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Your Estate  
Planning Checklist

You have spent your lifetime building your estate, 

investing funds, allocating assets and planning for 

the future. 

When that lifetime ends, make sure your legacy 

continues and what you leave behind is not tied 

up in courts and spent on taxes and fees. 

Estate plans are beneficial for everyone, no matter your 

estate’s value or your net worth. Planning ahead can help 

you avoid family conflicts, unexpected taxes, higher costs 

and other potentially devastating consequences. Minimize 

the challenges by facing the most important aspects of 

estate planning now.
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The Six Most Important Aspects of Estate Planning

1. Will or Trust.
Both ensure your property is divvied up according to 

your wishes. The major difference and benefit of a trust: 

the assets avoid probate which saves time, court fees 

and potentially reduces estate taxes. 
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The Six Most Important Aspects of Estate Planning

2. Durable Power of 
Attorney (POA)

If you are incapacitated, a person you assign has 

the power to transact real estate, complete financial 

transactions and make other legal decisions for you.
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The Six Most Important Aspects of Estate Planning

3. Beneficiary 
Designations

The person(s) who inherit your assets after your 

death. Without a beneficiary, a court could decide 

the fate of your estate and assets.
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4. Letter of Intent
Defines what you want to be done with particular 

assets and/or provide funeral details or other 

special requests.
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5. Healthcare Power  
of Attorney (HCPA)

Appointed to make important healthcare decisions on 

your behalf; typically a family member or a spouse.
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6. Guardianship Designations
Incredibly important if you have minor children and often overlooked. 

Without these designations, a court could rule that your children live with 

a family member whom you wouldn’t otherwise have selected.
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Will or Trust?

Although wills are important estate planning 

tools, they aren’t enough, especially with 

multiple assets in play.

To truly ensure that the wealth and estate 

you’ve built throughout your lifetime goes to 

your beneficiaries as you intended, a trust is 

far more crucial than a will. 

Advantages of trusts:

• A trust can be used to avoid probate, a court-supervised 
process that’s required to pass an estate when there is a 
will or when a person dies in intestacy. Avoiding probate 
can save time, money and keep the wealth transfer private.

• A trust allows you to safeguard any of your beneficiaries’ 
inheritance from creditors. Assets placed in a trust will be 
accessible to future generations 

• If you have a child with disabilities, a trust can protect any 
government benefits they receive. Assets left in a trust can 
also help pay for expenses that are not covered by these 
government benefits.

• Trusts can reduce estate taxes if you plan on leaving your 
assets to your family, specifically noncitizen spouses and 
non-spouse family members.

• If you plan to leave money to a minor, a trust allows him or 
her to receive this money without court intervention. This 
will save time and ensure the person you want handling 
your assets can do so.

A will is important, but 
having a trust is essential.
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Keep it Current

Although most people know that an estate plan can 

help you evaluate your financial needs and assets 

to make sure that your heirs are provided for in the 

best possible way, it often isn’t kept up to date with 

life changes. 

It’s time to work on your estate plan:

• For lifetime planning as the family grows – 
children, grandchildren, etc.  

• When the family structure changes, such as in 
the case of divorce. Particularly to disperse of 
property upon death.

• As early as possible. Younger professionals or 
those who spent years building a career and 
their investments may think of deferring estate 
planning, but it should always be a top priority.

While every financial situation is different, 
the consensus is clear: keeping a current 
estate plan is a must and prepares 
your loved ones for the unexpected. 
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Setting up 
a Living Will

A living will ensures that your family members 

and healthcare professionals understand your 

end-of-life wishes and treat you accordingly. 

Unexpected end-of-life situations can happen 

at any age, so it’s important for all adults to 

prepare. A living will typically takes effect when 

a doctor certifies that you are incapacitated.

By planning ahead with a living will, you;

• Get the medical care you want

• Avoid unnecessary suffering

• Relieve caregivers of decision-making 
burdens during moments of crisis or grief

• Reduce confusion or disagreement about 
the choices you want people to make on 
your behalf. 
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It is important that you make these decisions for 
yourself and not leave them to anybody else. 

To help you carry out your wishes, consider a 
health care proxy or surrogate. This is the person 
you name to make medical decisions on your 
behalf. You do not have to name a proxy, however 
if no one is named one may be assigned (and it 
may not be whom you would have chosen).
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Financial and asset management are often 

thought of first when talking about estate 

planning. But healthcare management is an 

important piece of the puzzle. Some may argue 

THE most important part, which is outlined in a 

living will. 

What would happen if you became debilitated tomorrow 

and someone had to make healthcare decisions for you? Do 

you know who that would be? Does that person know his or 

her responsibility? And what do you see as those decisions?

These are undoubtedly tough questions. A living will can 

provide the guide.

The Essentials of a Living Will
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Keep in mind that without a living will, state 

law determines who can make decisions for 

you. And if that person does not know your 

wishes, you may end up with care that you 

would not have chosen for yourself.

Without a plan, you may 
leave your loved ones 
with heart wrenching, 
impossible decisions.  

• Provide advanced directives. When doing so, consider 
the quality of life you would want. The ability to eat, 
communicate, groom yourself and interact with others are 
often seen as the primary barometers of a life worth living. 
Documenting a desired quality of life is not a medical 
conversation so being a doctor or health care professional 
is not required. This conversation fits in perfectly with the 
estate planning discussion.

• Name a health care proxy or surrogate. 

• List details that would enhance your comfort at the end 
of life. Should music be played in your room, a visit from 
religious clergy, etc. 

A Living Will should 
answer these questions:
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The Role of Your 
Financial Advisor

Although creating, executing and/or managing a will 

is up to an attorney, it is something a well-rounded 

Financial Advisor has experience with. Often an 

attorney will be the doer and not the educator. 

Your Financial Advisor can help you prepare for the 

future by discussing options and documenting your 

wishes.

“It’s about managing 
more than just money.”
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Even though your Financial Advisor does not draft 

your living will, it’s important for us to understand 

what our clients’ wishes are and document them. 

We want to be able to help family members 

during a stressful time and to help ensure that 

clients have their wishes followed.

We like to incorporate a living will as part of the overall 

estate plan review. We want to make sure our clients have 

all the appropriate estate planning documents in place, 

including last will and/or trust and durable power of attorney 

for both medical and financial decisions, in addition to a 

living will.

Discussions about a living will and directives are part 

of comprehensive estate planning and empower you, 

the client.

From the Stableford Perspective
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Estate Planning for the Modern 
and Mixed Family

Modern families want (and need) modern estate planning 

solutions. It’s no longer a “one size plan fits all” scenario 

where wealth follows marriage and blood lines. 

If you’re one of the two thirds of non-traditional families 

out there, your estate plan is a little more complicated 

and probably requires more than just a will. Creating 

a trust is essential to making sure your family – both 

whatever it may look like and whomever it may include 

– is taken care of upon your passing.
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The New Norm

Of new marriages, nearly half include at least one 

person who has married previously. Thus, second 

spouses are often one of the most perplexing estate 

planning issues. Especially if there are children from 

any or all of the marriages. 

It’s time to work on your estate plan:

• For lifetime planning as the family grows – children, 
grandchildren, etc.  

• When the family structure changes, such as in the 
case of divorce. Particularly to disperse of property 
upon death.

• As early as possible. Younger professionals or 
those who spent years building a career and their 
investments may think of deferring estate planning, 
but it should always be a top priority.

How do you ensure the second 
spouse lives comfortably while the 
children receive an inheritance?
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Modern Family Trusts

In many cases, creating a trust (or multiple 

trusts) is the most secure way to address 

modern family situations. In fact, the number 

of trusts that provide for a surviving spouse or 

non-marital partner are on the rise.

A marital trust can be set up for the step 

parent/second spouse/widow to include 

several specific provisions and benefits for 

both the surviving spouse and the children. 

This trust is a fiduciary relationship between 

the grantor and trustee and only goes into 

effect when the first spouse dies. 

At that time, assets move to the trust and the 

income goes to the surviving spouse. When  

both spouses have passed, the trust is passed 

to the designated heirs. 

A GRAT can be a good option to minimize taxes on 

financial gifts.

A GRAT (Grantor Retained Annuity Trust) is a trust for a 

specific term or time period. You pay a tax when you set up 

this irrevocable trust, then you put your assets under the trust. 

An annuity is paid for throughout the term of the trust and 

when the trust expires, the beneficiary receives the assets 

tax-free. 

A marital trust is particularly 
important if the second spouse is 
expected to outlive the provider. 
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“Every family is different. And 
each unique situation needs a 
custom-created estate plan.”

Create a Trust  
& Create a Plan
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Create a Trust & Create a Plan

1. Goals
What do you want your estate plan to accomplish? 

This could be protecting a spouse, supporting your 

children financially or providing for your grandchildren’s 

education. Write your goals down and see what it will 

take to achieve them.
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Create a Trust & Create a Plan

2. Family Members
Who will reap the benefits of your wealth; who do you 

want your money and assets to go to? Also think about 

who you want to control your legacy upon your death.
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Create a Trust & Create a Plan

3. Amount
How much will each person get?
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Create a Trust & Create a Plan

4. Timing
When will the beneficiaries receive the inheritance? This 

could  be a point in time, such as a date, or related to the 

beneficiary’s age.
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Create a Trust & Create a Plan

5. What
Are you leaving an outright gift or will it require 

provisions? This is where trusts come into play.
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Reach out and tell us more  
about what your legacy looks like 
and to discuss how we can help

480.493.2300




