’s important to stay 
abreast of these trends and how they 
relate to the economy while also 
balancing both the current and future 
needs of your clients.  

Be mindful of  
conscious inclusion
It’s easy to make assumptions about 
people and who they are, but many 
times those assumptions are not 
correct. Two different divorced 
clients may have the same marital 
status but differ greatly in their 
goals and objectives. Biases may 
unknowingly influence how you 
treat these different client family 
scenarios. As you know, in instances 
where a financial professional may 
not give equal attention to both 
the husband and wife, either one of 
them could later take their money 
elsewhere after a spouse passes on. 

To be more inclusive, you could try 
to demonstrate your understanding 
by discussing the macro landscape 
and how your clients may be 
affected. Get to know them, and 
then plan accordingly. By better 
understanding your clients’ needs, 
you help to ensure they will stay with 
you for the long haul. 

89% of respondents  
believe there's space for 

improvement for companies 

and financial professionals to 

address and provide resources 
for nontraditional families.2
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Find out who’s making  
the decisions
In many of today’s families, decision-
making may be more fluid. Start by 
determining who has input into the 
decision-making process. Then plan 
for the dynamics, and make sure 
you’re serving all parties. A couple 
may look like one client on paper, but 
their comfort level may show that one 
is the primary financial decision-maker 
and the other is a passive participant. 
Try not to lose sight of the fact that 
decision-making authority could shift 
during the course of the relationship.

Identify the span of care
Recognize that the span of care 
varies with different family types 
and that it’s important not to make 
assumptions. For example, a woman 
in a heterosexual marriage with 
four children has a span of care that 
includes her husband and children. 
But the span of care could and 
probably will change based on 
the structure of the family. That’s 
why it’s necessary to gain a greater 
understanding of each individual 
family and the circle of people who 
compose their span of care.  

As an example, same-sex couples 
often identify their span of care as 
their family of choice. They may view 
friends as family, and because those 
friends are typically about their same 
age, their family of choice probably 
won’t include multiple generations. 
That means their beneficiary isn’t 
likely to be a member of their family 
of origin. It’s important to understand 
that a couple with no children may 
still have someone in mind to inherit 
their assets.

Different spans of care 

A woman in a heterosexual 
marriage with four children has 
a span of care that includes her 

husband and children.

Same-sex couples often identify 
their span of care as their family of 

choice, who may be friends who are 
typically about their same age.
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Your clients are ready to talk.
Talk about what matters to today’s families.
As you know, when trying to establish 
realistic retirement goals, nothing is 
more important than simply getting 
to know your client. This is especially 
true as you attempt to uncover 
what may be personal and deeply 
emotional client situations. It's easy 
to assume that wealth accumulation 
and tax minimization are the primary 
drivers for any client, but that's not 
always the case. People may have 
other goals, such as leaving a legacy, 
taking a trip, or supporting a church  
or charity. 

Building the relationship
As you work to strengthen 
relationships with your clients, start 
looking at wealth accumulation and 
tax minimization as means to an end. 
Ask your clients thoughtful questions 
about what they want their money to 
do in retirement and after they pass. 
By doing so, the conversation shifts 
from talking about the client's means 
to focusing on their goals.  

Use storytelling to break down 
barriers and build trust. For 
example, if you have a client whose 
child has special needs, you can 
demonstrate understanding by 
talking about a similar experience 
you've encountered. You might 
want to acknowledge that you've 
known others dealing with a similar 
situation, then talk about it. Taking 
the conversation to a deeper level not 
only shows that you understand, but 
also that you care. 

Empathy goes a long way
Asking open-ended questions is 
a great way to get clients to talk 
about what’s important to them. 
But even then, your clients may not 
leave everything on the table. You 
may still need to dig deeper in an 
effort to uncover their goals, values, 
competing priorities and conflicting 

beliefs within the family. This may be 
particularly true in situations such 
as estate planning within blended 
families, caring for a dependent 
adult child who has special needs or 
or supporting children with mental 
illness and/or addiction issues.  

These can be difficult conversations, 
and it’s important to recognize that 
this may be the first time the clients 
have articulated their beliefs in 
this space. It can be helpful to ask 
investigative questions in a way that 
demonstrates empathy. 

Talk about what matters to your nontraditional clients
• Stay in touch with your clients and know what's happening in their lives

• Talk about more than their portfolio

• Understand their priorities
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Coping with emotional situations
Clients struggling with issues such as 
family members with chronic health 
conditions or adult children with 
substance abuse have complex needs 
to solve for. They are looking to their 
financial professional for help with 
their practical retirement planning 
needs. But because of their family 
backdrop, these conversations can 
become emotionally charged. 

Because these conversations may be 
stressful, financial professionals need 

to first have ways to acknowledge 
these emotional topics in order to 
move on to the practical business of 
their financial planning. 

Once you have allowed room for 
your clients to express their personal 
concerns, you can then help them 
understand the financial impact of 
their family needs and get them 
focused on prioritizing within their 
retirement income plan. 

Here are some helpful ways to probe 
a little deeper with your clients: 

• Ask thoughtful questions, such 
as “I recall that your daughter was 
struggling. How are things going  
for her?”

• Talk about your client’s family 
goals, including, for example, his 
or her most important nonfinancial 
concerns and objectives

• Give clients a way to feel 
empowered by letting them  
choose options, perhaps  
between two similar products

74%
of financial professionals have had a client 

cry, sob, tremble or become violent.3 

3 “How the Tools of Financial Therapy Can Improve the Delivery (And Follow-Thru) of Financial Planning Advice,” Kitces.com (March 13, 2019).
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Overcoming the challenge of not enough time
As a financial professional working with today’s families, it’s impossible to know all the answers to every 
financial situation. Advisors who solve for multiple client situations may feel like there’s too much to 
learn and not enough time to master it all. Managing expectations might feel like an overwhelming and 
insurmountable task.

Be the play-caller 
To eliminate some of the frustration, position yourself as the 
quarterback, or play-caller, and help your client identify other 
experts. In this role, your job is to:

• Direct and curate the services and specialized expertise your 
client needs

• Realize that you can be the coordinator without solving all 
the problems and that you don’t need to have all the answers

• Play an important role in the client’s family life — even if 
you’re not the person who ultimately solves the problem

Master one subject at a time 
Another approach is to learn a little bit at a time. For instance, if you 
have clients who will need to rely heavily on Medicare, spend a week 
learning the ins and outs of Medicare. You can also:

• Learn how to apply it to the client situation

• Realize that although you may not know everything the first time 
you encounter a particular situation, you will improve with practice

Leverage tools and resources
Use as many tools as possible to make sure your advice is timely 
and personalized. Keep in mind that:

• The more you know about your clients and their needs, the better

• This is your point of differentiation, especially when competing 
with robotic financial professionals

• The ability to offer customized solutions becomes part of your 
unique value proposition
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Taking on new clients in nontraditional cohorts
You can begin by identifying your core value proposition. Start by asking yourself what unique capabilities you bring to 
the table as a financial professional and how you can make that attractive to a specific client base. Then you can focus 
on strengthening your value prop.  

It might be helpful to 
approach this much like any 
small business trying to enter 
a new market:
• Make sure you understand the 

core value proposition you offer 
to current clients and how you can 
broaden it to attract a new market

• Investigate a variety of niche 
markets or even affinity groups 
looking for overlap with your 
current value proposition

• Plan your entrance strategy 
carefully, and identify the 
individuals in your centers of 
influence who would be willing  
to advocate for you and endorse 
you in this space

What's your value prop?

Jason is an African American 
financial professional who 
successfully serves a population 
of engineers. Although you might 
assume that Jason is a naturally 
gregarious, charismatic guy, 
that's not the case. He's also 
not a social butterfly or a big 
connector. What sets Jason apart 
is that he's willing to sit down 
with his clients and answer every 

question about their portfolio 
in layman’s terms. Much like his 
engineer clients, Jason likes to dig 
into the market data. He learned 
early on that many engineers he’s 
encountered didn’t care about 
the color of his skin or the social 
bond. What's important to them is 
that Jason explains things so they 
can understand it. This is Jason's 
unique value proposition.
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Nontraditional families are on the rise.
They deserve a fresh perspective.

Today, while most wealth 
may be concentrated 
in the 20% of American 
families that are traditionally 
structured, it is increasingly 
spreading to the other 80%.1

With each successive generation, 
the number of households with two 
parents and their biological children 
continues to decline. Although they 

may be underserved, nontraditional 
families now represent the majority of 
the population.

Nontraditional families of all types 
face distinct challenges, and many 
struggle to find the financial advice 
they need. Blended families may have 
conflicting attitudes about raising 
children from multiple marriages. 
Couples supporting adult children 
worry about the impact on their own 
retirement. Individuals caring for an 

aging parent must deal with how 
it could impact their emotions and 
their ability to save for retirement. 
And now that people 50 and older 
are the segment with the highest 
rate of divorce, many — particularly 
women — are left with inadequate 
resources as they age. Financial 
professionals who commit to uniquely 
positioning themselves to best serve 
these nontraditional families will be in 
a position to succeed now and with 
future generations. 

Nationwide® can help you gain a deeper understanding of the challenges 
and needs that today’s families face and provide annuity solutions for the 
most intricate retirement income planning needs.

For more help or resources, please call our Annuity Solutions Center  
at 1-800-321-6064. 

Nationwide is on your side
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