
 

When most people hear the notion of estate planning, they typically think, “That's for really 
rich people with a lot of money; that's not for me!" Fortunately, the breadth of financial plan-
ning tools and services make it  easier than ever to understand how to provide for your bene-
ficiaries. The following checklist covers questions you’ll need to consider when working with 
an estate planning expert.  
 
How and when do you want to distribute your wealth to heirs and the community?  
Review the following elements to ensure that your plan matches your wishes:  

 
□ Gifts during your life  
□ Bequests at death only  
□ A combination of current gifting and bequests  

Have the necessary documents been reviewed by your attorney?  
All documents that have tax implications must conform to current tax laws and be in line with 
your current goals. Don’t forget to include any minor children or dependents wherever neces-
sary. Make sure to review  the following documents with your attorney. If you don’t have any 
of these, now is a good time to get them drafted and signed.  

 
□ Advanced directives for financial and healthcare powers  
□ Will  
□ Trusts  
□ Buy-sell agreements or other business succession plans  
□ Guardian designations  
□ Fiduciary appointments (executor(s) of the will  
 

Who will manage your assets and healthcare if you become disabled?  
A medical directive sets forth your wishes regarding what types of life-prolonging medical 
treatment you do, or do not, want in the event you become terminally ill or injured and are 
unable to communicate your wishes. Consider the Terry Schiavo case. Suddenly, Terry’s family 
found themselves in the middle of a right-to-life debate, footing an $80,000-a-year bill to 
maintain her vegetative state on life support. After 15 years of no improvement, the family 
was finally able to remove the feeding tube and allow their loved one a peaceful passing.  



Her husband said this is what Terry “would have wanted,” but without that crucial  
document in place, there was no way of knowing for sure. Discuss plans for possible long-
term care by reviewing the following documents:  

 
□ Durable power of attorney  
□ Healthcare proxy, medical directive, and living will  
□ Revocable trust allowing living grantors the freedom to change, remove, or 
    liquidate assets  

 
Have you provided a safety net for family and friends?  
Help ensure that your wealth will be distributed to loved ones as you desire by examining:  

 
□ Survivor and dependent needs analysis  
□ Current and projected cash flow analysis  
□ Retirement of debt at death  
□ Current life insurance coverage  
□ The effects of a gifting program on income  

 
Are you the trustee or beneficiary of an existing trust?  
If this is the case, be sure to review and consider the following:  

 
□ Trustee authority provisions  
□ Investment policy statement  
□ Insurance due diligence  

 
Is the ownership of property reflected in your estate plan?  
To ensure that your estate plan aligns with your property ownership documents, you’ll need 
to discuss:  

 
□ Have you ever lived in a community property state (AZ, CA, ID, LA, NV, NM, TX,  
    WA, or WI)?  
□ Do you own property or assets in a different state than your primary residence?  
□ Has all jointly-owned property been reviewed?  
□ Which assets will be available for estate tax planning, if necessary?  
□ Is your revocable trust funded?  
 

If you have a taxable estate, have you made the best use of your federal or state estate  
tax exemptions?  
Consider these actions : 
 

□ Making an outright gift or bequest outside a bypass trust’s spousal exemption  
    from estate tax  



□ Including tax planning provisions in your revocable trust  
□ Structuring ownership of assets to optimize the estate tax planning structure of  
    your plan  
 

Do your heirs understand your estate plan?  
To ensure that all parties fully grasp the implications of the plan, consider:  

 
□ Holding a family meeting to discuss the plan  
□ Drafting letters of instructions  
□ Determining a safe location for documents and records  
 

Do you have any issues that require special attention?  
Special consideration must be given if you are caring for a special needs family member or life
-long dependent. An estate planning attorney can help you create a special needs trust that 
keeps giving long after you are gone, providing benefits and certain tax advantages. These 
trusts can be funded using cash, personal property, real estate, a pension, IRA, or 401(k). Dis-
cuss whether any of the following applies to you:  
 

□ Special needs children  
□ Children from a prior marriage  
□ Dependent parents  
□ Unmarried couple  
□ Pets  
□ Potential Inheritance  
 

Are you taking advantage of the annual gift tax exclusion and other tax planning  
opportunities?  
Evaluate these aspects of your estate plan:  

 
□ Annual gift tax exclusion  
□ Tax-free transfers for qualifying educational and medical expenses  
□ Lifetime gift tax exclusion  
□ Valuation discounts for gifts over $1 million  
□ Dynasty trust leveraging federal estate, gift and Generation-Skipping  
    Transfer Tax (GSTT)  
□ Gifts to charity  

 
Do the beneficiary designations of your property and retirement plans reflect your  
estate plan?  
Check investment accounts, trusts, retirement plans, and insurance policies to make sure that 
money will be distributed to your heirs as intended. Transfer on Death (TOD) and Payable on 
Death (POD) accounts on individual taxable or real assets should be considered to ensure a  



simple and straightforward transfer of the estate. If accounts or plans are held jointly, make 
sure you are aware of ownership titling and specific spousal estate laws in your state of resi-
dency. Beneficiaries on these contracts should also be reviewed for accuracy both regularly 
and as soon as possible after any major event, such as divorce or the death of a spouse or  
family member. To ensure that your wishes will be carried out, review all:  
 

□ Retirement accounts  
□ Life Insurance and annuities  
□Paid on Death accounts, including bank accounts and Transfer on Death titles  
 

Will your estate be distributed at the lowest possible cost?  
To prevent your heirs from having to pay unnecessary income taxes, be sure to evaluate: 

 
□ Federal estate taxes  
□ State estate and inheritance taxes  
□ Generation-skipping transfer taxes (GSTT)  
 

Will your life insurance be received estate tax-free?  
You can limit the tax burden on your heirs through the following options and actions:  

 
□ Transference of life insurance ownership to an irrevocable life insurance trust,  
    which cannot be changed  
□ Addition of term insurance to cover possible estate taxes during the three-year  
    post-death period  
□ Make premium gifts to the trust  
□ Have the trustee pay life insurance premiums  

 
Have you added life goals to your retirement plan?  
In addition to keeping up on your regular monthly life insurance premium payments, you’ll 
want to save a cushion to cover final expenses, specific expenses for survivors, and funeral 
costs, so as not to burden your heirs. Life goals may include:  
 

□ Covering debts such as medical bills, student loans, or credit card balances  
□ Final expenses such as funeral and burial costs  
 

Answering questions now, protects you and your heirs later.  
Retirement planning is a critical first step to financial independence, but your legacy is just as 
important for creating confidence that the ones you love will be cared for, no matter what 
happens down the road. You want to make sure everything you’ve worked for benefits those 
who mean the most to you. Every estate is different, contact your financial, legal, estate and 
tax professionals for a personal consultation.  
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