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Sonja Davig

                Step-by-Step Guide to Divorce
Divorce is a complex legal process, and it can be full 
of frustrating delays and unexpected twists. Family law 
attorney Sonja Davig suggests that a general understanding 
of the steps involved can help you feel a bit more 
comfortable knowing what to expect during an emotionally 
taxing process. 

Following is a snapshot of a typical divorce process. Keep 
in mind, however, that every divorce situation comes with a 
unique set of circumstances and personalities.

Step 1: Contact a lawyer to discuss your plans. Be 
ready to disclose every aspect of your finances, including 
retirement accounts and property.

Step 2: The lawyer drafts a petition for divorce along with a 
plan for custody, property and financial issues. 

Step 3: The petition is filed with the court, and your spouse 
is served with the summons and petition for divorce. Your 
spouse has a few weeks to respond to the summons. If 
the parties are able to agree to the terms of the divorce, 
the judge grants the divorce at a short, final hearing.  If the 
agreement is not there, the case goes to trial.

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Davig notes that divorcing 
couples should expect a minimum of six months before the 
divorce is final, and that is if everyone agrees on the terms. 
When minor children are involved, says Davig, another 
dimension is added to the process. In Wisconsin, couples 
with children are required to attend a parenting class as 
part of the divorce process. If a custody agreement can’t 
be reached, the process may take years to complete. 
Regarding custody, the court will do its best to ensure as 
much stability as possible for the children. 

Davig also reminds clients that Wisconsin is a no-fault 
divorce state. This means that if one spouse wants to stop 
or prevent the divorce, they can’t. The divorce will proceed 
anyway. In those situations, Davig counsels the individual to, 
“Put on your business hat and try to do the best you can by 
protecting yourself.”
  

See page 4 to access a 
full guide to divorce and 
see a divorce prep checklist.
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Greg Bonney
When deciding whether to hire an estate planning 
lawyer, keep in mind that estate planning is more 
than simply filling out a form. “Estate planning 
includes customizing terms of a will or trust to 
carry out your individual wishes and desires. It 
also includes discussions to be sure beneficiary 
designations are coordinated with the terms of 
your will or trust. In addition, it includes preparing 
documents to make sure a trusted person has the 
authority to pay bills and handle finances for you in 
the event of disability,” says Greg Bonney.

When you’re younger and just getting started, filling 
out forms on your own may work, says Bonney. 
However, he adds, “Once you start having kids and 
accumulating wealth, if you want to fill out [generic] 
forms, at least spend a half hour with a lawyer in the 
place you live, making sure the form does what you 
want it to do and that your objectives will be met.” 

Bonney says he has seen some huge mistakes made 
by people when filling out forms, with unintended 
consequences. For example, he was contacted by 
one family after their father’s death to review his 
“will.” Unfortunately, the document was not a valid 
will in Wisconsin because the man’s signature was 
notarized but not witnessed by two disinterested 
witnesses as required.

In another situation, a mother of seven children 
passed away leaving a will that she prepared herself 
after sending away for a “will kit.” She listed her 
oldest son as the person to receive her assets. She 
interpreted the form to mean she was giving the 
assets to her one son as the executor to distribute 
the assets to her children equally. Instead, the 
oldest son was the sole recipient of her assets and 
refused to share with his siblings as his mother had 
intended. As this scenario points out, one missed 
step or vague phrase can change the entire outcome 
of a will or trust.

Bonney suggests taking time to establish a 
relationship with an attorney to discuss your 
goals and objectives and to work together to 
draft documents to carry out those goals through 
the long term. Executor and trustee rights and 
responsibilities, specified beneficiaries and charitable 
intentions are all factors that require careful 
discussion and coordination. It will be worth the 
peace of mind.

My spouse and I have resolved to get our estate planning started this year. I have 
some friends who did it on their own, and I’m wondering if I can too or if I should 
use a lawyer.

Question:

Answer:
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Estate planning 
includes customizing 
terms of a will or 
trust to carry out your 
individual wishes 
and desires.

Estate Planning Without an Attorney



Data Breaches:

Strategies for Protecting Your
Client information

In light of recent big corporate data breaches, the conversation 
around keeping client information secure continues to spin. 
Businesses of all sizes are giving serious consideration to the 
liability that comes with storing sensitive client data. 

When it comes to your business, attorney Brandon Prinsen says 
implementing or upgrading some basic security strategies can 
help you better protect customer information and reduce your 
risk of a breach. 

1. Reconsider what you collect. Do you keep mailing addresses 
even though you don’t send out mail? Do you ask for Social 
Security numbers? “If you don’t need the information, 
don’t store it,” said Prinsen. “Take inventory of the stored 
information you have collected, and delete the unnecessary 
data.”

2. Restrict employee access. Set up various user access levels,
and give your employees access to what they need in order to 
get their specific jobs done. Narrowing that access gives you 
more control over where the information goes, and it keeps 
the bulk of the accountability at management levels. Create a 
strict policy that prohibits accessing sensitive customer data 
remotely or removing it from your business physically (e.g., 
taking home files).

3. Mandate the use of strong passwords. Don’t allow 
“password” or “12345” as a password. Require short phrases, 
symbols and other hard-to-guess passwords.

4. Shut off all computers at night. Leaving computers on makes 
it easy for outsiders to access data. Turning them off is also 
the “green” thing to do.

5. Train employees. Teach them what to do in the event they get 
a phishing email (define “phishing” while you’re at it). Explain 
the risks of clicking on an email link that is unfamiliar. It seems 
like common sense, but a thorough training protects you.

“Protecting client information is key to doing good business,” 
said Prinsen. On the flip side, a data breach based on the 
negligence of a business owner can lead to legal headaches best 
avoided. The culture you establish as an owner or manager can 
go a long way to protect your business.

Protecting client 
information is key to 
doing good business.

Brandon Prinsen
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Checklist
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Divorce Prep

Researchers rank divorce as the second 
most stressful life event, right after death 
of a spouse. In most cases, it’s painful, 
highly emotional, even devastating at 
times. But information is power, and 
Johns, Flaherty & Collins wants you 
to know what you can expect and the 
decisions that await.

That’s why the firm created the Users 
Guide to Divorce, compiling some of the 
most important insights from our family 
law attorneys. With combined experience 
of more than 100 years, the Users Guide 
to Divorce goes beyond the lists and 
steps to share nuances of the decisions 
you’ll face if or when you divorce.

Download your complimentary copy 
at bit.ly/usersguidetodivorce.



Attorney Heidi Eglash served as an expert panelist for 
Financial Planning—At Any Age, At Any Stage, a free estate 
planning event sponsored by Wisconsin Public Radio and 
Wisconsin Public Television in November. The panel also 
featured On Your Money Host Kevin McKinley and was 
moderated by WPR reporter and Newsmakers host Hope 
Kirwan. 

G o o d  N e i g h b o r s .   G r e a t  L a w y e r s .

FirmNews
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in the act

Johns, Flaherty & Collins was voted Best 
Law Firm in La Crosse County in the 
Convention Visitors Bureau 2017 Best Of 
voting. The annual poll celebrates the very 
best of La Crosse County in more than 
270 categories in business, art, music, 
dining, shopping and community services.

Attorney Brent Smith was one of 15 trial 
lawyers selected to present in the Wisconsin 
State Bar’s 28th annual Institute of Trial 
Practice, co-produced with the Wisconsin 
Chapter of American Board of Trial Advocates. 
Smith and other veteran trial lawyers argued a 
case before a presiding judge to demonstrate 
for younger lawyers different strategies for 
opening, witness examination and closing 
statements. One of the 
State Bar’s most popular 
offerings, the seminar 
features the entire process, 
from jury selection to jury 
deliberations.

Johns Flaherty & Collins 
hosted its 12th annual 
employment law seminar 
designed for small business 
owners, managers 
and human resources 
professionals this fall. 
Presenters included Brent 
Smith, Cheryl Gill, Ellen 
Frantz and Joe Veenstra.

Brent Smith

Joe VeenstraEllen Franz

Cheryl Gill
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What is the biggest adventure you’ve had so far in your life?
I have two. I hiked Mount Kilimanjaro to 19,320 feet. At the top you have to 
breathe very hard, but you have a beautiful view over the plains of Tanzania. 
The other was going to Antarctica. We visited glaciers, walked among 
penguins and saw baby fur seals. It was spectacular: all the wildlife and so 
few people. 

If you could have one super power what would it be?
I would make everyone around the globe more tolerant of each other. We 
would have lots of diversity, appreciate what each of us brings to the world 
and better navigate the numerous challenges that our earth faces. It would 
be a happier and safer world.

What’s one of the most gratifying projects you’ve handled in 
your career?
For 20 years, I have done pro bono work for Mississippi Valley 
Conservancy, Inc., a charitable land trust that works to preserve our bluffs, 
farm fields, wetlands, prairies and streams. It hasn’t necessarily been 
complex legal work, but the organization has significantly impacted the 
community. I have been thrilled to be a small part of it.

Estate Planning,
Wills & Elder Law 


