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A Personal Note From Melanie Cullen
My mother died unexpectedly a few years ago. She had fallen and broken her leg. We knew, of 
course, that no one dies from a broken leg. But her mending was slow and difficult—a difficulty 
that, blessedly, foreshadowed her death. One blessing was that I knew I needed to spend more 
time with her, to share with her, to listen more closely. Another blessing was the niggling sense 
that I should be asking some tough questions: 

Where is that burial plot you and Dad purchased years ago? Where is the paperwork?

What kind of funeral service do you want to have? 

Who should we call for help winding up your estate—an attorney, a financial advisor, your 
insurance agent?

With the answers to these questions jotted down in a notepad, my siblings and I were margin-
ally prepared for the dawn of Mom’s passing. We didn’t find the paperwork for the cemetery plot; 
it wasn’t where she thought she had filed it. We were awash in a sea of decisions and telephone 
calls, each of which needed to be made in the first day or two. And we were in shock, moving 
into unfamiliar, Mom-less territory.

With this experience as a backdrop, I began to get my own affairs in order. I started the process 
with one goal in mind: Creating a planner to make my death far less burdensome for my daughters. 
I wanted to provide some direction, reducing their confusion in the first hours, days, and weeks. Yet, 
as the process unfolded, I found that helping my children was only the first of three benefits.

The second benefit was that, when documenting information, organizing materials, and making 
end-of-life arrangements, I was often thinking of my own eventual death. As sad as that made me, 
I soon moved on, taking with me this truth: Facing the certainty of death generates a freedom 
to live life more fully. I am less fearful about death and more joyful about life. I am increasingly 
aware of the precious moments that I have been given—and of the finite nature of that grant. 

Living out my days as though each might be my last is a wake-up call, a call to be more fully 
aware of each day. Living each of my remaining days with attention and appreciation is an enor-
mous challenge—and a marvelous gift.

The third benefit was a simple one: a bounty of relief and satisfaction at having my affairs in 
order. Despite my innate tendency to organize, I found that my portfolio—birth certificate to 
retirement benefits to final arrangements—was a thing of beauty. Never before had my insur-
ance policies been gathered in one location—including even the accident policy offered with my 
major credit card. The process of pulling together my documents, information, and wishes has 
helped me to feel informed, up to date, and in control of my affairs.

I share with you this process:

•	to reduce the eventual, inevitable burden on your loved ones

•	to help you experience the freedom of facing your mortality, addressing unfinished business, 
and valuing your days, and

•	with the hope that you will enjoy the satisfaction of organizing your affairs.
May you find direction, organization, and a certain freedom in the process of creating your 

planner. Ultimately, may your loved ones find direction, solace, and love in the planner that you 
leave behind.
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If you have been named as an agent for health 
care or financial matters, executor of a will, 
or successor trustee of a living trust, a good 
planner will provide the framework that you 
need to carry out your eventual responsibilities 
in an orderly, informed way.

If you’re using this book to help someone 
else make a planner, keep in mind that the 
instructions are written primarily for people 
who are making planners for themselves—but 
there’s no reason you can’t use the instructions 
to help another person through the process. 

Parents and Young Adults
If you are young, you may want to use this 
book to get off to a good start—getting and 
staying organized. This book will show you how 
to understand and keep track of your important 
records, providing a solid foundation for years 
to come.

If you have young children, this book can 
help you ensure that they are provided for if 
something happens to you. It can alert you to 
the important documents you need and show 
you how to organize important information so 
your wishes for your children will be carried 
out if the need arises.

People Planning Travel  
or Deployment
When we’re leaving town—especially if we’re 
leaving family for an extended period—many of 
us think about what might happen if we were 
injured, or worse, while away from home. This 
book can help you get organized so that, when 
you leave, you will know that your affairs and 
records are in order and will be easily available 
to those who may need to step in. 

How It Works
Similar to income tax or school exam materials, 
this book contains both instructions and 
companion forms. These two parts of the book 
are the guide and the planner:

•	 The guide. The first part of the book is your 
instruction manual. Each chapter describes 
a topic and shows you how to pull together 
the information and documents you will 
need.

•	 The planner. The second part of the book 
contains the forms where you’ll actually 
record your information. If you prefer to 
use a computer, the book includes a CD-
ROM with all the forms you’ll need to 
create your planner.

To make your work easier, the guide and 
planner follow the same chapter sequence. For 
example, the first chapter in the guide helps you 
write a letter to your survivors, and that letter is 
also the first section of the planner. 

The sequence of your planner is designed to 
create an easy, ready reference for your survivors. 
The planner begins with the materials that 
your loved ones will need immediately if you 
become incapacitated or die, and progresses to 
information they will need over time. But don’t 
think you have to tackle the most daunting 
tasks right away. Rather than completing your 
planner from front to back, you can skip ahead 
and complete some of the simplest sections first. 
(You’ll learn more about this in the next chapter, 
which contains specific suggestions and tips for 
completing your planner.)

You may want to take a moment now to page 
through the entire book, familiarizing yourself 
with the layout and the various topics.
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Making Legal Documents

In the guide, you’ll find lots of material to help 
you make the important legal documents you 
may need: health care directives, powers of 
attorney, your will, a living trust, and more. The 
guide also shows you how to add information 
about these documents to your planner. But it 
doesn’t contain legal forms for you to fill out. 
Instead, you’ll find basic information about 
each document and suggestions for how to 
prepare them—either on your own or with a 
lawyer’s help. 

Help Along the Way
Throughout the book, the following symbols 
will help you find important information.

binder

Use these suggestions to organize your 
planner pages and related documents into a binder.

tip

Take advantage of an important tip.

warning

Slow down and consider potential problems.

expert

Consider talking with your lawyer or 
another expert.

skip ahead

You may be able to skip some material that 
doesn’t apply to you.

cross reference

Look for related information in another 
part of this book.

The Perils of Incomplete Planning

Using this book will help you think through all 
the details so your family won’t find themselves 
in a situation like this: 

An organized, thoughtful woman worked 
diligently, pulling together information that 
her loved ones would need when she died. She 
studiously wrote out her wishes, secured burial 
arrangements, gathered documents, and stored 
all of the papers in a bank safe deposit box. 

She was conscientious about reviewing and 
updating the information over time. She taped 
her spare safe deposit box key to an index card, 
and carefully wrote the number of the safe 
deposit box on the card. She showed the key 
and box number to her grown children and 
stored the index card conveniently in the top 
drawer of her desk. 

When she died, her children met at her 
home. They retrieved the index card from her 
desk. Only then did they realize that she had 
neglected to tell them one small detail: the 
location of her safe deposit box. She had moved 
several times, and they didn’t know where to 
start—which bank, at which branch or address, 
or even in which town. 

And even if they had known where to look for 
the box, they would have been in for a shock. 
The papers that would have authorized them to 
look inside were locked in the box itself!

Planning ahead can make all the difference to 
your survivors. Read on to learn how. 

●
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Any intelligent fool can make things bigger,  
more complex . . . . It takes a touch of genius—and a lot of 

courage—to move in the opposite direction. 

—Albert Einstein (1879-1955)

This chapter will familiarize you with the 
contents of the planner and with the 
step-by-step process you can use to put 

yours together. 

What the Planner Contains
The guide and planner follow the same sequence, 
leading you through 28 topics. 

This section provides a brief introduction  
to each.

For many of the topics, you will find 
that you have related documents or other 
materials—birth or marriage certificates; a will, 
trust, or power of attorney; insurance policies; 
certificates of title; and so on. In each section 
of your planner, you can state where these 
materials are located. If possible, you can file 
them directly in your planner; it’s a great place 
to get organized—handy for you and easy for 
your caretakers and survivors.

1.	 Letter to Loved Ones: A personal letter, written 
to those you expect will survive you. The 
letter is the first thing your survivors will read 
when they turn to your planner after your 
incapacity or death.

2.	 Instructions: Directions for the first few days, 
weeks, and months following your incapacity 
and death, referring your loved ones to each 
section of your planner as needed.

3.	 Biographical Information: Facts and vital 
statistics about your life and the lives of those 
closest to you, including your mother, father, 

spouse, and children—and the locations of 
important documents such as birth, marriage, 
and death certificates.

4.	 Children: A list of the children in your care, 
describing the guardians and property manag-
ers you have named and contact information 
for others who provide care—relatives,  
teachers, medical professionals, and so on.

5.	 Others Who Depend on Me: A list of people 
other than children for whom you regularly 
provide care, including what you do to help 
them and contact information for others who 
can help.

6.	 Pets and Livestock: Instructions and wishes for 
the care of your animals.

7.	 Employment: Important information about 
your current and former jobs, including ben-
efits and the location of related documents.

8.	 Business Interests: A list of businesses in which 
you have an ownership interest, including the 
locations of related documents.

9.	 Memberships: A summary of your member-
ships, including contact information and any 
accrued benefits. 

10.	 Service Providers: Contact information for 
your current service providers, including 
medical, dental, personal care, property 
care, and others.

11.	 Health Care Directives: Information about 
the legal documents that set out your wishes 
for medical treatment and name someone to 
make medical decisions if you are unable to 
speak for yourself. 
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12.	 Durable Power of Attorney for Finances: 
Information about the legal document that 
names someone you trust to handle money 
matters if you are incapacitated.

13.	 Organ or Body Donation: Wishes and plans 
for donation of your body, organs, and 
tissues, including the location of related 
documents.

14.	 Burial or Cremation: Wishes and plans for 
burial or cremation, including the location 
of any related documents.

15.	 Funeral and Memorial Services: Wishes 
and plans for a viewing, visitation, wake, 
funeral, memorial, or other service, 
including the locations for related 
documents.

16.	 Obituary: An obituary you’ve written for a 
newspaper or other publication, or details 
you’d like your survivors to include if they 
write an obituary for you.

17.	 Will and Trust: Information about your will 
and other estate planning documents you’ve 
made, including trusts. Here, you can also 
include details about any documents that 
affect how your property will pass after 
death, such as a prenuptial agreement or 
marital property settlement agreement.

18.	 Insurance: A description of insurance policies 
that you own or that cover you, including 
the location of the policy documents.

19.	 Bank and Brokerage Accounts: A list of your 
bank and brokerage accounts, including the 
location of related documents.

20.	 Retirement Plans and Pensions: Information 
about any retirement accounts you own 
or pension benefits to which you are 
entitled, including the locations of related 
documents.

21.	 Government Benefits: Information about 
Social Security or other government 
benefits to which you are entitled.

22.	 Credit Cards and Debts: A list of your credit 
cards, outstanding debts, and automatic 
bill-pay arrangements.

23.	 Secured Places and Passwords: All the places 
you keep under lock and key (or protected 
by password), including safe deposit boxes, 
property and vehicle alarms, and password-
protected software or devices.

24.	 Taxes: Information to help your survivors 
complete your final tax returns, including 
the locations of related documents.

25.	 Real Estate: Information about real estate 
that you own, lease, or rent, including the 
locations of related documents.

26.	 Vehicles: A list of your vehicles, including 
locations of related documents.

27.	 Other Income and Personal Property: 
Information about sources of income 
and important items of personal property 
not described elsewhere in your planner, 
including where the property is located and 
how you wish it to be handled upon your 
incapacity or death.

28.	 Other Information: Anything else you want 
to include with your planner or that you 
want your caretakers or survivors to know. 

Couples: Make Separate Planners

If you’re married or partnered, you and your 
mate should prepare separate planners—or 
one planner with separate sections for each 
of you. While some sections will contain 
shared information or documents (such 
as information about your home and joint 
bank accounts), most sections are distinctly 
personal. Preparing an individual planner—or 
individual sections within the same planner—
makes it easier for loved ones to manage your 
unique affairs over time. 
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Seven Steps to Preparing  
Your Planner
Completing your planner need not overwhelm 
you. Some of the planner topics may not even 
apply to you; you can skip those that don’t. As to 
the rest, you can take them one step at a time, as 
described in this section. 

TIP

If you skip sections. If you don’t fill out 
some sections of the planner, don’t tear them 
out or throw them away. It’s better to keep the 
planner whole and make a simple note at the top 
of the unused section, such as “N/A.” This way 
your loved ones will be clear that you considered 
the information and had nothing to include. For 
example, if you don’t have life insurance and you 
note “N/A” in the life insurance section of your 
planner, your survivors won’t have to wonder or 
worry whether there’s a policy somewhere that you 
forgot to include.

Don’t expect to complete your planner in one or 
two sittings. It will take some time. Often you’ll 
simply be filling in blanks with information you 
already have or know, but sometimes you’ll have 
to stop and take care of a more complex task. For 
example, you may have to:

•	track down paperwork—birth certificates, 
military discharge papers, account 
statements, pension records, insurance 
policies, and the like 

•	prepare or update estate planning 
documents, such as your health care 
directives, power of attorney for finances, 
will, or living trust, or

•	complete an organ donor card or arrange to 
donate your body to a medical school.

The list of potential tasks is a long one; what 
you’ll have to do depends on your unique 

circumstances. Help yourself succeed by setting 
aside one- or two-hour windows to work on 
your planner until you’re done. Begin to collect 
important documents. Make short lists of 
follow-up tasks and check off each item as you 
finish it. Pacing yourself this way will help you 
make progress without becoming discouraged.

If Time Is Short

If it’s urgent that you complete your planner 
quickly, there are certain topics on which you’ll 
want to focus to provide the most benefit to 
your survivors. Here’s a list of critical topics you 
should try to cover:

Section Topic
4 Children

5 Others Who Depend on Me

11 Health Care Directives

12 Durable Power of Attorney for Finances

13 Organ or Body Donation

14 Burial or Cremation

15 Funeral and Memorial Services

17 Will and Trust

18 Insurance

19 Bank and Brokerage Accounts

23 Secured Places and Passwords

The seven steps described here will help you 
complete your planner with a minimum of 
hassle and stress.

Step 1 
Prepare Planner Pages
If you will use the tear-out forms at the back of 
the book to complete your planner, it’s a good 
idea to make a full set of photocopies before you 
start working. Treat one set as worksheets where 
you can make notes—and make a mess if you 
need to. You’ll have a clean set of pages ready 
when it’s time to make a final draft. 



 completing your planner  |  �

If you’re going to print out the forms using 
the CD-ROM from the back of the book, you 
don’t have to worry about making copies. You 
can print out as many copies of each form as 
you need. If you will print out blank forms and 
fill them out by hand or with a typewriter, go 
ahead and print a set. You’ll then be ready for 
the next step. 

Alternatively, you can save the CD-ROM files 
to your computer, so you can fill them out later 
using your word processing software. If you go 
this route, be sure that you are familiar with the 
password-protection feature of your word pro-
cessing software. Often, you can select “Save As” 
and “Options” to access password protection, 
then type in your password to open and work 
on the file. (For more information about using 
the CD-ROM, see Appendix A. For help with 
password protection, refer to your word process-
ing software’s help system.) After you know how 
to set up password protection for your files, you 
are ready to move to the next step. 

TIP

Use ink for your final draft. When you’re 
satisfied with the information you’ve gathered for 
a particular topic, write everything down in ink. 
This will prevent others from tampering with or 
modifying your planner. If you use the CD-ROM and 
your word processor to complete your forms, you 
should print out the planner pages—then you might 
want to initial and date each printed page in ink. 

Step 2 
Put Your Planner in a Binder
You can keep your planner pages intact in 
this book or put them in a binder, folder, or 
envelope, keeping in mind that the goal is 
to make the planner easy to use—for you, as 
well as for your survivors. If you want to take 
your organization a step further, these planner 
materials have been specially designed for use 

with a binder, with tabs and storage pockets, 
so that you can keep many of your important 
materials right with your planner forms. If you 
want to set up your planner in this way, here’s 
what you’ll need:

•	binder (at least 2")
•	tab divider pages (labeled, one for each topic 

or section)
•	pocket divider pages for inserting related 

documents or other materials
•	plastic sleeves or sheet protector pages (for 

inserting related documents), and
•	plastic binder pouches, such as those made 

to hold pencils and pens, for storing small, 
irregular items.

As you finish each topic, put the correspond-
ing planner pages into your binder. To make it 
easy to find each section, create a tab divider 
for each topic. Following each section in the 
planner, include a pocket divider to hold topic-
related documents. You may want to get some 
plastic sheet protector pages for protecting doc-
uments such as birth certificates and certificates 
of title, and a few zippered binder pockets for 
small or irregular items such as your passport, 
credit cards, or keys.

binder

As you read through the guide, you’ll 
see icons like this one. These tips will provide 
suggestions to help you organize and file related 
documents and other materials in your binder.

binder

Ordering a ready-made binder for your 
planner. To make it extra easy to organize your 
planner, you can order the Get It Together binder and 
tab set. The sturdy three-inch binder comes with tab 
dividers for each of the 28 sections of your planner. 
The set costs $20, including tax and shipping. For a 
complete description and ordering information, see 
the back of this book.
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Step 3  
Store Your Planner
Once you get started, your planner will contain 
significant personal detail and confidential 
information. Now’s the time to decide where 
you’ll store it. The best place to store your 
planner is in a waterproof, fireproof home safe.  

You may be tempted to store your planner in a 
safe deposit box or with a lawyer. Unfortunately, 
these options limit access to your planner—at 
least until the first business day following your 
incapacity or death. 

Safe deposit boxes can be particularly tricky: 
Even if you have a co-owner on the box, or if 
you have previously arranged safe deposit box 
access for a trusted friend or relative, access 
to the box—and to your planner—may be 
delayed until well after your survivors need it. 
(See Section 23, Secured Places and Passwords, 
for more information about accessing safe 
deposit boxes.)

If you have concerns about the security of 
your planner in a home safe, or if a home safe is 
not available to you, you can store the materials 
in any location that feels safe to you. Keep in 
mind, however, that your survivors will most 
likely need the information in the first half 
of your planner—Sections 1 through 16—
immediately upon your incapacity or death. 
The information contained in this first part of 
your planner is sensitive, but does not include 
information about your assets or how to access 
them. Make sure you keep these first sections 
within easy reach. 

The most sensitive information in your 
planner is contained in the second half—
Sections 17 through 28. Your survivors won’t 

need these sections until at least the first 
business day after your incapacity or death. If 
you don’t have a secure location in your home, 
you can think about storing these sections in 
a safe deposit box, with a lawyer, or with a 
close relative or friend who has a home safe—
keeping in mind the caveats mentioned above. 
Also remember that you’ll want relatively easy 
access to your planner yourself, so you can keep 
it up to date.

Essentially, how you store your planner 
depends on your own options and comfort 
level. Do what feels best for you.

Step 4 
Complete the Easiest Topics
Start by dispatching the simplest, most 
straightforward topics. These are very personal 
topics for which you’ll have most of the 
information readily at hand.

Don’t worry about skipping around from one 
section of your planner to another. By doing 
so, you’ll achieve some early successes while 
familiarizing yourself with the whole planner 
and the process. 

As you complete the easiest sections, begin 
to collect your important documents for other 
sections and store them with your planner. This 
will help you do the work that comes later. 

Simple Topics
Section Topic

4 Children

5 Others Who Depend on Me

6 Pets and Livestock

9 Memberships

10 Service Providers

23 Secured Places and Passwords
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Step 5 
Tackle the Essential Topics 
After you’ve warmed up with some of the easier 
topics, turn to the core of your planner. These 
are the things that your loved ones will most 
need to know if you become incapacitated or 
die. Each of the following topics may require 
you to complete a small project, depending on 
the work you’ve already done. For example, if 
you’ve already made a will or if you have other 
estate planning documents, completing Section 
17 won’t be difficult at all; you should start 
there. If you haven’t yet done any planning, take 
these topics one at a time, remembering that 
the guide provides suggestions for completing 
each step.

Essential Topics
Section Topic

11 Health Care Directives

12 Durable Power of Attorney for Finances

13 Organ or Body Donation

14 Burial or Cremation

15 Funeral and Memorial Services

17 Will and Trust

Step 6 
Take on the More Complex Topics 
The following topics may be more a bit more 
difficult for you. You might have to work harder 
or longer to obtain the necessary information 
or related documents. As with the steps above, 
start with the topics for which you have the most 
information—or those you feel will be easiest for 
you—and then move on to the others.

Complex Topics
Section Topic

3 Biographical Information

7 Employment

8 Business Interests

16 Obituary

18 Insurance

19 Bank and Brokerage Accounts

20 Retirement Plans and Pensions

21 Government Benefits

22 Credit Cards and Debts

24 Taxes

25 Real Estate

26 Vehicles

27 Other Income and Personal Property

28 Other Information

Step 7 
Complete Your Letter  
and Instructions
You may want to leave the letter to your 
loved ones until last. It may be difficult, even 
overwhelming, to write your last letter early in 
the process. It will come to you more easily after 
you have spent time on the rest of your planner.

Similarly, it’s wise to complete the Instruc-
tions section at the very end of the process. 
The Instructions section integrates all of your 
completed planner topics into a master guide or 
road map for your loved ones.

Final Topics
Section Topic

1 Letter to Loved Ones

2 Instructions
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After You Finish Your Planner
After you do the hard work of assembling your 
planner, you’ll want to get the full benefit of 
your efforts. That means two things: telling your 
loved ones about your planner (it won’t help 
them if they don’t know it exists) and keeping 
your information up to date. Here are some 
suggestions to help with both of these tasks.  

Talking to Loved Ones
No matter where or how you store your 
planner, it’s critical that your survivors know 
where to find it. In particular, be sure to inform 
your agent for health care, agent for finances, 
executor, and successor trustee—if you’ve 
appointed these folks in legal documents. If your 
planner is in a safe, tell them where it’s located 
and give them the combination or location of 
the key. If you’ve stored your planner elsewhere, 
or if it is stored in two locations, be sure to make 
the locations and access instructions very clear.

Review this information with your loved ones 
every year or so, and be sure they know to turn 
to your planner first, if you are incapacitated or 
when you die.

Keeping Your Planner Up to Date
It’s a good idea to review your planner every 
year or so to be sure everything is current and 
accurate. For example, you’ll want to update 
your planner if you:

•	have a new child, or become married, 
divorced, or widowed

•	change jobs, retire, or become a partner in a 
business

•	purchase a new insurance policy 
•	open, change, or cancel a bank account
•	set up new passwords or personal 

identification numbers (PINs), or acquire 
new keys and combinations

•	cancel an old credit card or get a new one
•	buy, lease, rent, or sell real estate, or
•	purchase a new vehicle.
You’ll also want to be sure your legal docu-

ments—your health care directives, will, living 
trust, and so on—remain current. Throughout 
the guide, you’ll find guidelines for reviewing 
these documents and updating them if neces-
sary.

A good way to stay current is to make notes 
about changes as they occur—for example, as 
you pay bills each month. You can simply toss 
a scribbled note into the front of the planner 
so you don’t forget about the change. (Post-It 
notes work well for this purpose.) These notes 
will make your annual review much easier and 
may also provide valuable direction to your 
caretakers or survivors. ●
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And I’ll be waiting on the far side banks of Jordan. 
I’ll be waiting, drawing pictures in the sand. 

And when I see you coming, I will rise up with a shout 
And come running through the shallow waters reaching  

for your hand.

—Terry Smith (1944), “Far Side Banks of Jordan”

The first thing your loved ones will see 
when they open your planner is a letter 
from you. This letter is an opportunity 

for you to say goodbye. It is a powerful way 
for you to offer comfort, express your love and 
appreciation, and set out words for which you 
wish to be remembered.

It is also an opportunity to give to your loved 
ones the gift of direction—starting on the day 
of your incapacity or death. In your letter, 
you can tell your loved ones (in particular, 
your agent for health care, agent for finances, 
executor, or successor trustee) how to use your 
planner to find the information they need. 

skip ahead

If you’ve already written a final letter. If 
you have already prepared a last letter or something 
similar for your loved ones, you may want to skip 
right to “In Your Planner,” below, for directions on 
including the materials in your planner. Then look at 
“Keeping Your Letter Up to Date” for suggestions on 
keeping your planner current. 

TIP

Complete this section last. While your 
letter will be the first thing your loved ones read in 
your planner, it’s probably not the first thing you 
want to prepare. As a first step, you may find it 
overwhelming to write a final letter to your loved 
ones. Instead, you might want to write the letter after 

you’ve worked through other parts of your planner—
and your feelings—or when your planner is complete. 

If you suspect this is the case for you, skip this chap-
ter for now and work on other sections of your plan-
ner. When you feel ready, come back to this section. 
Having spent time absorbed in work on other parts of 
the planner, writing your last letter will be easier.

Tips for Writing Your Letter
It’s just plain hard to say goodbye. But the 
process doesn’t need to make it harder. Write 
only the letter that you want to write—no 
longer, no more elaborate. You might write to 
just one important person—or two or three—
but you certainly don’t need to address everyone 
in your life.

Here are some suggestions to help focus your 
work and get your letter done. They cover 
whom to address, what to include, and some 
important questions to consider. These tips are 
designed to help you complete the preprinted 
letter template that comes with your planner; 
see Section 1.  But of course you don’t have 
to use that form. If you prefer to write a letter 
from scratch, by all means do so. You’ll still find 
some tips below to help you.

Addressing your letter. You’ll probably want to 
address your last letter to family and friends 
who will be there if you become incapacitated 
or when you die. Consider:
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•	Who do you expect will survive you?
•	Who is most important to you? To whom 

do you wish to say goodbye, or to leave with 
one last word?  

•	Who will be in charge of handling your 
affairs—your agent for finances or health 
care, the executor of your will, the successor 
trustee of your living trust?  

The letter that comes with your planner is 
designed to be written to your loved ones as a 
group, though there’s space for special notes to 
individuals as well. (More about that below.) If 
you’re using the letter template, write the names 
of your loved ones in the blank lines at the 
beginning.

Alternatives to Writing a Letter

If thinking about your own death and writing a 
meaningful letter to those closest to you feels 
too overwhelming, you might want to consider 
an alternative. There are many ways to convey 
your love—and your last words. Here are just 
a few:

•	 Keep a journal, making observations and 
giving thanks for your loved ones.

•	 If you find it easier to speak than to write, 
make a cassette or videotape.

•	 Purchase greeting cards that express your love 
and gratitude.

•	 Express your feelings in a poem or story.

•	 Transcribe a poem, quote, scripture passage, 
or story for each loved one.

•	 Buy a book and inscribe it to a loved one.

If you choose an alternative to the letter 
template that comes with the planner, you will 
still want to use your planner to make sure your 
survivors find what you’ve left for them. See “In 
Your Planner,” below, for some instructions.

Examples:
3	My dearest treasures Tanya, Sasha, and 

Peder—the best family in the world
3	My best friend and loving husband, Murray
3	Dear friends and helpmates, JoAnn, Barbara, 

and Evelyn
3	Aubrey Swanson, agent and executor, and 

Alyssa Jones, alternate

Providing instructions. The letter that comes 
with your planner points your survivors to the 
Instructions section of the planner (Section 
2) to find the practical information they will 
need following your incapacity or death. The 
Instructions section is the master guide that 
will help your loved ones use your planner in 
the days, weeks, and months following your 
incapacity or death. 

If you create your own letter, you will want 
to include similar directions. If you choose to 
write separate letters to your loved ones, be 
sure to direct the people in charge of handling 
your affairs—such as your agent under a 
health care or financial power of attorney, the 
executor of your will, or the successor trustee 
of your living trust—to the Instructions 
section of your planner.

Example:
3	When you’ve finished this letter, turn to the 

Instructions section of my planner. The first 
pages outline most everything you need to 
do or know in the next 48 hours. My prayer 
is for a simple, courageous process for you, 
knowing that the emotional toll today is 
enough to bear.

Thoughts about your death. In the next section 
of the letter that comes with your planner, or in 
a letter you create on your own, you might wish 
to share your thoughts or visions about death. 
You can use this section to describe what you 
believe this moment will be like for you. For 
example, you may want to:
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•	Write about your vision of death—of 
the moment your soul or consciousness 
departs from your body. Write about 
your expectations and beliefs surrounding 
those moments, whether it be seeing God, 
becoming part of a great light, resting 
peacefully and free from pain, or any other 
statement that’s appropriate to your beliefs.  

•	Write about reuniting with loved ones who 
have already passed away. 

•	Write about your loved ones learning to fill 
the spaces that your absence will create. 

Examples:
3	I imagine seeing the face of God. I imagine 

Mom and Dad there to greet me, after all 
these years apart.

3	I will slip into that transforming light, the 
light that invites me to a warm, soft joy, free 
from my pain and suffering in this world.

3	I wish peace for each of you—and for all of 
you, together as a family. Know that I loved 
you so, cherished the time we had together, 
and pray for your comfort.

Messages for your loved ones. In the next part of 
the letter template, you can write separate notes 
to your loved ones. (If you need more space for 
this, add extra pages.) Search your heart and 
mind for the most important messages you 
have for each person. As you do this, don’t be 
surprised if you discover things you want or 
need to say today to the people you care about. 
Whether it’s an expression of love, gratitude, 
unresolved conflict, a wish to forgive, or a 
longing to ask for forgiveness, you may find it 
satisfying to initiate conversations now. After 
all, you’re still here to share feelings of joy, relief, 
or completion as you lay unfinished business to 
rest. The time spent together may be a great gift 
for both you and those closest to you.

Ideally, when the time comes, your last letter 
won’t contain any big surprises; it will simply 
reinforce what your loved ones know to be true 
and already hold fast in their hearts.

Examples:
3	Tanya and Sasha, you have owned and 

refined my heart since the days you each 
were born.  I have been blessed with mother-
daughter relationships I could not have 
dreamed—much closer, much warmer, more 
loving than I knew was possible.  Thank you 
both for giving me that delightful, unde-
served blessing.

3	My dearest Murray, I know you don’t care 
much for mushy words.  Let me simply thank 
you, then, for being my faithful partner, my 
best friend, my favorite companion, and my 
loving husband for many, many years.  You 
brought me great joy in this life, and I’m so 
grateful to have shared it with you.

Your last words. This is the place for last 
thoughts and final words. What else do you 
want to say, while you have a chance to say it? 

You may have a poem, quote, drawing, or 
scripture with which you want to close your 
letter. You might choose to encourage your 
loved ones to strengthen their love for one 
another, building new bonds that no longer 
include you. This is the key that unlocks the 
doors to healing the loss of a loved one—and to 
the smooth distribution of an estate. 

Example:
3	As I am able, as I always have, I will watch 

over you.
3	Whenever you see a hummingbird, remem-

ber me.
3	He will cover you with his feathers, and under 

his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness 
will be your shield and rampart. For he will 
command his angels concerning you to guard 
you in all your ways. –Psalm 91:4,11
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3	Please work thoughtfully and lovingly to 
forge new relationships. It is only the love 
you have for others that counts for anything.

Signature. When you sign your letter, consider 
using your private, unique words of love and 
affection. Do you share special terms of affection 
with certain people? Are there nicknames or pet 
names you’ve used with your loved ones?

Examples:
3All my love—bigger than the world, Mom 
3	xxoo WOW
3	Love—John, J.T., Pop, and Bestefar
3	sMMooches&hugs, Anne, your adoring wife

How Is an Ethical Will Different  
From a Letter to Loved Ones?

You may have heard about “ethical wills.” 
This type of will is not a legal document; 
it’s a personal letter or statement about the 
experiences, values, and beliefs that have 
shaped your life. 

Your letter to loved ones is one form of an 
ethical will, but you are also free to include a 
separate ethical will in your planner. There is no 
set formula for an ethical will. It is a reflection of 
you and it can contain whatever you like. You 
can write and deliver an ethical will at any time, 
or you can leave it for your survivors at your 
death.

If you’d like to learn more about ethical wills, 
you can visit www.ethicalwill.com. There you 
will find free tips, sample ethical wills, and 
ethical will-writing kits that you can buy. If you 
want to consider a form of ethical will other 
than a written letter, see the suggestions in 
“Alternatives to Writing a Letter,” above. Or, for 
help creating a biography, see “Capture Your 
Stories” in Chapter 3.

Where to Get Help
If you want help crafting a letter, these books 
may help you:

•	 How to Write a Love Letter That Works: The 
Whens, Whys, and Hows of Expressing Terms 
of Endearment, by Sidney Bernstein and 
Linda Tarleton (SPI Books), helps you 
identify and express feelings for loved ones, 
including family members and friends.

•	 How to Write a Love Letter: Putting What’s in 
Your Heart on Paper, by Donald Baack and 
Barrie Dolnick (Harmony Books), explains 
to both men and women how to write love 
letters and includes an array of examples.

•	 Unwritten Letters: Letter Writing as a Way 
to Resolve the Unfinished Business of Your 
Life, by Ilene Segalove (Andrews McMeel 
Publishing), provides guidance for writing 
difficult letters as a way to resolve lingering 
troubles.

In Your Planner
If you’re using only the letter template that 
comes with your planner, it’s easy to set up this 
section. Just complete the template following 
the instructions in “Tips for Writing Your 
Letter,” above. 

If you’re not using the preprinted template, 
or you’re expressing your last thoughts in some 
form other than a letter (see “Alternatives to 
Writing a Letter,” above), how you complete 
Section 1 of your planner depends on the 
method of expression you’ve chosen.

Using alternative methods. If you’re expressing 
your last thoughts in some form other than 
a letter—such as a journal, videotape, cards, 
or gifts—you will still want to use Section 1 
of your planner to tell your loved ones what 
to look for—and where. To do this, you can 
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complete the preprinted “Letter to Loved Ones” 
in just two steps:

1.	Address the letter to your loved ones and 
expected survivors.

2.	In “Messages for My Loved Ones,” tell your 
survivors what you have left for them and 
describe the location of the items. 

Examples:
3	As time permits, please read my journals; 

they’re in my nightstand drawer by our bed.  
Stop, read, and listen for my tremendous 
love and appreciation for you, day by day, 
year after year.

3	I have recorded cassette tapes with messages 
for each of you. You can find them in a small 
box on the top shelf of my home safe (above 
this planner).

3	Please look in the front pocket of this plan-
ner for cards and notes I have made for 
several of you. There’s also a large envelope 
for Garth Olson, my executor. 

3	There’s a Rubbermaid storage tub under my 
bed. It contains packages I’ve made for each 
of you.

Using your own letters. If you are using your 
own letter or letters instead of the preprinted 
template, you can follow the instructions just 
above and use the template to direct your 
loved ones to the letters you’ve written. Or, 
you can replace the template with your own 
letters at the start of your planner. If you do 
this, remember to direct your loved ones to the 
Instructions section of your planner (Section 2), 
so they know how to take the next step.

BINDER

Use pocket divider pages for sealed 
letters, cards, or other materials. If you’re making 
a binder to hold your planner and you want to put 
your letters in sealed envelopes, include other items 
such as cards or poems, or file an ethical will with 
your planner, you can add pocket divider pages or 
plastic sleeves to this section of the planner. If you 
are preparing something like a videotape, cassette, 
or gifts, you may want to store these items with your 
planner, so that your survivors can easily find them. 

Keeping Your Letter  
Up to Date
Review your letter occasionally—at least every 
year or two—to make sure your final words are 
accurate and current. You may want to create a 
new letter if:

•	you have married, found a new life partner, 
or lost a spouse through divorce or death

•	you have new children, stepchildren, or 
grandchildren

•	you’ve named a new health care agent, agent 
for finances, executor, or successor trustee, 
or

•	your thoughts about your death, messages 
to loved ones, or last words have changed 
over time. 

If you make a recording, such as a video, CD, 
or cassette, review the item periodically to make 
sure it still works. You’ll want to be sure your 
survivors can listen to it when they need it. ●
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The first days following your death will 
be especially difficult for your family 
and friends. Your loved ones will be 

absorbing the loss, whether unexpected or long 
anticipated. They will be experiencing a range 
of feelings—sadness, hope, fear, denial, anger, 
guilt. And they will be faced with a long list of 
decisions and tasks, many of which they must 
handle immediately. 

The Instructions section of your planner is 
a master guide for your loved ones and other 
survivors. It describes what needs to be done 
and when, and it points your survivors to the 
information in your planner that will help them.

The instructions are divided into three phases 
to help your survivors stay organized without 
getting overwhelmed: 

•	 Days 1 and 2. The first phase focuses on tasks 
that need to be handled immediately fol-
lowing your incapacity or death, including 
caring for children or pets, and contact-
ing your employer or business. If you have 
passed away, these instructions focus on 
carrying out your final arrangements, noti-
fying family and friends of your death, and 
publishing your obituary.

If You Become Incapacitated

If you become unable to handle your own 
affairs, the instructions tell your loved ones to 
immediately locate and review your health care 
directives (living will) and durable power of 
attorney for finances, if you have made them. 
These important documents are discussed in 
more detail in Chapters 11 and 12. 

•	 Week 2. The second phase covers tasks that 
are less urgent but still time-critical. These 
include locating your will or trust, reviewing 
current bills, and contacting important 
agencies and individuals such as insurance 
agents, banks or brokers, service providers, 
and the Social Security Administration. 

•	 Month 1 and Beyond. The third phase covers 
tasks for the first month or two—for 
example, taking inventory of your property 
and gathering information to prepare any 
necessary tax returns.

Amy doesn’t know, for the most part, where to find all this paperwork if something 
happens to me. She doesn’t know where all the account numbers are, or the 

passwords necessary to log into those accounts electronically. And I find it painful to 
think of her, stressed and in pain, hunting for some paper she needs quickly when 

she isn’t even sure what it looks like or if she’s even hunting in the right pile. 

—Jeff D. Opdyke, “Everything I Know You Should Know Too,”  

The Wall Street Journal Sunday, September 15, 2002
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power of attorney for finances—that is, 
a legal document appointing someone 
to handle money matters for you if you 
become incapacitated. If you check “Yes,” 
the instructions refer to the Durable Power 
of Attorney for Finances section of your 
planner (Section 12).

Days 1 and 2. Check the necessary boxes to 
indicate which steps your survivors should take 
in the first 48 hours following your incapacity 
or death. In a couple of places, you will make 
additional notes to help direct your loved ones 
to important information.

•	 Care for Children. Check the appropriate 
box (Yes/No), indicating whether you have 
children that rely on your care. If you check 
“Yes,” the instructions refer to the Children 
section of your planner (Section 4). 

•	 Care for Others. Check the appropriate box 
(Yes/No), indicating whether there are 
people other than children who rely on your 
care. If you check “Yes,” the instructions 
refer to the Others Who Depend on Me 
section of your planner (Section 5). 

•	 Care for Animals. Check the appropriate 
box (Yes/No), indicating whether you have 
animals that rely on your care. If you check 
“Yes,” the instructions refer to the Pets and 
Livestock section of your planner (Section 6). 

•	 Contact Employer. Check the appropriate 
box (Yes/No), indicating whether you are 
currently employed (including volunteer 
work). If you check “Yes,” the instructions 
refer to the Employment section of your 
planner (Section 7). 

•	 Contact Business. Check the appropriate 
box, indicating whether you have an 
active interest and personal involvement 
in a business. If you check “Yes,” the 
instructions refer to the Business Interests 
section of your planner (Section 8). 

tip

Complete this section after you  finish 
the rest of your planner. The instructions direct 
your loved ones to the appropriate section of your 
planner for more information about each task they 
must handle. Because of this, it will be easiest for you 
to complete this section after you’ve worked your 
way through the rest of the planner. You’ll have all 
the information you need and the instructions will 
quickly fall into place for you.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Instructions section of your planner 
(Section 2). The following guidelines will help 
you complete the pages there.

warning

Pay attention to checkboxes. Much of 
what you will do in this section of your planner is 
place check marks in boxes to tell your survivors 
whether or not certain topics apply to your situation. 
These checkboxes are marked “Yes” and “No.” You 
will also notice that every topic has a checkbox in 
front of it. Do not mark these boxes. They are there 
so that your survivors can check off each task as they 
complete it.

If I Am Incapacitated. Begin with the section that 
highlights the two tasks related to incapacity.

•	 Review Health Care Directives. Check the 
appropriate box (Yes/No), indicating whether 
you have made documents to direct your 
health care if you become incapacitated. If 
you check “Yes,” the instructions refer to 
the Health Care Directives section of your 
planner (Section 11).

•	 Review Durable Power of Attorney for Finances. 
Check the appropriate box (Yes/No), 
indicating whether you have made a durable 
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•	 Make Final Arrangements. You don’t need to 
provide any information here. This section 
tells your survivors how to prepare and 
order copies of your death certificate. It also 
directs them to the details of your wishes 
for body disposition and memorial services, 
asking them to turn to the planner sections 
on Organ or Body Donation (Section 13), 
Burial or Cremation (Section 14), and 
Funeral and Memorial Services (Section 15).

•	 Publish Obituary. Check the appropriate box 
(Yes/No), indicating whether or not you 
want your survivors to publish an obituary. 
If you check “Yes,” the instructions refer 
to the Obituary section of your planner 
(Section 16).

•	 Contact Family and Friends. Your loved ones 
are asked to contact family and friends who 
should know of your incapacity or death. 
To help them, provide the locations where 
you store contact information, such as a 
paper or online address book, your PDA 
(personal digital assistant), a directory in 
your cell phone, or a special list that you’ve 
made for this purpose. (If you do make a 
special contact list for this purpose, you can 
file it in this section of your planner for easy 
access. See the note about including related 
materials in your planner, below.)

•	 Review Appointment Calendar. The instruc-
tions ask your loved ones to contact anyone 
with whom you have an appointment. To 
help them, provide the location of your ap-
pointment calendar. It may be somewhere 
in your home, in a notebook that you carry 
with you (such as a daily planner), on your 
personal computer, or in your PDA. 

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
comments or directions related to this  
first phase. 

Week 2. Follow these steps to complete the 
information for the second phase.

•	 Locate Will or Other Estate Planning 
Documents. You don’t need to provide any 
information here. If you’ve made a will 
or trust, your survivors should locate it 
promptly, though they don’t have to review 
it in detail right away. This section simply 
directs your loved ones to the Will and 
Trust section of your planner (Section 17) 
to help them find your documents.

•	 Contact Organizations and Service Providers. 
In the weeks just following your incapacity 
or death, your loved ones will need to 
contact many organizations, agencies, and 
individuals. This section directs them to 
the sections of your planner that contain 
the information they’ll need: Insurance 
(Section 18), Bank and Brokerage 
Accounts (Section 19), Retirement Plans 
and Pensions (Section 20), Government 
Benefits (Section 21), and Service Providers 
(Section 10). If they should contact anyone 
else at this time, you can add names and 
contact information in the “Other” spaces 
provided.

•	 Review Current Bills and Expenses. You don’t 
need to provide any information here. 
This section directs your loved ones to 
the sections of your planner that will help 
them pay or cancel your bills: Credit Cards 
and Debts (Section 22) and Secured Places 
and Passwords (Section 23).

•	 Additional Notes. Include additional 
comments or direction for the first  
two weeks. 

Month 1 and Beyond. You don’t need to do 
anything to complete these final steps, though 
there is a place for you to add additional 
directions if you have any.
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•	 Take Inventory. To learn about your 
property and how to take care of it while 
wrapping up your affairs, the instructions 
direct your loved ones to several sections 
of your planner: Real Estate (Section 25), 
Vehicles (Section 26), Other Income and 
Personal Property (Section 27), and Other 
Information (Section 28). 

•	 Cancel Memberships. To cancel memberships 
or subscriptions, the instructions direct your 
loved ones to the Memberships section of 
your planner (Section 9).

•	 Prepare Tax Returns. To help prepare your 
final tax returns, the instructions direct 
your loved ones to the Taxes section of your 
planner (Section 24). 

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
comments or directions for the first few 
months. 

binder

Including related materials in your 
planner. You can file any documents related to 
instructions—such as your contact list for family and 
friends—directly in your planner. Insert the materials 
into pocket dividers or plastic binder sleeves, or 
hole-punch the documents and insert them directly 
into your planner binder following the Instructions 
section.

Keeping Your Documents  
Up to Date
Changes in your life may call for you to update 
your instructions. Some changes may simply 
require you to check a box in the Instructions 
section—but you should also update the 
corresponding section of your planner. For 
example, you’ll want to update this section  
if you:

•	 have a new child or stepchildren
•	 make new arrangements with others who 

depend on you
•	 get a new pet or acquire new livestock
•	 establish an active interest in a business, or
•	 make new legal documents, such as a health 

care directive or power of attorney for 
finances.

Also, you will want to update your 
instructions if you:

•	 retire and no longer have an employer
•	 change the location of your contact 

information for family and friends, or
•	 change your calendar or method for 

recording appointments. ●
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About six months after Mom’s death, I needed my [deceased] stepdad’s 
birthdate and birthplace for preparing income taxes, I think. I 

rummaged around and finally found the information somewhere. I 
then needed the information again a year or so later and, for the life of 
me, I couldn’t find it anywhere. I’m pretty organized, but the executor’s 

requirements to manage the details elude even me. 

—From an executor and successor trustee

This section of your planner makes it easy 
for you to organize vital statistics and 
related documents—such as birth and 

marriage certificates, Social Security cards, mili-
tary discharge papers, and the like. While this 
will be handy for you, your loved ones may need 
the information for a number of purposes, in-
cluding completing your death certificate, pub-
lishing an obituary (if you want that), preparing 
tax returns, and distributing your estate.

Start by browsing the Biographical Informa-
tion pages of the planner to get an idea of the 
types of information included. The long list 
may seem daunting, but don’t feel that you 
need to fill in all the blanks in one sitting. Start 
with what you know, and take steps to acquire 
the most important documents if you don’t 
already have them on file. (See “Where to Get 
Help” for guidance.) Then, over time, keep an 
eye out for other information you need. Of-
ten, you will stumble across it when you aren’t 
directly searching for it. For example, a visit 
with a relative might easily net what you’re 
looking for. Your brother Bob or your Aunt Sue 
might know—or may have written down some-
where—some important facts.

skip ahead

If you have your documents in hand. If 
you don’t need to order copies of vital documents, 
you can turn to “In Your Planner” for directions on 
completing the Biographical Information section of 
your planner. 

Where to Get Help
If you cannot locate certain documents to 
complete your planner, you can request copies 
of what you need from the issuing office or 
organization. This section can help you order 
copies of:

•	birth certificates
•	adoption records
•	baptismal records
•	marriage certificates
•	divorce, annulment, or legal separation 

documents
•	military records
•	citizenship documents
•	Social Security cards or records, and
•	death certificates.
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Informational vs. Certified Copies

In many states, you can order copies of birth, 
marriage, divorce, and death certificates in two 
forms: informational or certified. A certified 
copy is stamped with an official seal, warranting 
that the copy is an exact replica of the original 
certificate. You may need a certified copy for 
various legal transactions, including:

•	 applying for a driver’s license with a certified 
birth certificate

•	 applying for an updated passport with a 
certified marriage certificate, or

•	 wrapping up someone's estate with certified 
copies of that person's death certificate.

In most states, you can obtain a certified 
copy only if you can prove that you are the 
person named in the document or that you 
have a direct relationship with that person—for 
example, you’re the spouse, child, or court-
appointed executor.

An informational copy is useful for personal 
records, and, in most states, is available to 
anyone who requests it. You can’t use an 
informational copy to obtain identification, 
such as a driver’s license or passport.

Birth Certificates
To request a copy of a birth certificate, you 
usually need the following information:

•	full birth name (first, middle, and last)
•	date of birth, and
•	city and county of birth.
If you have it, it also helps to include the 

mother’s and father’s full names and the name 
of the hospital where the birth occurred.

It’s usually easy to find online forms and in-
structions for ordering a birth certificate. Many 
county websites offer birth certificate request 

forms that you can print out and send; others 
allow you to submit your request electronically 
and pay by credit card. To find out your op-
tions, go to the official website of the county 
where the birth occurred. You can usually find it 
by using the following formula, substituting the 
state postal abbreviation for “XX”: http://www 
.co.[COUNTY_NAME].[XX].us. For example, 
you can find the website for King County, 
Washington, at www.co.king.wa.us.

If you don’t have online access, call the vital 
records office for the county where the birth 
occurred and ask for instructions.

Adoption Records
The types of adoption records you can order 
depend on the circumstances of the adoption 
and on state law. Many adoption records 
are confidential and difficult to obtain—but 
that’s not always the case. For example, you 
can probably get the records of a stepparent 
adoption by calling the vital records office in 
the county where the adoption occurred. 

For other types of adoption records, you 
may want to begin by contacting the National 
Adoption Information Clearinghouse (NAIC): 
http://naic.acf .hhs.gov or 888-251-0075. 
To find state agencies that can help you 
obtain records, click on “National Adoption 
Directory.” The National Adoption Directory 
will provide you with the State Reunion 
Registry or State Confidential Intermediary 
Service for your state (if available). If you need 
more help, call NAIC at the number above.

Baptismal Records
To request a copy of baptismal records, contact 
the church where the baptism occurred. If 
you do not know the specific church, or if the 
church no longer exists, contact a regional office 
for the denomination (such as the regional 
diocese or presbytery).
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Marriage Certificates
To request a copy of a marriage certificate or a 
certificate of a registered domestic partnership, 
you usually need the following information:

•	husband’s full name (first, middle, and last), 
and

•	date (or year) of marriage.
If you have it, it can also help to include:

•	husband’s city and county of birth
•	wife’s full former name (first, middle, and 

last)
•	wife’s city and county of birth, and
•	county where marriage occurred.
These days, it’s usually easy to find online 

forms and instructions for ordering a copy of a 
marriage certificate. Follow the instructions for 
ordering a birth certificate above.

Divorce, Annulment, or  
Legal Separation Documents
To request a copy of a certificate of divorce, 
annulment, or legal separation, you usually 
need the following information:

•	husband’s full name (first, middle, and last), 
and

•	date (or year) of divorce, annulment, or 
legal separation.

If you have it, it can also help to include:

•	dates of marriage 
•	husband’s city and county of birth
•	wife’s full former name (first, middle, and 

last)
•	wife’s city and county of birth
•	county where marriage occurred, and
•	county where divorce, annulment, or legal 

separation occurred.

You can usually obtain a copy of court 
documents for divorce, annulment, or legal 
separation by writing to the vital statistics office 
of the state where the event occurred. To find 
out where to send your request, you can do a 
simple search on the National Center for Health 
Statistics (NCHS) website. Go to www.cdc.
gov/nchs, select “Help obtaining birth, death, 
marriage, or divorce certificates,” and click on 
the state you’re looking for. You will find specific 
directions about submitting your request.

Catholic Annulment Documents 

Within the Roman Catholic Church, a couple 
may obtain a religious annulment after finalizing 
a civil divorce or annulment. To get a copy of 
the annulment document, contact the regional 
Roman Catholic diocese to find out where to 
send your request, as well as what information 
you should enclose and the amount of the fee.. 

Military Records
During life, only an individual who serves in 
the military is entitled to a copy of his or her 
complete service record. After death, next of 
kin—that is, a spouse, children, or parents—
can obtain a copy of the service record. Limited 
information about an individual’s military 
service—such as service dates, awards, and 
training—is available to anyone who requests it.

There are two sources for military service 
records:

National Archives and Records Administration. 
The U.S. National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA) maintains military 
service records for individuals who completed 
their military service after the dates shown 
below.
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Branch of Service Dates

Army Enlisted Personnel:  
October 31, 1912

Officers: June 29, 1917

Air Force All Personnel:  
September 24, 1947

Navy Enlisted Personnel: 1884 

Officers: 1901

Marine Corps Enlisted Personnel: 1905

Officers: 1904

Coast Guard  
(and Predecessor 
Agencies)

Enlisted Personnel: 1905

Officers: 1897

Civilian Employees of 	
Agencies: 1919

If you are a veteran or the next-of-kin of 
a deceased veteran, you can order records 
from NARA online. Go to www.archives.
gov and select “Start Your Research” from the 
“Research and Order” menu on the left. Click 
on “Veterans’ Service Records” and then select 
“eVetRecs.”

For all others ordering records from NARA, 
you must complete and submit Standard Form 
180, Request Pertaining to Military Records. You 
can download the form from www.archives.gov. 
Select “Start Your Research” from the menu on 
the left. Click on “Veterans’ Service Records” 
and follow the instructions. 

If you don’t have online access, contact NARA 
by mail or phone for forms and instructions.

National Personnel Records Center  
Military Personnel Records 
9700 Page Boulevard 
St. Louis, Missouri 63132-5100 
314-801-0800 
866-325-7208 (toll-free)

National Archives Building. The National 
Archives Building in Washington, DC, manages 
earlier records for those who served between the 
dates shown below.

Branch of Service Dates

Volunteers (serving in 
federal interest during 
emergency)

Enlisted Personnel:  
October 31, 1912

Officers: June 29, 1917

Army All Personnel:  
September 24, 1947

Navy Enlisted Personnel: 1884 

Officers: 1901

Marine Corps Enlisted Personnel: 1905

Officers: 1904

Coast Guard  
(and Predecessor 
Agencies)

Enlisted Personnel: 1905

Officers: 1897

Civilian Employees of 	
Agencies: 1919

Confederate States All personnel: 1861–1865

To order military service records from the 
National Archives, you must complete and 
submit NATF Form 86, Military Service 
Records. You can download the form from 
www.archives.gov. Select “Start Your Research” 
from the menu on the left. Click on “Veterans’ 
Service Records” and then select “Research in 
Older Military Service Records.” Finally, click 
on “NATF Form 86, National Archives Order 
for Copies of Military Service Records.” 

If you don’t have online access, you can 
request the form by contacting NARA:

National Archives and Records 
Administration 
Attention: NWCTB 
700 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20408-0001 
866-272-6272
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For more information, see the National 
Archives Building on the NARA website at www.
archives.gov or call the Customer Service Center 
of the National Archives at 866-325-7208.

Citizenship Documents
You can apply for a replacement certificate of 
citizenship or naturalization if your current cer-
tificate has been lost or destroyed, or if you’ve 
legally changed your name. You must com-
plete Form N-565, Application for Replacement 
Naturalization/Citizenship Document. You can 
download the form from the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security, Citizenship and Im-
migration Services (USCIS) website at http://
uscis.gov/. From the column on the left, select 
“Immigration Forms, Fees and Fingerprints.” 
Then select “Forms and Fees” and choose 
“Form N-565.” 

If you don’t have online access, you can obtain 
the form from a local USCIS Application 
Support Center. You can find the office in the 
government pages of your phone book. 

You can request the citizenship or naturaliza-
tion documents of a deceased relative by filing 
Form G-639, Freedom of Information Act/Privacy 
Act Request. You can download the form from 
the UCSIS website at http://uscis.gov. From the 
left-hand column, select “Immigration Forms, 
Fees and Fingerprints.” Then select “Forms and 
Fees” and choose “Form G-639.” 

If you don’t have online access, you can obtain 
the form from a local USCIS District Office 
Service Center. You can find the office in the 
government pages of your telephone book.

Social Security Cards or Records
You can replace a lost or damaged Social 
Security card by completing Form SS-5, 
Application for a Social Security Card. You can 
download the form from the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) website at www.ssa.gov. 

You can also obtain it by calling 800-772-1213 
or visiting your local Social Security office. 
(Find your local office on the SSA website or 
in the government listings pages of your phone 
book.)

You can submit your form by mail or in 
person. To complete the application process, 
you’ll need an identifying document such as 
a driver’s license, marriage certificate, divorce 
decree, military record, employer or school 
identification card, insurance policy, or 
passport. If you apply by mail, you must submit 
an original document or a certified copy. The 
SSA will return your document to you when 
your application is complete. 

If you’re searching for the Social Security 
records of someone who has died—for example, 
because you’re the executor and are trying to 
wrap up the estate—the SSA will search its 
archives for a fee. For more information, call 
the SSA at 800-772-1213 or go to the customer 
service area of the SSA website at http://ssa-
custhelp.ssa.gov. Type “deceased” in the search 
box, and then select “Can I get information 
about a person’s Social Security records after 
they die?”

Death Certificates
To request a copy of a death certificate, you 
usually need the following information about 
the deceased person:

•	full name (first, middle, and last)
•	date of death, and
•	city and county of death.
If you have it, it can help to include the 

deceased person’s Social Security number and 
place of birth (city and county). 

It’s usually easy to find online instructions 
and forms for requesting copies of a death 
certificate. Follow the instructions for birth 
certificates above.
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In Your Planner
Turn to the Biographical Information section 
of your planner (Section 3). The following 
guidelines will help you complete the pages 
there.

Residence Information. Your survivors will use 
this information for a number of purposes, 
including preparing your death certificate.

•	 Name. Provide your current name—first, 
middle, and last.

•	 Address. Write the address of your current 
home or primary residence.

•	 Telephone. Provide the telephone number 
of your current home or primary residence. 
If you have multiple personal phone 
numbers—such as a cell phone or second 
phone line in your home—list those, too.

•	 Resident of City Since. Provide the year you 
established residence in the city where you 
currently live.

•	 Resident of State Since. Provide the year you 
established residence in the state where you 
currently live.

Self and Parents—Spouse or Partner—Children—
Siblings—Others. Complete each table describing 
you and your close relatives. If you wish to 
include relatives not named in the tables—such 
as nieces, nephews, or grandchildren—use the 
“Others” table.

•	 First Name. For the person named in the 
column heading, provide the legal first 
name. Also include any commonly used first 
names, if they differ from the legal name.
Examples:

3Robert (R.D.)
3Eunice (Bonnie)
3Isaac (Ike)

•	 Middle Name. Provide the person’s legal 
middle name. Include any commonly used 
middle names that differ from the legal 
name.

•	 Last Name. Provide the legal last name (or 
surname). Include any commonly used last 
names that differ from the legal surname.
Examples:

3Plummer-Raphael (Raphael)
3Kowalczykowski (Kowski)

•	 Maiden Name. Provide any maiden 
surname—that is, the last name used before 
a first marriage.

warning

Use just one name to avoid confusion. 
If you use different names—other than a new last 
name because you’ve married—you’ll make things 
easier on your survivors if you make sure your name 
is the same on all your important legal documents 
and accounts, such as wills, trusts, health care 
directives, contracts, and bank accounts. 

•	 Date of Birth. Provide the date of birth as 
listed on the person’s birth certificate. For 
clarity, include the month, day, and year 
written in long form—for example, “March 
1, 1973.”

•	 Birthplace (City, State, County, Country). 
Provide the place of birth as listed on the 
birth certificate. Include the city, county, 
state, and country.
Examples:

3San Jose, CA, Santa Clara County, U.S.
3Waterloo, IA, Blackhawk County, U.S.

•	 Location of Birth Certificate. Describe the 
location of a copy of the birth certificate. If 
possible, file this document in your planner.

•	 Location of Adoption Documents. Describe 
the location of adoption documents, if 
applicable. If possible, file these documents 
in your planner.
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•	 Social Security Number. Provide the nine-
digit Social Security number issued by the 
U.S. Social Security Administration.

•	 Location of Social Security Card. Describe 
the location of the Social Security card. If 
possible, file the card in the planner.

•	 Driver’s License Number and State. Provide 
the driver’s license number, including the 
state that issued the license.

•	 Military Service: Country and Branch. If the 
person served in the military, document the 
country served and the branch of military 
service.

•	 Military Rank. If the person served in the 
military, provide the highest rank attained 
during service.

•	 Military Induction Date. Provide the date 
inducted, or the date the person first joined 
the military.

•	 Military Discharge Date. Provide the date 
of discharge, or the date the person was 
released from the military. 

•	 Military Citations. Note any citations or 
awards received. 

•	 Location of Military Documents. Describe 
the location of military service documents, 
including citations and discharge papers. 
If possible, file these documents in your 
planner.

•	 Date of First Marriage. For the person named 
in the column heading, document the 
month, day, and year of the person’s first 
marriage or domestic partnership.

•	 First Spouse’s Name. Document the first, 
middle, and last name (prior to the 
marriage) of the person’s first spouse or 
domestic partner.

•	 Location of Marriage Certificate. Provide 
the location of the marriage certificate. If 
possible, file the document in your planner.

•	 Date of Divorce, Annulment, Legal Separation, 
or Death. Provide the month, day, and 
year that any divorce, annulment, legal 
separation, or death certificate was finalized, 
or that the spouse passed away.

•	 Location of Divorce Documents. Document 
the location of any divorce, annulment, 
or legal separation or death certificate 
documents. If possible, file the documents 
in your planner.

The five items just above repeat, providing 
space for information about second and third 
marriages (or registered domestic partnerships) 
for the person named in the column heading. 
For each subsequent marriage or partnership, 
follow the guidelines provided above. 

•	 Date of Death. If the named person has died, 
provide the date of death for the person as 
listed on the death certificate. Include the 
month, day, and year.

•	 Location of Death Certificate. Describe the 
location of a copy of the death certificate. If 
possible, file the document in your planner.

•	 Other. Use the Other spaces at the end 
of each column if you want to include 
additional personal data about the 
named person. Additional information 
or documents may include citizenship 
information, baptismal records, passports, 
résumé, or curriculum vitae.

Additional Notes. If you have additional 
information about the biographical data 
provided in these tables, include it here.
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Capture Your Stories

While you’re organizing materials for your 
survivors, you might consider preserving your 
life stories in an audiotape, CD, videotape, DVD, 
or book. Tales about your youth, family, working 
life, military experience, or personal interests 
would be precious gifts to your loved ones.

If you like to write but aren’t sure where to 
begin, you might enjoy a class on memoir writing 
at your local adult school. You can also visit your 
local library or a bookstore for books designed 
to help you document family and personal 
histories, including guides to memoir writing.

If you want professional help, a personal 
historian can assist you with all aspects of 
preserving your stories, from choosing and 
scanning photos or extracting snippets 
from home movies to taping interviews and 
selecting music. The cost for a professionally 
prepared videotape or DVD ranges from $500 
to $10,000, depending on the project. To find 
a qualified professional, visit the Association 
of Personal Historians (APH) website at www.
personalhistorians.org. 

Even if you don’t hire your own historian, the 
APH website is worth a visit. If you click “Getting 
Started,” you’ll find lots of free, helpful tips on 
what to include in your biography. 

binder

Including vital records in your planner. 
This section of your planner is a great place to file:

•	 birth certificates 
•	 adoption documents 
•	 baptismal certificate 
•	 Social Security cards 
•	 certificates of marriage or divorce 
•	 passports 
•	 military discharge papers 
•	 résumés 
•	 diplomas 
•	 transcripts 
•	 scholarships 
•	 awards, and 
•	 related records.

Pocket divider pages and plastic binder sleeves 
work well to organize and protect these documents.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
When you update your planner, consider the 
following questions; these events will trigger 
additions and changes to your information.

•	Have you moved?
•	Have you married or divorced, or has your 

spouse or partner passed away?
•	Have your parents or children become 

married, divorced, or widowed? 
•	Have you been discharged from the military?
•	Do you have new children or stepchildren? ●
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In youth, the days are short and the years are long. In old age, the years 
are short and the days are long.

—Pope Paul VI (1897-1978)

If you’re a parent or otherwise responsible 
for young children, your days are probably 
full of activities and details about their care 

that only you know. You’ll want to ensure that 
the kids in your life—be they your own, your 
spouse or partner’s, foster children, or others—
are cared for if you become unable to carry out 
your current responsibilities. If you include 
information about children in your planner, 
your loved ones can more easily step in to meet 
immediate needs and help with the transition 
to other care providers.

Before turning to the specifics of completing 
your planner, this chapter provides some basic 
information about choosing a guardian and 
property manager for your children.

skip ahead

If you’ve already named caretakers for 
your kids. If you have already formally named a 
personal guardian and property manager for your 
children, you can skip to “In Your Planner” for 
instructions on completing your planner. Then read 
“Keeping Your Information Up to Date” for tips on 
keeping your planner current. 

Arranging Care for Children
Contemplating the possibility of early death 
is wrenching, especially if you have young 
children. Preparing a good contingency plan is 
important—and may even salve some of your 
fears. The two most important tasks are naming 
someone to raise your children and choosing 

the person who will watch over their property. 
Usually, the same person will take both jobs, 
but that’s not always required.

Naming a Personal Guardian
Generally, if there are two parents willing and 
able to care for a child, and one dies, the other 
takes over physical custody and responsibility 
for caring for the child. But if both parents of 
a minor child die—or if a single parent dies—a 
court must appoint a personal guardian for the 
child. In your will, you can name the person 
you’d like the court to appoint as personal 
guardian. (See Chapter 17 for more about 
wills.) The person you name will be appointed 
by the court if:

•	there is no surviving natural or adoptive 
parent able to properly care for the children, 
and

•	the court agrees that your choice is in the 
best interests of the children.

A court will support your choice for personal 
guardian unless there is a compelling reason 
not to do so—such as a strong objection from 
a family member who is able to prove that your 
choice is not in the best interests of your child. 
These types of conflicts are quite rare, however.

If you and your child’s other parent are both 
making wills, you should name the same person 
as guardian for each child. This will help avoid 
the possibility of a dispute—perhaps even a 
court battle—should both of you die close in 
time to one another. (This, too, is a very rare 
occurrence.)
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The personal guardian you choose must be an 
adult. You should first consider someone with 
whom the child already has a close relationship 
—a stepparent, grandparent, aunt or uncle, old-
er sibling, or close friend of the family. Be sure 
that the person is mature, good-hearted, and 
willing and able to assume the responsibility.

If you have more than one young child, you 
probably wish to keep them together, naming 
the same personal guardian for all children. In 
some families, however, the children are not 
particularly close to each other but have strong 
attachments with adults outside the immediate 
family. For instance, one child may spend a 
lot of time with a grandparent while another 
may be close to an aunt or uncle. Also, in a 
second or third marriage, a child from an earlier 
marriage may be close to a different adult than 
a child from the current marriage.

Choose the personal guardian you believe 
would best be able to care for each child. 
This may mean choosing different personal 
guardians for different children.

You will also want to name an alternate 
personal guardian for each child, in case your 
first choice either changes his or her mind 
or is unable to take over at your death. The 
considerations for naming an alternate are the 
same as those you considered in making your 
first choice: maturity, a good heart, familiarity 
with the children, and a willingness to serve.

Naming a Property Manager
Except for items of minimal value, the law does 
not permit minors to own property outright. 
Instead, a child’s property must be distributed 
to and managed by an adult. This includes 
property received under a will, through a living 
trust, or from a life insurance policy. It may also 
include property received from other sources—
the lottery, a gift from a relative, or earnings 
from playing in a rock band.

Arranging for property management 
means naming a trusted adult to look after 
and account for the property that a young 
beneficiary receives, until the beneficiary turns 
a specific age. The property being managed for 
the beneficiary must be held, invested, or spent 
in the beneficiary’s best interest. In other words, 
the property manager will decide if the young 
person’s inheritance will be spent on college 
tuition or a new sports car.

If you are a parent, you may choose to 
leave your property directly to your spouse 
or partner, trusting him or her to use good 
judgment in providing for your children’s 
needs. Even if you do this, however, you should 
still think about property management. To plan 
for the possibility that your spouse or partner 
dies close in time to you, you may want to 
name your children as alternate beneficiaries 
for your property and appoint a trusted adult 
as manager for the property they might inherit. 
(As with personal guardians, if both parents 
are making wills and leaving property to their 
children, they should name the same person as 
property manager for each child.)

warning

Parents don’t get the job automatically. 
Even if you are (and remain) married to the child’s 
other parent, he or she probably will not be able to 
automatically step in and handle property you leave 
outright to your children. Unless you provide for 
some form of management, the other parent usually 
will have to petition the court to be appointed 
property manager—and handle the property under 
court supervision until the child turns 18. So, if 
you want your child’s other parent to manage the 
property you are leaving to your child, name the 
parent as property manager. If you want someone 
else to manage the property, name that person as 
property manager. With rare exceptions, your choice 
will be honored.
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When choosing the property manager, 
name someone you trust who is familiar with 
managing the kind of assets you leave to your 
children, and who shares your attitudes and 
values about how money should be spent. 

You will also want to name an alternate 
property manager, in case your first choice is 
unwilling or unable to serve at your death. 
Again, consider the same factors as you did 
when choosing your first choice property 
manager.

Often, the person chosen to serve as personal 
guardian is also chosen as property manager. If 
you must name two different people, choose 
people who get along well; they will have to 
work together.

Where to Get Help
Other chapters of this guide list resources that 
will help you name caretakers for your children. 
This section tells you where to turn.

Naming a personal guardian. You must use a 
will to name a personal guardian; other estate 
planning documents (including living trusts) 
won’t work for this purpose. If you don’t name 
a personal guardian in your will, a court will 
have to do the job without your input. To learn 
more about wills, see Chapter 17.

Setting up property management. There are 
several ways to set up management for property 
you leave to young children. These range from 
naming a property guardian in your will, to 
setting up a simple trust or custodianship in 
your will or living trust, to arranging for a 
more complex child’s trust. (A simple trust or 
custodianship is often best, because it frees the 
property manager from court involvement.) A 
full discussion of these methods is beyond the 
scope of this book, but you can find detailed 
information about each option in any of the 
will- or trust-making resources listed in Chapter 

17, or visit Nolo’s website at www.nolo.com to 
read a free article on the subject.

Life insurance. Children are often named as 
the beneficiaries of life insurance policies. See 
Chapter 18 for more information on buying life 
insurance for children and making sure there’s 
someone on hand to manage the proceeds.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Children section of your planner 
(Section 4). The following guidelines will help 
you complete the pages there.

Guardians and Property Managers. Here, list each 
of your children, the primary caretakers you 
have named for them, and the documents in 
which you have named the caretakers. 

Space has been provided to name eight 
children. If you need more space, copy or print 
out an extra page for your planner.

•	 Child’s Name. Provide the full name of each 
child.

•	 Personal Guardian. Provide the full name 
of the person you have named to serve as 
personal guardian for each child.

•	 Alternate Personal Guardian. Provide the 
full name of the person you have chosen 
as alternate personal guardian, in case your 
first choice cannot serve.

•	 Document. Write in the name of the 
document in which you named the personal 
guardian and alternate. In this case, the 
document should be your will—the only 
document in which you can name a 
personal guardian for a child. (You may list 
different documents for a child’s property 
manager, as discussed just below.)

•	 Property Manager. Provide the full name 
of the person you have named to serve as 
property manager for each child.

http://www.nolo.com
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•	 Alternate Property Manager. Provide the 
full name of the person you have chosen 
as alternate property manager, in case your 
first choice cannot serve.

•	 Document. Provide the name of the 
document(s) in which you named the 
property manager and alternate. For 
example, you may have named property 
managers in your will, living trust, another 
trust, or a life insurance policy.

Information About Children. In this table, list 
and describe each child for whom you provide 
care.

•	 Child’s Name and Contact Information. 
Provide the full name and contact 
information for each child. If you’re the 
parent of a young child who lives only with 
you, your home address and telephone 
number will do. But think about other 
important contact information. For 
example, if your kids are teenagers and they 
have their own cell phones, you’ll want to 
include those numbers. Think about all 
the best ways to contact the child: address, 
phone numbers, and email, too.

•	 Date of Birth. Provide the birthdate (or just 
the year) for each child you care for. 

•	 Child’s Relationship to Me. Describe the 
child’s relationship to you—for example, 
son, daughter, niece, or foster son.

•	 Type of Care. Briefly describe the care that 
you provide for each child.
Examples:
3	Full-time mother
3	Day care (M-F 7am-5pm)

Additional Care Providers. Here, list other care 
providers on whom each child relies for care and 
support. Include family members or other people 
who may be able to step in and take over your 
responsibilities. 

•	 Child’s Name. Provide the child’s full name, 
exactly as you did above.

•	 Care Provider or Family Member’s Contact 
Information. List everyone that your loved 
ones should know about when taking over 
care for the child. Other care providers may 
include family members or close friends, 
doctors, dentists, day care or periodic sitters, 
schools, or teachers. Include name, address, 
phone numbers, and email address.

•	 Relationship to Child. Indicate how the 
care provider is related to the child—for 
example, doctor, day care or sitter, school, 
father, or aunt.

•	 Type of Care. Briefly describe the ways in 
which the provider cares for the child.
Examples: 
3	Neighbor, occasional sitter
3	Aunt and uncle
3	Math tutor

Additional Notes. If there is anything else your 
survivors should know about the children you 
care for, you can include it here. 

binder

Including related materials in your 
planner. You can file copies of important records 
for children in this section in your planner. These 
records might include medical information, 
immunization records, a copy of your children’s 
school emergency contact form, documents relating 
to type and location of care, the location of house 
keys (or copies of the keys themselves), or written 
arrangements with other care providers. Place the 
materials in a pocket divider page, plastic sleeve, or 
zippered binder pouch—or, for simple papers, just 
hole-punch them and insert them after this section 
of the binder.
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Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
This section contains a lot of contact informa-
tion that could easily change. In addition, you’ll 
want to update these tables if:

•	you begin caring for a new child
•	your responsibilities for a minor child come 

to an end or change
•	you want to add or remove additional care 

providers or change information about 
existing providers, such as new day care 
arrangements, teachers, or schedules. ●
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Lean on me when you’re not strong, 
And I’ll be your friend. I’ll help you carry on. 

For it won’t be long, ‘til I’m gonna need somebody to lean on. 

—Bill Withers (1938-  ), “Lean on Me”

The previous chapter was all about the 
children in your life. But you may 
provide care for others, too—perhaps 

your parents, other family members, friends, 
or neighbors. The type of care may range 
from living full-time with an aging parent to 
something as simple as walking your neighbor’s 
dog twice a week. 

In your planner, you can identify anyone for 
whom you provide regular care and describe 
what you do for each person. You can also list 
additional care providers—such as other family 
or friends, doctors, or meal programs—and 
provide contact information. 

In Your Planner
Turn to the Others Who Depend on Me 
section of your planner (Section 5). Follow 
these guidelines to complete the pages there.

Information About People Who Depend on Me. 
List each person for whom you provide care and 
briefly describe the care that you provide.

•	 Person’s Name and Contact Information. 
Provide the full name and contact 
information for each person that depends 
on you. Include all the best ways to contact 
or locate the person: address, telephone 
numbers, and email.

•	 Date of Birth. Provide the birthdate (or even 
just the year) for each person you help. 

•	 Person’s Relationship to Me. Describe the 
person’s relationship to you—for example, 
mother, father, sister, neighbor, or friend.

•	 Type of Care. Briefly describe the care that 
you provide for each person.
Examples: 
3	Check in and bring lunch, M-F, 12-3
3	Drive to doctor, Thursday mornings
3	Walk dog at noon, M-F

Additional Care Providers. List other care 
providers who may be able to step in and take 
over your responsibilities if necessary. 

•	 Person’s Name. Provide the full name of the 
person receiving care, exactly as you did in 
the first table.

•	 Care Provider’s Contact Information. Include 
the care provider’s name, address, phone 
numbers, and email address. Be sure to 
think through all your options when listing 
additional care providers here; you may 
want to include doctors, dentists, meal 
programs, hospice help, neighbors, friends, 
or the person’s family members.

•	 Relationship to Person. Indicate how the care 
provider is related to the person receiving 
care—for example, doctor, support 
organization, pastor, neighbor, friend, or 
daughter. 

•	 Type of Care. Briefly describe the ways in 
which the provider cares for the person.
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Additional Notes. If there is anything else your 
survivors should know about the people for 
whom you provide care, you can include it here.

binder

Including related materials in your 
planner. You can file related records and other items 
in your planner. Such records or items might include 
medical information, documents relating to type 
and location of care, location of the person’s house 
key, actual spare keys, or arrangements with other 
care providers. Place the materials in a pocket divider 
page, plastic sleeve, or zippered binder pouch—or, for 
simple papers, just hole-punch them and insert them 
after this section of the binder. 

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
This section contains a lot of contact informa-
tion that could easily change, so you should 
review it frequently. You may need to make 
changes if:

•	you begin caring for someone new or stop 
taking care of someone you’re currently 
helping

•	you have substantially greater or fewer care 
responsibilities for a listed person

•	there are new additional care providers 
to list, or you need to remove existing 
providers. ●
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I like pigs. Dogs look up to us. Cats look down on us.  
Pigs treat us as equals.

—Sir Winston Churchill (1874-1965)

How about your adoring pooch? Or the 
horse wanting a trough of alfalfa? Or 
those the cows that need to be milked? 

Your incapacity or death will be a loss to your 
pets and may be disruptive to livestock that you 
own. 

Use your planner to organize and store 
information about your animals—including 
your wishes for their placement if you become 
unable to care for them yourself. You can also 
add related materials to your planner, such 
as certificates of pedigree, medical records, or 
other valuable documents. 

Before turning to the instructions for 
completing your planner, this chapter provides 
some basic information about arranging for 
others to care for your pets after you die.

skip ahead

If you’ve already arranged care for your 
pets. If you’ve set up a plan for others to assume care 
of your animals after death, you can skip right to “In 
Your Planner” for instructions on completing your 
planner. Then read “Keeping Your Information Up to 
Date,” at the end of the chapter.

Arranging Care for Pets
You’ll want to be sure that your pets go to good 
homes if you can no longer take care of them. 
You have several options, including family 
members, friends, sanctuaries for domestic 
animals, placement through the SPCA, or 
perhaps even a veterinary school care program.

The easiest way to arrange care for your pet is 
to make a plan with a friend or family member. 
Discuss your wishes with the prospective 
caretaker, making sure that your choice is 
willing and able to help.

Then, use your will to leave the animal to the 
named caretaker. You may also want to also 
leave some money in your will for the caretaker, 
to be used for your pet’s care. (The law doesn’t 
allow you to leave money or other property di-
rectly to your pet, so leave it to the person you 
have named to take the animal with a note stat-
ing that the money is for the animal’s feeding 
and care.) 

Expert

Setting up a trust for your pet. In a 
growing number of states, you can establish a trust 
for your pet rather than simply leaving your pet 
to someone in your will. A pet trust is a legally 
independent entity, managed by a trustee you name. 
You define the terms of the trust—how your pet is 
to be cared for, including caretakers and successor 
caretakers—in the trust document. Pet trusts can 
be desirable for people who feel they’d prefer not to 
leave their pet outright to someone, but rather wish 
to have more input—such as the brand of food to be 
provided, exercise regimen, or frequency of vet visits. 
Creating a pet trust is more costly and complicated 
than simply leaving your pet outright. Talk with a 
lawyer if you’re interested in this option

If you are not able to find someone both 
willing and able to take care of your pet, you 
have some other options. Several programs 
help to place pets in loving homes when their 
owners can no longer care for them.
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SPCA and Humane Society programs. In many 
areas, these organizations will find good homes 
for the pets of deceased members. For SPCA 
members, the new caretakers and pets are 
entitled to free lifetime veterinary care at the 
SPCA hospital. For more information, contact 
your local SPCA or humane society. 

Rescue Programs. Rescue programs help to 
place pets in new homes. These programs are 
particularly popular for dogs, but there are 
programs for cats, birds, livestock, and more 
exotic animals such as reptiles and ferrets. You 
can use the Internet to search for appropriate 
programs: Go to a search engine such as Google 
or Yahoo, and type “rescue” or “rescue program” 
and the species or breed of your pet.

Veterinary school programs. A number of 
veterinary schools take in pets whose owners 
leave an endowment to the school. These 
programs typically provide a home-like 
atmosphere and lifetime veterinary care for 
the animals. Here is a list of some schools that 
currently offer this option:

Indiana

Peace of Mind Program 
School of Veterinary Medicine,  
Purdue University 
800-213-2859 
www.vet.purdue.edu/devel/giving.html

Kansas

Perpetual Pet Care Program 
School of Veterinary Medicine,  
Kansas State University 
785-532-4013 
www.vet.ksu.edu/depts/development

Minnesota

Perpetual Care Program 
College of Veterinary Medicine,  
University of Minnesota 
612-624-1247 
www1.umn.edu/urelate/m/fall2002/fido.html

Oklahoma

Cohn Family Shelter for Small Animals 
Oklahoma State University,  
College of Veterinary Medicine 
405-744-6728 
www.cvm.okstate.edu/development/
CohnFamilyShelter.htm

Texas

Stevenson Companion Animal Life-Care Center 
College of Veterinary Medicine,  
Texas A&M University 
979-845-1188 
www.cvm.tamu.edu/petcare

Washington

Perpetual Pet Care Program 
Washington State University,  
College of Veterinary Medicine 
509-335-5021 
www.vetmed.wsu.edu/depts-prd/pc.asp

Whatever plans you make, be certain to 
review them with the intended recipient before 
you finalize your planner. This will help to 
ensure that your wishes will be carried out as 
you intend.
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Where to Get Help
If you want more information about planning 
for your pets’ care, contact The Estate Planning 
for Pets Foundation. This organization provides 
a host of resources, including a directory of 
organizations that will arrange adoption into 
private homes or pet sanctuaries. See their 
website at http://estateplanningforpets.org 
or contact the foundation by mail at 3150 
E. Beardsley, Box 1091, Phoenix, AZ 85050. 
You can also email the foundation at info@
estateplanningforpets.org.

You may also want to request the Humane 
Society’s kit, Providing for Your Pet’s Future 
Without You. The kit provides planning 
information, as well as a window sign for 
emergency personnel, emergency contact 
stickers, pet care instruction forms, wallet 
alert cards, and a detailed instruction sheet for 
caretakers. You can request the kit by calling 
202-452-1100 or visiting the Humane Society’s 
website at www.hsus.org.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Pets and Livestock section of your 
planner (Section 6). The following instructions 
will help you complete the pages there.

Animal Care. Here, you will list your animals 
and provide basic details about their care.

•	 Pet Name, Species, and Coloring. Identify each 
pet or group of animals by name, species, 
and coloring or markings. Provide as much 
detail as others will need to recognize your 
animals.
Examples:
3	Poled Hereford bull, #594
3	Herd of Poled Hereford cattle
3	Gaggle of white domestic geese

3	Mollie, domestic short-hair cat, black-
white-orange 

3	Sammy, aqua parakeet

•	 Location. Describe specifically where the pet 
or livestock is housed.
Examples:
3	SW pasture
3	Anderson Range (Buck Anderson: 222-

222-3333); see separate grazing contract 
following this section of my planner.

3	At the willow pond behind my barn
3	In my house 
3	Cage in my kitchen

•	 Food and Water. Describe what, where, 
when, and how often you feed the listed 
animal(s). If relevant, include information 
about where you store and purchase feed.
Examples:
3	Hill’s Prescription Diet W/D (purchase 

from vet), just 1 cup daily 
3	Cracked corn from Toby’s Feed and Tack, 

about 4 cups, twice weekly
3	Suga-Lik cane molasses supplement, 

available from Midtown Feed

•	 Other Care. Describe any important 
information about caring for the listed 
animal(s). This may include topics such as 
medication, grooming, training, exercise, 
kennel, or boarding arrangements. 
Examples:
3	Insulin, 6 units twice daily
3	Grooming at CliPPets, first Thursday of 

the month
3	Paul Stolp, farrier, 555-555-1234, main-

tains horses’ shoes

•	 Veterinarian’s Contact Information. Provide 
the name and contact information for each 
listed animal or group of animals.
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Wishes for Placement. You may want your 
loved ones to place your animals with specific 
individuals or organizations, as described above. 
In the table, make note of your preferences in 
placing your animals.

•	 Pet Name, Species, and Coloring. List each pet 
or group of animals just as you did above.

•	 Desired Placement. Write down your 
preferences for the adoption or sale of 
animals. If you’ve left an animal to someone 
in your will or set up a pet trust, indicate 
that here. If you expect an animal to be 
put to rest, make note of that. If you have 
no strong preference, simply note “family 
choice.”
Examples:
3	Janine Bowers has agreed to adopt Perry 

and Sailor. I have left some money to 
Janine in my will to help cover the costs 
of caring for them.

3	Frederick Kaufman has expressed interest 
in purchasing the goats. He can be 
reached at 333-444-2222.

•	 Individual or Organization and Contact  
Information. If a pet or group of animals 
will be placed with a specific individual or 
organization, include the name and contact 
information here. 

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about care or placement of your 
pets and livestock.

binder

Including related materials in your plan-
ner. You can file important records for your animals 
in your planner. These records may include certifi-
cates of pedigree, vaccination and medical records, 
documents relating to any placement arrangements, 
or other paperwork. Use pocket divider pages or 
plastic sleeves, or hole-punch documents and insert 
them directly in your planner binder.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Simple changes such as the following may 
require updates to this section of your planner:

•	You may acquire a new pet or lose an old 
one.

•	Your investment in livestock may increase, 
decrease, or the type of animals you keep 
may change.

•	Your animals’ care requirements may 
change.

•	You may change your mind about 
arrangements for eventual placement of 
your pet. ●
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I like work; it fascinates me. I can sit and look at it for hours.

—Jerome K. Jerome (1859-1927)

There are many good reasons to include 
employment information in your 
planner. While your loved ones may 

know where you work now, they may not know 
how to contact your employer or what employee 
benefits you’re expecting. Your executor will 
also want information about past jobs to pursue 
any benefits owed to your survivors by those 
employers. And employment information may 
be useful if one of your survivors must write 
your obituary. 

In your planner, you can provide details about 
current and former employment, including self-
employment and volunteer work. You can also 
store related materials in your planner—such as 
a current résumé, an employment agreement, 
or an offer letter that guarantees certain 
benefits. 

In Your Planner
Turn to the Employment section of your 
planner (Section 7). The following guidelines 
will help you fill in the pages there. 

Current Employment. For each job you currently 
hold, provide the following: 

•	 Employer’s Contact Information. Include any 
information your survivors will need to 
contact the employer, including at least the 
employer’s name, address, and telephone 
number. If there’s a particular person your 
survivors should get in touch with, such 
as the human resources director, list that 
person as well. If you are self-employed, just 
note “self-employment” here.

Example:
3	Appleton’s Markets, Elway Branch 

2334 Seventh Street 
Elway, Indiana 22222 
123-456-7890 
Dorothea Parkson, Personnel Manager

•	 Current Benefits and Location of Documents. 
List all employment benefits to which you 
or your survivors are entitled, either now or 
in the future. These benefits may include 
insurance (life, medical, or disability), 
retirement plans, stock, or stock options. 
You should also describe the location of any 
documents related to the benefits. (See the 
note below for instructions on including 
these documents in your planner.) 
Examples:
3	Company ESOP (see Section 20 for 

information and documents)
3	Family Medical and Individual Life Insur-

ance (see overview and policies in Section 
18)

3	Company Stock (see Bank and Brokerage 
Accounts, Section 19) and Stock Options 
(see Other Income and Personal Property, 
Section 27).

•	 Position. Write in some information about 
the position you currently hold. Include 
your title and whether the job is full time or 
part time, paid or volunteer.

•	 Start Date. List the date you began working 
for the employer.

•	 Ownership Interest. Indicate whether or not 
you have an ownership interest in the busi-
ness. If you do, note the percentage. Later, 
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you may want to add more information 
about your ownership interest in the Busi-
ness Interests section of your planner. (You 
can use the Additional Notes section, below, 
to direct your survivors to that information.)

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about the topics covered above. For 
example, if you indicated that you own part of a 
business and you want to provide more details, 
you can do that here or in Section 8, Business 
Interests.

Examples:
3	See Section 8, Business Interests, for more 

information about my ownership interest in 
XYZ, Inc.

Previous Employment. The information for your 
past jobs is identical to that listed above, with 
two exceptions. First, if you held more than one 
position with the same company, list only your 
final position. Second, list both the beginning 
and ending dates for each job.

Of course, you need not list every job you 
ever held. List those for which any benefits 
are owed to you or your survivors. And you 
might also want to include any jobs that 
were particularly interesting; your loved ones 
might want to include the information in 
your obituary, or they may simply appreciate 
knowing this part of your life history.

Additional Notes. If you have additional 
information for your survivors about your 
previous employment, include it here.

binder

Including employment records in your 
planner. You can file materials related to your 
employment in this section of your planner binder. 
Plastic binder sleeves and pocket dividers work well 
for this purpose, or you may simply hole- punch 
documents and insert them directly into your binder.

If your employment history is documented in a 
résumé or curriculum vitae, include a copy in your 
planner immediately following this section. Supple-
ment the résumé data by completing the outline in 
the Employment pages of your planner.

If you want to include other employment-related 
documents in your planner, it’s best to note the 
location in this section and then file the papers with 
the corresponding topic. For example, if your em-
ployer is a private company, papers related to stock 
awards would fit best right here in the Employment 
section. But you’ll want to file documents related 
to publicly traded stock in Bank and Brokerage 
Accounts (Section 19), insurance documents in Sec-
tion 18, and documents related to your retirement 
benefits in Section 20.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
You’ll want to update this section of your plan-
ner if your employment benefits or ownership 
interest change significantly, or if you:

•	change jobs
•	take a new position with your current 

employer
•	relocate to a new office or a different branch 

with your current employer, or
•	begin a volunteer job. ●
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My grandfather once told me that there were two kinds of people: those 
who do the work and those who take the credit. He told me to try to be 

in the first group; there was much less competition.

—Indira Gandhi (1917-1984)

skip ahead

If you’re not a business owner. If you don’t 
own all or part of a business, you can skip to the next 
chapter.

If you’re a business owner, your loved ones 
may know the location of your business, but 
not much more. Your planner can help them 

find the answers to important questions such as:

•	How much of the business do you own? 
If you have business partners, who 
are they and what are their rights and 
responsibilities?

•	How should the business be handled if 
you are incapacitated and unable to run it 
yourself? What should happen to it after 
you die?

•	Who should your loved ones contact to help 
run the business, or if your interest must be 
transferred or sold?

•	Where are your important business records?
Your planner also lets you list any prior 

business interests, in case your survivors have 
questions about them. 

Before turning to the specifics of how to 
complete your planner, this chapter provides a 
brief introduction to some of the special estate 
planning concerns of small business owners 
and some resources to help you make a small 
business estate plan.

cross reference

If you own only stock or stock options. 
If your interest is limited to stock or stock options, 
you can skip this chapter and describe the assets 
in another section of the planner. Use Chapter 19, 
Bank and Brokerage Accounts, if the stock is held 
by a broker. If you hold the documents yourself, you 
can describe them in Chapter 27, Other Income and 
Personal Property. Finally, if your stock is part of a 
retirement plan, list it in Chapter 20, Retirement 
Plans and Pensions. 

skip ahead

If your business affairs are in order. If 
you already have a good plan for transferring your 
business interests after your death, you may want 
to skip right to “In Your Planner” for information on 
completing your planner. Then read “Keeping Your 
Information Up to Date,” at the end of the chapter.

Estate Planning for Small 
Business Owners
A small business (sometimes called a “closely 
held” business) is one that is owned by an 
individual or a small number of people. If you 
own all or part of such a business, you can save 
your loved ones (and any business partners) lots 
of headaches—and probably lots of money—by 
making some decisions about what should 
happen to the business when you can no longer 
participate in it. 
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Basic Rules for Transferring a Business

When a business owner becomes incapacitated 
or dies, the options for passing the business to 
others depend on the form of ownership. Here 
are some very general rules:

•	 Sole proprietorship. The business will cease 
unless the assets are inherited by or sold to 
someone who wants to keep the business 
going. 

•	 Partnership. A partnership can usually 
continue to operate if the remaining 
partners want to stay in business. Typically, 
the partnership will buy out the deceased 
person’s interest. Your partnership agreement 
should set out the terms.

•	 Limited liability company. The company will 
dissolve when one member dies, unless the 
operating agreement sets out a different plan.

•	 Corporation. As an independent legal entity, 
a corporation is distinct from its individual 
owners. That means that the death of an 
owner has no legal effect on the business. 
The deceased owner’s shares in the company 
can be transferred to heirs or purchased by 
the corporation. You can set out the terms in 
your shareholders’ agreement. 

While it’s possible for any type of business 
to continue after an owner’s incapacity or 
death, there are likely to be some practical 
challenges—both financial and personal. If 
you want your business to continue, your plan 
should address how others will take it forward, 
including who will run it and where they’ll get 
the funds to manage the transition.

Because business owners invest so much of 
themselves in building a business, it’s usually 
hard to imagine disengaging from it. But that’s 
just what this kind of planning is about—
preparing for the future and taking steps to 

ensure continued success for the business and 
for the people involved. After years of investing 
in your company’s success, you don’t want to let 
it slip away for lack of planning. 

Where to Get Help
You can find extensive—and free—advice 
for small business owners on Nolo’s website 
at www.nolo.com. In particular, you’ll find a 
number of articles about planning for a business 
transition. There are other good sources for 
information, tips, and links for small business 
owners, including:

•	 BusinessLaw.gov: www.business.gov. Sponsored 
by the Small Business Administration, this 
website offers a variety of helpful resources. 
In particular, see the “Getting Out” section 
of the site. It contains information on both 
family succession and selling a business. 

•	 The Service Corps of Retired Executives (SCORE): 
www.score.org or 800-634-0245. SCORE is 
an organization of retired business managers 
that provides free and confidential assistance 
to business owners. Face-to-face counseling 
is available through 390 regional offices, 
and information is available online. 

•	 The CCH Business Owner’s Toolkit: www.
toolkit.cch.com. This broad resource 
provides practical, legal, and tax 
information for small business owners. 
Among many other topics, you can find 
articles on business succession and transfer.

The following books can also help you:

•	 Effective Succession Planning: Ensuring 
Leadership Continuity and Building Talent 
From Within, by William J. Rothwell 
(American Management Association), 
a comprehensive guide to developing, 
monitoring, and evaluating a succession 
plan. 

http://www.nolo.com/
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•	 Succeeding Generations: Realizing the Dream 
of Families in Business, by Ivan Lansberg 
(Harvard Business School Press), a guide to 
leadership transition for family businesses. 

•	 Love, Power and Money: Family Business Be-
tween Generations, by Dean Fowler and Peg 
Masterson Edquist (Glengrove Publishing), 
covers succession planning, including family 
dynamics and management issues.

Estate planning for small business owners 
is a complex task that must take into account 
personal and family needs as well as those of 
business partners. It’s important that you follow 
up with experts—an experienced small business 
estate planning attorney and possibly an 
accountant—to develop a comprehensive plan. 
For help finding experts, see Appendix B.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Business Interests section of your 
planner (Section 8). The following guidelines 
will help you complete the pages there.

Current Business Interests. Here, you will 
describe your active business interests. If you 
have an ownership interest in more than one 
business, photocopy the blank business pages or 
print out an additional set using the CD-ROM 
so that you have enough space to list multiple 
businesses.

Name and Location

Use this table to provide basic information 
about what your business is called and where 
your survivors can find it.

•	 Business Name and Type of Business. Provide 
the full, legal name of the business and 
the type of business—for example, sole 
proprietorship, partnership, LLC, or 
corporation.

Examples:
3	H.H. Jones, DDS, Sole Proprietorship
3	Steadman Enterprises, General Partner-

ship
3	Laboratory Services LLC, a limited liabil-

ity company
3	Western Vintners, Inc., S Corporation
3	U.S. Services Company, Corporation

•	 Main Office Address and Telephone. Provide 
the address and telephone number for 
the main office, headquarters, or parent 
company.
Examples:
3	H.H. Jones, DDS, 123 Willow Avenue, 

Pacific Grove, CA 93950, 333-333-3333
3	333 Fourth Street, Los Angeles, CA 

99999, 555-555-1234
3	DBA International, Inc., 40 Broadway,  

New York, NY 11111, 555-555-5555

•	 Subsidiaries or Branch Offices. If the business 
has more than one branch, list offices other 
than the main office here. If necessary, include 
additional pages to list full information about 
subsidiary businesses.
Examples:
3	Steadman Maintenance Services, 344 

Fourth Street, Suite 34, Los Angeles, CA 
99999, 555-555-2345; Steadman Con-
struction, 344 Fourth Street, Building B, 
Los Angeles, CA 99999, 555-555-4567; 
Steadman Call Center Services, 978 Sixth 
Street, Los Angeles, CA 99998, 555-555-
0123

3The Laboratory, A Division of Laboratory  
Services LLC, 1115 Fourth Street, Rogue 
River, OR 88888, 555-555-4444

3123 First Avenue, Ketchikan, AK 99001,  
555-555-3333; 777 Willowshade Plaza,  
Los Angeles, CA 93333, 444-444-4444
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Ownership

This section covers essential information about 
who owns the business—and under what terms. 

•	 Business Owners. List the full name of each 
business owner, including yourself.

•	 Contact Information. Provide an address, 
telephone numbers, email addresses, or 
other contact information for each owner.

•	 Job Title or Position. Provide the job title or 
position for each business owner, including 
yourself.
Examples:
3Director & Lead Vintner
3Maintenance Services Manager
3Vice President, Laboratory Operations
3Owner

•	 Ownership Percentage. Provide the 
percentage of the business owned by each 
business owner. When you’re done, the total 
for all owners should add up to 100%.

•	 Ownership Documents. Provide the titles of 
the governing ownership documents for the 
business. 
Examples:
3Bilow & Sellhi Investments Partnership 

Agreement
3XYZ, Inc. Corporate Bylaws, Records, 

and Minute Book
3Johns & Daughters Buy-Sell Agreement

•	 Location of Documents. Indicate where the 
ownership documents are filed, including 
necessary access or contact information.
Examples:
3Original filed in safe in Records Room 

(Room 4B, SW corner of office); access 
information follows in Assets table. Copy 
of document filed at back of this section. 

3Minute Book stored with Ishikawa & 
Wright, Attorneys at Law (see contact 
information below).

Disposition

Here, you provide important guidance about 
what should happen to the business, and to 
your individual interest in the business, if you 
become incapacitated, or after your death. 

•	 Disposition of Entire Business. Check the ap-
propriate box—Continue, Transfer, Sell, or 
Liquidate (see below for definitions of these 
terms)—to indicate your plans for the busi-
ness as a whole if you become incapacitated 
or die. If the disposition method depends on 
the circumstances, check two or more boxes 
and describe your plans in the Disposition 
Notes section of the table.

•	 Disposition of My Interest. Check the appro-
priate box—Transfer, Sell, or Liquidate—to 
indicate your plans for your business  in-
terest if you become incapacitated or die. 
Again, if the disposition depends on cir-
cumstances, check two or more boxes and 
describe your plans in Disposition Notes.

Business Disposition: Your Choices

There are four primary ways to handle 
the disposition of your business or your 
interest in a business:

•	 Continue: The surviving owners will continue 
to run the business. (Obviously, this is not an 
option for a sole proprietorship or for your 
individual interest in a business.)

•	 Transfer: The business will continue to 
operate, but ownership will be transferred 
(not sold) to specific others, such as your 
surviving business partners, family, or friends.

•	 Sell: The business will continue to operate, 
but it (or your interest) will be sold to new 
owners.

•	 Liquidate: The business or your interest will 
dissolve and substantially all assets will be 
sold. 
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•	 Contact Information for Key Individuals. 
Provide the names and contact information 
for those who can provide business support 
to your survivors if you are unavailable. Be 
sure to include contact information for the 
attorney and accountant most familiar with 
your business.

•	 Disposition Notes. For each business, write 
a brief description of your plans for the 
business upon your incapacity or death.
Examples:
3	The immediate sale and transfer of the 

business is outlined in the Buy-Sell Agree-
ment; see my note below for location.

3	Jake and Barbara Williams (501-501-
5011) are very interested in purchasing 
the business when we’re ready to sell. 
Contact them when it’s time.

3	Business has fallen off during my semire-
tirement, so just sell the assets. Contact 
the Central Mountain Taxidermist As-
sociation (email: info@centralmountain.
org). They can give you direction and 
some leads. (See my membership infor-
mation in Section 9.)

•	 Title and Location of Documents. Provide the 
title and location of any documents related 
to the disposition of the business. Include 
any necessary access information (such 
as keys or combinations) or contacts (for 
example, if there is someone who can help 
with the files). 
Examples:
3	ABC Company Buy-Sell Agreement, 

original in storeroom safe (combination 
55-12-02, key is in pencil drawer of my 
desk)

3	Friend’s Hardware, Partner Buyout 
Agreement and life insurance policies on 
all three partners. All original documents 
stored with our lawyer, Louise Harris 
(contact information above).

Key Employees

Identify key employees—those your survivors 
should contact for help plus anyone who has 
a special employment agreement with the 
business.

•	 Employee Name. Provide the full name for 
the employee.

•	 Agreement. If an agreement exists between 
the employee and the business—such as an 
employment agreement or an offer letter 
outlining benefits—identify the title of the 
document.
Examples:
3	Bilow & Sellhi Employment Agreement, 

dated July 1, 2002
3	Offer Letter from Sally Johns, 3 pages, 

02/13/98

•	 Location of Documents. Indicate where the 
agreement is filed, including any necessary 
access or contact information.

•	 Other Information. Include any additional 
information related to key employees or 
their agreements with the business.
Examples:
3	Molly (home 555-789-1234) has been 

our bookkeeper since 1979. She is com-
petent and helpful. 

3	He works from home (444-456-3434) 
two days per week (T, Th).

3	She has been with us for years and years; 
please treat her very well as you sell the 
company.

Business Taxes

Provide the location for receipts and documents 
related to business tax records and returns. 

•	 Current-Year Records. Give the location for 
the business’s accounting records, including 
necessary access or contact information. 
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•	 Prior-Year Records. Indicate the location for 
old tax returns for the business, including 
necessary access or contact information.

Significant Assets and Liabilities

It will help your survivors if you provide a brief 
overview of the significant assets and liabilities 
of your businesses.

In the Assets table, describe important business 
assets, including bank and brokerage accounts, 
safe deposit boxes, inventories, insurance, judg-
ments, real estate, fixtures and equipment, ve-
hicles, accounts receivable, patents, copyrights, 
trademarks, or trade secrets.

•	 Description of Asset. Provide a brief 
description of the business asset.

•	 Location of Asset. Indicate where your 
survivors can find the asset.

•	 Access Information. Provide any directions 
for obtaining the asset, such as keys or 
combinations.

•	 Contact Name and Information. If there is 
someone who uses, manages, or oversees 
the asset, provide the person’s full name and 
contact information.

•	 Location of Documents. Give the location of 
any documents related to the asset—such 
as account statements; inventory reports; 
purchase, appraisal, or title documents; or 
registration statements.

In the Liabilities table, provide a summary of 
short- and long-term liabilities of the business, 
including significant expenses (such as a real 
estate lease or equipment rental charges), loans, 
deferred accruals, judgments, and retiree  
benefits.

•	 Description of Liability. Provide a brief 
description of the business liability.

•	 Contact Name and Information. Provide 
contact information for the individual or 
organization that is due compensation on 
each business liability.

•	 Location of Documents. Provide the location 
of any documents related to the liability, 
such as purchase, judgment, or title 
documents.

Additional Notes

This is the place to give any other instructions 
that may help your survivors. For example, you 
might:

•	 identify the accounting method that you use
•	 give additional details about how to get 

into the office or building, such as keys, 
combinations, access codes, or security cards

•	 provide important vendor or customer 
information, including relevant documents 
for products, services, or maintenance

•	 identify benefit programs, including those 
for retirement, disability, and health, or

•	 provide an overview of any outstanding 
legal action in which the business has a 
responsibility or an interest.

Prior Business Interests. Document any business 
interests that have been fully resolved and 
terminated—just in case your survivors have 
questions or face a claim in the future. 

Space is provided for three prior business 
interests. Add more pages if you need them.

•	 Business Name and Type of Business. Provide 
the full, legal name of the business and 
the type of business—for example, sole 
proprietorship, partnership, LLC, or 
corporation.
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•	 Main Office Address and Telephone. Provide 
the address and telephone for the main 
office or location.

•	 Ownership and Dissolution Documents. 
Include the titles of the governing 
ownership documents and the final 
dissolution documents.
Examples:
3	Soldlow Investments, Inc. Corporate 

Bylaws, Records, and Minute Book
3	Johns & Daughters Buy-Sell Agreement, 

Johns & Daughters Statement of Dissolu-
tion (03/01/05)

•	 Location of Documents. Indicate where the 
ownership and dissolution documents are 
filed, including necessary access or contact 
information.

•	 Contact Information. List the name and 
contact information for the attorney, 
accountant, or former co-owners who may 
be able to answer questions or provide 
information for your survivors.

Additional Notes. If you have any additional 
information or direction regarding your prior 
business interests, include it here.

binder

Including business-related materials in 
your planner. You can file key business documents 
or related materials in your planner. Depending on 
the nature of the materials, you can insert them in 
a pocket divider page or plastic sleeve, store them 
in plastic binder pouches (this works well for small 
items such as keys), or hole-punch documents and 
insert them into your planner binder immediately 
following the Business Interests section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Review and update business information 
regularly, because key individuals and contact 
information may change. Also be sure to review 
and update your business information if any of 
the following things change:

•	your ownership percentage
•	your wishes for disposition, or
•	major business assets or liabilities. ●
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We have lived and loved together through many changing years; 
We have shared each other’s gladness, and wept each other’s tears. 

—Charles Jefferys (1807-1865)

If someone asked you what groups or clubs 
you belong to, a few might spring to mind—
perhaps a fraternal organization, a church, a 

book club. But almost all of us are members of 
more organizations than we commonly think 
of—from our local gym to frequent shopper 
or frequent flyer clubs. Making a list of all the 
groups, clubs, organizations, and programs in 
which you participate can help your loved ones 
with many tasks, including notifying people 
of your death, completing your obituary, and 
canceling memberships. 

Further, you may accumulate valuable assets 
or benefits in a membership account—such 
as frequent flyer miles—and these may be 
transferred to survivors upon your death.

In your planner, you can summarize 
information about your memberships, 
including contact information, positions you 
have held, and your membership number or 
other identification. You can also file related 
documents in your planner—for example, 
membership cards or certificates, certificates of 
honor or achievement, and recent statements 
for frequent flyer or frequent shopper accounts.

Before turning to the specifics of completing 
your planner, this chapter provides a list of 
membership types to help jog your mind and 
some basic information about transferring 
membership benefits to others.

Types of Memberships
This comprehensive list will help to prompt 
your thinking about memberships you should 
list in your planner.

Professional and Civic
•	 Business Associations (Chamber of 

Commerce, Jaycees, Business and 
Professional Women)

•	 Professional Organizations (American Dental 
Association, American Nursing Association, 
Institute of Transportation Engineers, 
American Farm Bureau)

•	 Trade Unions (AFL-CIO, International 
Brotherhood of Teamsters, United Auto 
Workers, United Farm Workers, Service 
Employees International Union)

•	 Veterans Organizations (American Legion, 
Grand Army of the Republic, Veterans of 
Foreign Wars)

•	 Civic Rights Groups (American Civil Liberties 
Union, League of Women Voters, National 
Organization for Women, National Rifle 
Association, National Grange)

Educational
•	 Honor Societies (Sigma Xi, Phi Beta Kappa, 

Mensa)
•	 Alumni Associations

•	 Social Groups (fraternity, sorority, special 
interest clubs) 

•	 School Support Organizations (PTA)
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Fraternal and Service
•	 All Fraternal and Service Groups (Masonic, 

Kiwanis, Lions Club International, Rotary 
International, Odd Fellows, Moose Lodge, 
Red Cross)

Religious, Spiritual, and Healing
•	 Church or Spiritual Group (including small 

groups such as bible study or a meditation 
practice group)

•	 Self-Help (twelve-step, Weight Watchers)

Social
•	 Ethnic or Cultural (NAACP, Urban League, 

Knights of Columbus, Sons of Poland)
•	 Lineage (Daughters of the American 

Revolution, The Mayflower Society)
•	 Lifestyle (parenting, singles, LGBT, retired)

Recreational
•	 Athletic (gym, athletic teams)
•	 Arts and Crafts (quilting bee, lapidary club, 

painters’ group, writing group)
•	 Special Interest (stamp collecting, book 

group, bird watchers’ club)
•	 Youth (Big Brothers or Sisters, Boy Scouts, 

Girl Scouts, Campfire USA, Future Farmers 
of America, 4-H)

Charitable
•	 Civic Organizations (Friends of the Library, 

Save Our Schools)
•	 Social Support Organizations (food banks, 

free clinics, hospital funds)
•	 Environmental Advocacy or Conservation 

(Nature Conservancy, Greenpeace, Sierra 
Club)

•	 Support for the Arts (foundations or funds to 
support artists or museums)

•	 Religious or Spiritual Organizations (faith-
based charitable programs)

Consumer
•	 Frequent Flyer 
•	 Frequent Shopper (grocery, major credit card 

with rebates feature)
•	 Retail Memberships (Costco, Sam’s Club)
•	 Other Consumer (AAA, AARP)

Membership Benefits  
for Survivors
Some of your memberships may carry benefits 
that can be transferred to your survivors. In 
your planner, you will want to note any benefits 
or assets connected with a membership, so that 
your caretakers or survivors can follow up on 
each. 

Some common membership benefits that may 
be transferred to survivors include:

•	purchase discounts for retail products, 
services, or events

•	newsletters, magazines, or books
•	paid-up services, such as roadside assistance, 

and
•	free products or services, such as hotel 

accommodations or airline tickets.
The value of free airline tickets from frequent 

flyer accounts can be significant. At the same 
time, it can be tricky to transfer these miles—
and some airlines prohibit such transfers 
altogether. The discussion in the next section 
can help you ensure that your account miles are 
used and not lost.
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tip

Refunds of membership dues. If you pay 
dues or fees for your membership, your caretakers 
or survivors may be able to apply for a refund if you 
become incapacitated or die. In your planner, you 
can indicate possible amounts due on individual 
memberships.

Transferring Frequent  
Flyer Miles
Each frequent flyer program works a little 
differently, but most major airlines let you pass 
your miles to someone else after you die. Here 
are some options for leaving or using your 
frequent flyer miles:

Name a beneficiary for your miles. Most airlines 
will transfer your frequent flyer miles to a 
beneficiary when you die—even if the official 
terms of the program state otherwise. If you 
have a large number of miles in a frequent flyer 
account, use your will to state the name of the 
frequent flyer program and specify who should 
receive the asset when you die. After your death, 
the beneficiary should contact the program’s 
service center to determine whether the miles 
can be transferred. Generally, the beneficiary 
must present a copy of the death certificate and 
some personal identification or information. 
Some airlines may also request to see the 
relevant portion of the will, or may ask the 
beneficiary to pay a transfer fee of about $50.

Donate your miles. Several organizations have set 
up programs that allow you to donate frequent 
flyer miles. If you are interested in helping 
others by donating your miles, here are some 
worthy groups to contact: 

•	 Operation Hero Miles. Miles donated to 
Operation Hero Miles are made available 

to soldiers returning home on emergency 
leave—for example, for the birth, death, 
or illness of a family member. Hero Miles 
tickets may also be used to fly family 
members to a U.S. military hospital caring 
for a wounded soldier. To make a donation, 
visit the Hero Miles website at www.
heromiles.org/donate.html#airtran. Several 
participating airlines are listed on the site. 
Click on the name of the sponsoring airline 
for more information.

•	 The American Red Cross. The American 
Red Cross responds to domestic and 
international emergencies, providing 
critical relief in the face of disasters. The 
organization also provides community 
services, produces planning and prevention 
publications, provides training, sponsors 
youth services, and much more—at no 
charge to those receiving aid. Frequent 
flyer miles donated to the Red Cross are 
used solely for disaster-related travel in 
support of Red Cross response. To arrange 
a donation to The American Red Cross, 
you must have miles with an airline that 
participates in the donation program. 
Participating airlines include Continental, 
Delta, Northwest, and United. Contact the 
airline for more information. 

•	 Special Olympics. Special Olympics is an 
international organization “dedicated to 
empowering individuals with intellectual 
disabilities to become physically fit, 
productive, and respected members 
of society through sports training and 
competition.” The organization serves 
more than one million people across 150 
countries. Donations of frequent flyer 
miles are used by Special Olympics to 
assist participating athletes and delegation 
members to reduce their costs of travel 
to Special Olympics events. To arrange a 
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donation to the Special Olympics, you must 
have miles with an airline that participates 
in the donation program. Participating 
airlines include Delta, Northwest, and 
United. Contact the airline for more 
information.

Several airlines can arrange donations to other 
charitable organizations. For more information, 
contact the customer service center for your 
frequent flyer program. 

Sell or Trade Your Miles. Some frequent flyer 
programs will let you sell or trade your miles. 
For example, Continental Airlines offers 
tickets to games, sports clinics, live theater, 
opportunities to golf with a pro, concerts, and 
other special events through an auction on their 
website. Both Continental and Delta let you 
purchase magazine subscriptions with miles. If 
you want to find ways to use and enjoy your 
miles during your life, contact the customer 
service center for your frequent flyer program. 

Where to Get Help
If a membership has significant benefits 
associated with it, you may want to contact 
the group or organization now to ensure that 
they will be transferred without a hitch. Any 
arrangements or paperwork you prepare in 
advance will help to smooth the way for your 
survivors.

For more information on frequent flyer 
programs, visit FrequentFlier.com (www.
frequentflier.com) or WebFlyer (www.webflyer.
com). Both provide online information and 
advice for frequent flyer members, across all 
airlines. You can subscribe to free newsletters 
and use online forums to share information 
about frequent flyer programs.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Memberships section of your 
planner (Section 9). The following guidelines 
will help you fill in the pages there.

•	 Organization Name and Contact Information. 
List the name and contact information for 
any group, club, program, or organization 
of which you are a member. In addition to 
active memberships, include any important 
former memberships—your survivors might 
want to notify these organizations of your 
death or include your membership in your 
obituary. If a membership is inactive, use 
the Additional Notes field (described just 
below) to say so.

•	 Membership Number and Position Held. 
Include your membership identification or 
account number and your title or position 
held, if applicable.

•	 Additional Notes. Include additional 
information about the organization or 
your membership. If the membership 
involves any assets or benefits that should 
be transferred after death, such as frequent 
flyer miles, be sure to indicate that here, 
including the person who should receive 
the asset or benefit. Note whether you have 
already made arrangements for the transfer. 
(Keep in mind that, legally, it won’t usually 
be enough to indicate your wishes here. 
You’ll need to make the transfer official by 
leaving the benefits, such as frequent flyer 
miles, in your will.) Also describe whether 
you have paid membership dues or fees 
(your survivors may be able to apply for a 
refund), whether you received any awards 
from the organization, and the status of 
your membership—that is, whether or not 
you are currently active in the organization.
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Examples: 

3	Member, Elder 2005-2007
3	Dues paid through 6/08; contact for 

refund ($48 per year)
3	Transfer account balance to Mark Paulsen 

for personal use, as specified in my will.

binder

Including membership information in 
your planner. You can insert your certificates of 
membership or achievement, recent account state-
ments, and related membership materials in your 
planner binder in pocket divider pages or plastic 
sleeves. Or just hole-punch the documents and add 
them at the end of the Membership section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
You might want to skim this section once a year 
or so, because simply initiating a new member-
ship or letting an old one lapse will require an 
update. You should also update this section if 
you acquire or terminate membership benefits, 
or change your mind about how you want to 
leave any transferable benefits to others. ●
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Whatever you are, be a good one.

—Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865)

Service providers may include everyone from 
your doctor and dentist to the person who 
cuts your hair or mows your lawn. Listing 

these people or organizations in your planner will 
help caretakers and survivors manage expenses 
and provide ongoing care for you (if you are 
incapacitated) and your home or properties 
(either before or after your death). 

You can also include related materials and 
instructions in your planner—service contracts, 
schedules, and important information about 
individual providers (such as the fact that the 
pool maintenance folks have a key to the back 
gate). In addition to helping your loved ones, 
keeping this type of information and material 
in your planner will help you stay organized.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Service Providers section of your 
planner (Section 10). The following guidelines 
will help you complete the pages there. 

Health Care Providers. List those who provide 
your medical, dental, vision, psychiatric, or 
other health-related services.

•	 Name and Contact Information. Provide 
the name and contact information for the 
individual or organization. Include the 
address, telephone numbers, and an email 
address, if any.

•	 Type of Care and Location. Describe the type 
of care or service. If you have a regular 
schedule with the service provider—such as 
the day and time for a regularly scheduled 
appointment—include that here. Also, if 
you see a health care provider at a location 
other than that listed with the contact 
information, note the location here. 
Examples:
3	Primary Care Physician
3	Orthopedic Surgeon
3	Speech therapy, 2:30 p.m. Wed (every 

two weeks)
3	Massage, Monday at 4:00 p.m. (June 

thru August), at Colorado Canyon home

Other Service Providers. Identify those that 
provide your personal care, home, vehicle, and 
other services. 

cross reference

Product guides and vehicle service records. 
Describe the location of product guides and repair 
information for personal property (such as household 
appliances) in Section 27 of your planner (Other 
Income and Personal Property). Describe the location 
of vehicle service records in Section 26 (Vehicles). 

•	 Name and Contact Information. Provide 
the name and contact information for the 
individual or organization. Include the 
address, telephone numbers, and an email 
address, if any.



chapter 10  |  Service Providers  |  71

•	 Type of Service and Location. Describe the 
type of care or service. If the provider has 
a regular schedule—such as a set day and 
time for your housecleaner—include that 
here. Also note the location for the service, 
if it differs from the address listed with the 
contact information.
Examples:
3	Housecleaning, 1st and 3rd Wed each 

month
3	Pool care, every Friday (May thru Sept), 

Lake Tahoe home

3	Weekly gardening services at home  
(345 Elm Street) and rental complexes 
(555-41st Street and 816 Tanglewood)

Additional Notes. Provide any other notes, 
instructions, or details. If you have an 
agreement for services—other than insurance, 
which you should note in Section 18—mention 
that here.

Examples:
3	Jenny (Awe Massage) has supplies stored in 

the study of my home. She’ll want to retrieve 
them.

Common Types of Services

This list of common services may prompt your thinking about the various service providers  
you should list in your planner. 

Medical

•	 Primary care	 •	 Specialized medicine
•	 Chiropractic	 •	 Physical therapy
•	 Massage therapy	 •	 Acupuncture
•	 Holistic medicine 	 •	 Hypnotherapy
•	 Speech therapy

Dental

•	 Dentistry	 •	 Specialized dental care

Vision

•	 Opthamology	 •	 Optometry
•	 Optical products

Mental and Spiritual Health

•	 Psychiatry 	 •	 Psychology
•	 Spiritual direction 	 •	 Other counseling

Personal

•	 Beauty treatments	 •	 Training and tutoring
•	 Meal preparation	 •	 Grocery shopping
•	 Home care (assistance with bathing, 
	 dressing, or meals)
•	 Driving

Home and Household

•	 Chimney sweeping and maintenance
•	 House cleaning and window washing
•	 Water softener service
•	 Handywork and odd jobs
•	 Pool and spa maintenance 
•	 Pond maintenance	
•	 Firewood delivery
•	 Gardening	
•	 Pest control service
•	 Water cooler service	
•	 House sitting 

Vehicle

•	 Vehicle repair and maintenance

Other

•	 Sports equipment maintenance
•	 Computer and website support
•	 Agricultural spraying	
•	 Piano tuning
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3	Sky Blue has keys to the side gate and the 
pool cover, so they can service the pool each 
week. Service contract is filed here; pool 
product guides are in Warranty file (desk).

3	Mary and Bob have a key to the house. I try 
to get away during the mornings that they’re 
here (to stay out of their way).

3	If you need any sprinkler or timer repairs (at 
home or at rentals), ask Mitch (gardener). 
His crew is handy—and very helpful.

binder

Including service provider materials in 
your planner. You can file any related documents—
service agreements and the like—in your planner. 
It’s probably easiest to hole-punch standard-sized 
paperwork and insert it in the binder immediately 
following the Service Providers section. If you have 
any small or irregularly sized items, you can include 
them in a plastic binder pouch, plastic sleeve, or 
binder pocket.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
If you arrange for a new provider or stop working 
with an old one, or if you change an established 
schedule, you’ll want to be sure your planner 
reflects that information. Also, you should occa-
sionally sort through your related records, tossing 
out anything that is out of date (such as old con-
tracts) and adding anything new. ●
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People are like stained-glass windows. They sparkle and shine when the 
sun is out, but when the darkness sets in, their true beauty is revealed 

only if there is a light from within. 

—Dr. Elisabeth Kübler Ross, M.D. (1926-2004)

Health care directives are legal docu-
ments setting out your wishes for med-
ical care in case you are ever unable to 

speak for yourself. If you don’t do at least a little 
bit of planning—writing down your wishes 
about the kinds of treatment you do or don’t 
want to receive and naming someone you trust 
to oversee your care—these important matters 
could wind up in the hands of family members, 
doctors, and sometimes even judges, who may 
know very little about what you would prefer.

This chapter of the guide explains in more 
detail what health care directives are, how to 
make them, and how to include information 
about them in your planner.

skip ahead

If you’ve already made health care 
documents. If you already have valid documents 
directing your health care, you can skip right to 
“In Your Planner” for directions on including your 
documents in your planner. Then read “Keeping Your 
Documents Up to Date” at the end of the chapter. 

Types of Health Care 
Directives
There are two basic documents that allow you 
to set out your wishes for medical care, both 
grouped under the broad label “health care 
directives.” It’s wise to prepare both. First, you 
need a “declaration,” a written statement you 

make directly to medical personnel that details 
the type of care you want (or don’t want) if 
you become incapacitated. You can use your 
declaration to say as much or as little as you 
wish about the kind of health care you want to 
receive. (For more on this, see “What You Can 
Cover in Your Health Care Directives”, below.)

Next, you’ll want what’s usually called a 
“durable power of attorney for health care.” In 
this document, you appoint someone you trust 
to be your health care agent (sometimes called 
an “attorney-in-fact for health care” or “health 
care proxy”) to see that doctors and other 
health care providers give you the type of care 
you wish to receive. (If you need help picking 
the right person for this job, see “Choosing 
Your Health Care Agent,” below.)

In some states, both of these documents are 
combined into a single form—often called an 
“advance directive.”

Other Names for Health Care Directives

Depending on the state, your health care 
documents may be called by one of several 
different names: such as advance directive, 
medical directive, directive to physicians, 
declaration regarding health care, designation 
of health care surrogate, or patient advocate 
designation. A health care declaration is often 
called a “living will,” but it bears no relation to 
the conventional will or living trust used to 
leave property at death.
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How Health Care  
Directives Work
Here are the basics of health care directives: 
who can (and should) make them, how to be 
sure they’re legally valid, and when they begin 
and end. 

Who Can Make Health  
Care Directives
You must be at least 18 years old to make a 
valid document directing your health care. (In 
Alabama, you must be at least 19. In Nebraska, 
you must be at least 19 or married.) You 
must also be of sound mind—that is, able to 
understand what the document means, what it 
contains, and how it works.

Who Needs to Make Health  
Care Directives
Every adult can benefit from writing down 
health care preferences and naming someone 
to make medical decisions. It’s especially 
important to plan ahead if your circumstances 
make it likely that family members won’t 
understand your preferences, or if a court 
might be inclined to appoint someone other 
than your first choice to make decisions for 
you. For example, planning is essential if 
you are a member of an unmarried couple, 
straight or gay, and you want your partner 
to take responsibility for your health care if 
someday you need help. Without the right legal 
documents, a court could choose another family 
member to make decisions on your behalf. 

It’s also crucial to prepare documents if you 
feel strongly about any of the details of your 
medical care. Only you know the particulars of 
your wishes—for example, that you never want 
to be placed on a respirator or have doctors 
make other heroic efforts to save your life if you 

are terminally ill. Writing down what you want 
is the best way to make your feelings known.

Even if you are married, it’s wise to make 
health care documents. We all know that family 
members sometimes struggle, especially in times 
of stress, and it is not unheard of for family 
members to end up in court, fighting with a 
spouse about what constitutes appropriate care 
for a loved one. Putting your wishes in writing 
will provide valuable guidance for everyone—
your spouse, other family members, and even a 
court if it ever came down to that.

Making Your Documents Legal
Every state requires that you sign your health 
care documents. If you are physically unable 
to sign them yourself, you can direct another 
person to sign them for you.

You must sign your documents, or have them 
signed for you, in the presence of witnesses or a 
notary public—sometimes both, depending on 
your state law. The purpose of this additional 
formality is to ensure that there is at least one 
other person who can confirm that you were of 
sound mind and of legal age when you made 
the documents.

When Your Health Care  
Directives Take Effect
Your health care documents take effect if your 
doctor determines that you lack the ability, 
or capacity, to make your own health care 
decisions. The definition of incapacity varies 
from state to state, but lacking capacity usually 
means that:

•	you can’t understand the nature and 
consequences of the health care choices that 
are available to you, and 

•	you are unable to communicate your own 
wishes for care, either orally, in writing or 
through gestures. 
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Practically speaking, this means that if you 
are so ill or injured that you cannot express 
your health care wishes in any way, your 
documents will spring immediately into effect. 
If, however, there is some question about your 
ability to understand your treatment choices 
and communicate clearly, your doctor (with 
the input of your health care agent or close 
relatives) will decide whether it is time for your 
health care documents to become operative.

In some states, it is possible to give your 
health care agent the authority to manage 
your medical care immediately. If your state 
allows this option, you may prefer to make an 
immediately effective document so that your 
agent can step in to act for you at any time, 
without the need to involve a doctor in the 
question of whether or not your health care 
document should take effect.

Making your document effective immediately 
will not give your agent the authority to 
override what you want in terms of treatment; 
you will always be able to dictate your own 
medical care if you have the ability to do so. 
And even when you are no longer capable of 
making your own decisions, your health care 
agent must always act in your best interests and 
diligently try to follow any health care wishes 
you’ve expressed in your health care declaration 
or otherwise.

When Your Health Care  
Directives End
Your written wishes for health care remain effec-
tive as long as you are alive, unless you specifi-
cally revoke your documents or a court steps in. 

Court involvement is very rare. A court will 
invalidate your health care document or revoke 
your agent’s authority only if there is a serious 
problem, such as a showing that you signed 
your health care documents under pressure 
(without understanding what you were doing) 

or that your agent is not acting according to 
your wishes or in your best interests.

If your agent is your spouse, his or her 
authority may automatically be revoked if you 
file for divorce. For this reason, it’s a good 
idea to make a new document if you and your 
spouse part ways.

Choosing Your Health  
Care Agent
When you make a durable power of attorney 
for health care, the most important decision 
you will face is deciding who your health care 
agent should be. The person you choose should 
be someone you trust absolutely—and someone 
with whom you feel confident discussing 
your wishes for medical care. Your agent need 
not agree with all of your wishes, but must 
completely respect your right to get the kind of 
treatment you want.

Important Factors to Consider
Your agent may be your spouse or partner, 
relative, or close friend. Keep in mind that your 
agent may have to fight to assert your wishes in 
the face of a stubborn medical establishment—
and against the wishes of family members who 
may be driven by their own beliefs and interests, 
rather than yours. If you foresee the possibility 
of a conflict in enforcing your wishes, be sure 
to choose an agent who is strong-willed and 
assertive.

While you need not name someone who lives 
in the same city or state as you do, proximity 
can be critical. If you have a long illness, your 
agent may be called upon to spend weeks or 
even months nearby, making sure medical 
personnel abide by your wishes for health care.

If you make a durable power of attorney for 
finances to name someone to manage your 
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finances in case you become incapacitated (see 
Chapter 12), it’s usually wise to name the same 
person as both your agent for health care and 
your agent for finances. If you feel that you 
must name different people, be very sure you 
name agents who get along well and will be able 
to work together. You wouldn’t, for example, 
want your agent for finances to interfere with 
your health care wishes by stalling or resisting 
payment of medical or insurance bills, two 
things over which your agent for finances will 
most likely have control.

State Restrictions on Who Can  
Serve as Your Agent

Most states have rules about who can serve 
as your health care agent. Your doctor, other 
health care providers, and employees of 
health care facilities are commonly prohibited 
from serving. Some states presume that the 
motivations of such people may be clouded 
by self-interest. For example, a doctor may be 
motivated to provide every medical procedure 
available even if that goes against a patient’s 
wishes. On the other side, treatments may 
sometimes be withheld because of concerns 
about time or cost.

Before you select an agent, be sure to learn 
your state’s requirements and restrictions.

Naming More Than One Agent
Though you are legally permitted to name more 
than one person to make health care decisions 
for you, you should name only one agent when 
you make your health care directives. This is true 
even if you know two or more people who are 
suitable candidates and who agree to undertake 
the job together. There may be problems, 
brought on by passing time and human nature, 

with naming people to share the job. In the 
critical time during which they would be 
overseeing your wishes and directing your care, 
they might disagree, rendering them ineffective 
as lobbyists on your behalf. Feuding agents 
could even end up settling their dispute in court, 
further delaying and confusing your care.

If you fear that those close to you may feel 
hurt if you name someone else to represent you, 
take some time to talk with them to explain 
your choice. Or, if there are several people you’d 
feel comfortable naming, you might even let 
them decide among themselves who the agent 
will be. If you approve of their choice, you can 
accept it—and name the others as alternate 
agents in case your first choice can’t serve.

Naming an Alternate Agent
You are permitted to name one or more 
alternate agents to represent you if your first 
choice is unable to take the job for any reason 
or resigns after your advance directive takes 
effect. Alternates serve one at a time, in the 
order that you specify.

It’s a good idea to name at least one alternate 
agent, but you should be as thoughtful about 
naming your alternates as you are about picking 
your first choice: Be sure to name people who 
will represent you well if the need arises.

If You Do Not Name a  
Health Care Agent
If you don’t know anyone you trust to oversee 
your medical care, it’s not necessary to name an 
agent. In fact, it’s better not to name anyone than 
to name someone who is not comfortable with 
the directions you leave—or who is not likely to 
assert your wishes strongly.

But even if you don’t name an agent, you 
should still complete a health care declaration, 
stating any wishes for medical care about 
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which you feel strongly. Even without an agent, 
medical personnel are required to follow your 
written wishes for health care—or to find 
someone who will care for you in the way you 
have directed. If you do not name a health 
care agent, be certain to discuss your wishes 
for medical care with a doctor or a hospital 
representative who is likely to be involved in 
providing that care.

What You Can Cover in Your 
Health Care Directives
You have many options and a great deal of 
flexibility when providing instructions for 
your medical care. Here are some issues to 
consider when preparing both your health care 
declaration and your durable power of attorney 
for health care. 

Your Health Care Declaration
When you make your health care declaration, 
you’ll be asked to express your wishes about 
many types of end-of-life medical care. Whether 
your preferences are simple or quite detailed, 
you should give some attention to the issues 
discussed here.

Life-prolonging treatments. Every state’s health 
care form asks about preferences for life-
prolonging treatments or procedures. A life-
prolonging treatment is one that would only 
briefly lengthen the process of dying or sustain 
a condition of permanent unconsciousness. In 
other words, the patient would die soon—or die 
without regaining meaningful consciousness—
whether or not the treatment was administered. 
Common life-prolonging treatments include 
a respirator, cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
(CPR), dialysis, surgery, and antibiotic drugs.

You can use your declaration to state that you 
want to receive all life-prolonging procedures 

or none at all. You can also pick and choose 
among procedures, naming those you’d like to 
receive and specifically rejecting others.

Artificially administered food and water. If you 
are close to death from a serious illness or 
permanently unconscious, you may not be 
able to survive without the administration of 
food and water (often called “nutrition and 
hydration”). Unless you indicate that treatment 
should be withheld, doctors will provide you 
with a mix of nutrients and fluids through tubes 
inserted in a vein, into your stomach through 
your nose, or directly into your stomach 
through a surgical incision, depending on your 
condition. 

Permanently unconscious patients can 
sometimes live for years with artificial feeding 
and hydration without regaining consciousness. 
If food and water are removed, death will occur 
in a relatively short time due to dehydration, 
rather than starvation. Such a course of action 
generally includes a plan of medication to keep 
the patient comfortable.

When you make your declaration, you can 
choose whether you want artificially adminis-
tered food and water withheld or provided. This 
decision is difficult for many people. Keep in 
mind that as long as you are able to communi-
cate your wishes, by whatever means, you will 
not be denied food and water if you want it. 

Relief from pain and discomfort. If you want 
death to occur naturally—without life-
prolonging intervention—it does not mean 
you must forgo treatment to alleviate pain or 
keep you comfortable. In fact, the health care 
documents for all states assume that you wish 
to receive any care that is necessary to keep you 
pain-free, unless you specifically state otherwise. 

This type of care is most often called “pallia-
tive care” or “comfort care.” Rather than focus-
ing on a cure or prolonging life, palliative care 
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emphasizes quality of life and dignity by help-
ing a patient remain comfortable and free from 
pain until life ends naturally. Palliative care may 
be administered at home, at a hospice facility, 
or in a hospital.

Not all health care professionals are well-
educated about palliative care, so if it is 
important to you, you may want to spend 
some time learning about your options and 
discussing your wishes with your health care 
agent and your treatment providers. 

DNR Orders

Some people who do not wish to receive life-
prolonging treatment when close to death—
most likely those who are already critically 
ill—may also want to prepare a Do Not Resusci-
tate order, or DNR order. If a medical emergency 
occurs, this form alerts emergency personnel 
that you do not wish to receive cardiopulmo-
nary resuscitation (CPR). In addition to prepar-
ing this form, you should also obtain an easily 
identifiable Medic Alert bracelet, anklet, or 
necklace. If you think you might want to make 
a DNR order, talk to your doctor or a hospital 
representative—and remember to list your DNR 
order in your planner.

Your Durable Power of Attorney  
for Health Care
When you make a durable power of attorney 
for health care, you can give your health 
care agent as much or as little power as feels 
comfortable to you. Most people give their 
agent comprehensive power to supervise their 
care. Recognizing this, the power of attorney 
forms for most states give the person you name 
the authority to make all health care decisions 

for you unless you specifically place limits on 
that authority in the document. This means 
that your agent will normally be permitted to:

•	consent or refuse consent to any medical 
treatment that affects your physical or 
mental health (there are usually exceptions 
to this rule for situations such as extreme 
psychiatric treatments and termination of 
pregnancy, and your agent is not permitted 
to authorize any act that violates the wishes 
you’ve stated in your health care declaration) 

•	hire or fire medical personnel 
•	make decisions about the best medical 

facilities for you 
•	visit you in the hospital or other facility 

even when other visiting is restricted 
•	gain access to medical records and other 

personal information, and 
•	get court authorization if it is required to 

obtain or withhold medical treatment, if 
for any reason a hospital or doctor does not 
honor your health care declaration or the 
authority of your health care agent. 

In a number of states, your agent is also 
permitted to direct the disposition of your body 
after you die. If this power is not included in 
the power of attorney form for your state, you 
may add it to your document if you wish. (You 
can provide extensive details about after-death 
ceremonies and services in your planner; see 
Chapter 15. But it’s often wise to give your 
health care agent the basic power to take care 
of your body immediately after you die.) Think 
about whether you want your agent to:

•	notify clergy or others for attendance and 
prayers, anointing, or other important 
rituals, and 

•	direct the orientation, positioning, or 
handling of your body.
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Keep in mind that as long as you are able to 
understand and communicate your own wishes, 
your agent cannot override any of your wishes 
for health care. Your agent steps in only if you 
can no longer manage on your own. And, as 
mentioned, you are permitted to restrict your 
agent’s authority in any way that you like. For 
example, some people give their health care 
agent only the authority to carry out the health 
care wishes specified in their declaration, and 
not to make other medical decisions for them.

Think carefully, however, before you add 
limiting language to your power of attorney. 
One of the most important reasons for 
appointing a health care agent is so that 
someone will be there to respond to the needs 
of your situation as it develops. Your medical 
needs may change in ways that you cannot now 
foresee, and an agent who has full power can 
act for you no matter what the circumstances.

Duty of Medical Personnel 
to Honor Your Health Care 
Directives
After you go to the trouble of writing down 
your wishes for medical treatment in a health 
care directive, you may be concerned about what 
would happen if a doctor or hospital doesn’t 
want to follow your instructions. Health care 
providers are generally required to comply with 
the wishes you set out in your health care docu-
ments—and to honor your health care agent’s 
authority as long as the agent’s directions are 
a reasonable interpretation of your wishes. In 
some situations, however, a health care provider 
is permitted to reject a medical decision made 
by you or your agent. For example, this may be 
true if:

•	the decision goes against the conscience of 
the individual health care provider 

•	the decision goes against a policy of a health 
care institution that is based on reasons of 
conscience, or 

•	the decision would lead to medically 
ineffective health care or health care 
that violates generally accepted health 
care standards applied by the health care 
provider or institution. 

But this doesn’t mean that your health care 
instructions can be ignored. A health care pro-
vider who refuses to comply with your wishes 
or the directions of your health care agent must 
promptly inform you or your agent. And if you 
or your agent wishes, the provider must im-
mediately take steps to transfer you to another 
provider or institution that will honor your 
directive. In some states, a health care provider 
who intentionally violates these rules may be 
legally liable for damages.

Where to Get Help
There are a number of ways to find the proper 
health care documents for your state. You don’t 
need to consult a lawyer to obtain or prepare 
them, though you can certainly have a lawyer 
draw them up if you’re more comfortable that 
way. If you want to prepare your own forms, 
here are some likely sources:

•	 local senior centers

•	 local hospitals (ask to speak with the patient 
representative; by law, any hospital that 
receives federal funds must provide patients 
with appropriate forms for directing health 
care)

•	 your regular physician
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•	 your state’s medical association

•	 The National Hospice and Palliative Care 
Organization provides free advance directive 
forms for each state (visit www.caringinfo.
org or call 800-658-8898)

•	 Quicken WillMaker Plus (software from 
Nolo) contains forms for all states except 
Louisiana, and thorough instructions to 
help you complete them.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Health Care Directives section of 
your planner (Section 11). The following guide-
lines will help you complete the pages there.

Health Care Agent. Begin by providing the name 
of your agent for health care and any alternate 
agents you have named. (Remember that it’s 
not enough to simply name these individuals 
here, in your planner. You must name them in a 
valid health care power of attorney, as discussed 
above.) 

Health Care Documents. For each document 
you’ve made, provide the following information:

•	 Document Title. As discussed above, the 
names for health care documents can vary 
widely. List the title as shown on the top of 
the document itself.

•	 Date Prepared. Indicate the date on which 
you signed the document.

•	 Effective Date. Indicate the date on which 
the document becomes effective. 

•	 Professional Help. Include whether or 
not you had professional help with the 
document—for example, from an attorney, 
paralegal, or patient advocate at a hospital 
or other care facility.

•	 Professional’s Name, Title, and Contact 
Information. If someone helped you prepare 

the document, enter enough information 
here to help your survivors locate that 
person if necessary.

•	 Location of Original Document. State where 
your loved ones can find the signed, original 
copy of the document. (You may want 
to include the original document in your 
planner; see the instructions below.)

•	 Location of Copies of This Document. List 
the names of anyone who has a copy of the 
document, and any place where you’ve filed 
a copy. (You should keep at least a copy of 
each document in your planner, if possible. 
Again, see the instructions below.)

•	 Additional Notes. Here you can add anything 
you feel your loved ones should know about 
the document that they wouldn’t be able 
to figure out from reviewing the document 
itself. For example, you may want to list 
any self-help resources you used to prepare 
your documents, or give the reasons why 
you selected a particular person to be your 
health care agent.

You may also wish to use this section to 
provide some details about your health, such 
as a list of prescription drugs that you take, or 
your health history (including surgeries and 
allergies).

Examples:
3	I prepared this document myself using 

Quicken WillMaker Plus 2005 software.
3	This document names my daughter Suzie 

as my health care agent, to make medi-
cal treatment decisions for me if I am 
ever unable to speak for myself. I have 
appointed Suzie rather than one of my 
other children only because she lives 
nearby, is most familiar with my wishes, 
and will most easily be able to visit me 
and work with doctors if necessary. 

3	Appendectomy, March 2006. Allergic to 
penicillin.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/6E9ED903-C9B4-42E0-9C2E235DD87A0A8A/309/
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binder

Including health care documents in your 
planner. If you’ve made a health care document that 
takes effect immediately, you should give the original 
document to your agent, who will need it to act 
on your behalf. (But see the special instructions for 
DNR orders, just below.) Make a photocopy of the 
document and insert it in your planner behind the 
Health Care Directives section. 

If your health care document takes effect only 
if you become incapacitated, you should file the 
original document in your planner and be sure your 
agent knows how to get to it if necessary. Insert the 
original document in a pocket divider at the end of 
the section.

If you have outlined your prescription drug regi-
men or medical history in separate documents, you 
should also file these records in this section, with 
your health care directives.

warning

Don’t file a DNR order in your planner. If 
you prepare a Do Not Resuscitate order (described 
above), you should not file the original document 
in your planner. Instead, make a photocopy of the 
document for your planner and keep the original 
in a more obvious place. Even if you are wearing 
identification, such as a Medic Alert bracelet, 
you should do all you can to be sure that medical 
personnel will see your form in the event of an 
emergency. Consider keeping it by your bedside, on 
the front of your refrigerator, in your wallet, or in 
your suitcase if you are traveling. If your DNR order 
is not apparent and immediately available, CPR will 
most likely be performed. 

Keeping Your Documents  
Up to Date
It’s a good idea to review your health care 
documents occasionally—at least once a year—
to make sure they still accurately reflect your 
wishes. Advances in technology and changes in 
your health are two shifts in course that may 
prompt you to change your mind about the 
kind of health care you want. In addition, you 
should consider making new documents if:

•	you move to another state 
•	you made and finalized a health care 

directive many years ago 
•	the agent you named to supervise your 

wishes becomes unable to do so, or
•	you get a divorce.
If you make a new health care document, be 

sure to update this section of your planner to 
reflect the current information. ●
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“The first wave says, ‘You don’t understand! We’re all going to crash! All 
of us waves are going to be nothing! Isn’t it terrible?’ The second wave 
says, ‘No, you don’t understand. You’re not a wave, you’re part of the 

ocean.’” I smile. Morrie closes his eyes again. “Part of the ocean,” he says, 
“part of the ocean.” I watch him breathe, in and out, in and out. 

—Mitch Albom, Tuesdays With Morrie:  

An Old Man, a Young Man, and Life’s Greatest Lesson

Making a durable power of attorney for 
finances ensures that someone you 
trust will have the legal authority 

to take care of financial matters if you become 
incapacitated and unable to handle things 
yourself. (The term “durable” simply means that 
the document remains effective if you become 
incapacitated. A nondurable power of attorney 
would automatically end if you are no longer 
of sound mind.) The tasks may range from 
paying bills to handling insurance, managing 
government benefits, and filing taxes. 

If you become incapacitated and have not 
prepared a durable power of attorney for 
finances, your relatives or other loved ones 
will have to ask a judge to name a conservator 
to manage your finances. Conservatorship 
proceedings can be complicated and expensive, 
and they put private matters on public 
record—rarely a desirable outcome. On the 
other hand, preparing a power of attorney for 
finances is usually simple—and the benefits 
of the document far outweigh the small effort 
involved in making it.

There may be times when a nondurable 
power of attorney will meet your needs. People 
sometimes use this type of document if they 
will be unavailable for a period of time—away 
for work or on a long vacation, perhaps—and 
want someone to take care of one or more 

financial tasks in their absence. Even though 
a nondurable power of attorney automatically 
ends at your incapacity or death, you may want 
to use the document to specify a particular date 
when the document ends—for example, the 
date you expect to return home.

Because most adults need to prepare a durable 
power of attorney, this chapter focuses on 
durable documents. Here you will find an 
overview of durable powers of attorney for 
finances, basic instructions on how to prepare 
one, and essential information about describing 
the document in your planner.

cross reference

Making a power of attorney for health 
care. A power of attorney for health care enables 
your agent to make medical decisions for you. Health 
care documents are discussed in detail in Chapter 11.

skip ahead

If you’ve already made a durable power of 
attorney for finances. If you’ve already prepared this 
document, you can skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on including information in your planner. 
Then review “Keeping Your Documents Up to Date” 
for tips on keeping your document and planner 
current. 
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How Durable Powers of 
Attorney for Finances Work
Here are the basics of durable powers of 
attorney for finances, including who can make 
the document, what you can cover, when the 
document takes effect, and when the powers end.

Who Can Make a Durable Power  
of Attorney for Finances
You can create a valid power of attorney for 
finances if you are an adult, at least 18 years 
old, and of sound mind. (In Alabama, you must 
be at least 19. In Nebraska, you must be at least 
19 or married.)

Specific Powers You Can Grant
When you make a durable power of attorney for 
finances, you give your agent as much or as little 
authority as you wish. Typical powers include:

•	using your assets to pay your everyday 
expenses and those of your family

•	handling transactions with banks and other 
financial institutions (including access to 
safe deposit boxes)

•	buying, selling, maintaining, paying taxes 
on, and mortgaging real estate and other 
property

•	filing and paying your taxes
•	managing your retirement accounts
•	collecting benefits from Social Security, 

Medicare, other government programs, or 
civil or military service

•	investing your money in stock, bonds, and 
mutual funds

•	buying and selling insurance policies and 
annuities for you

•	operating your small business
•	claiming or disclaiming property you inherit

•	hiring someone to represent you in court
•	making gifts of your assets to organizations 

and individuals that you chose, and
•	transferring property to a living trust you 

have already set up.
You can also place conditions or restrictions 

on your agent. For example, you can give your 
agent authority over your real estate, but with 
the express restriction that your house may not 
be sold.

There are a few powers you cannot usually 
grant to an agent under your durable power of 
attorney for finances:

•	making health care decisions on your behalf 
(again, see Chapter 11 for information 
about making health care documents)

•	marrying, adopting, voting in public 
elections, or making a will on your behalf, 
or

•	exercising powers you have already 
delegated to others, such as managing your 
business if a separate agreement grants sole 
management authority to partners.

When Your Document  
Becomes Effective
There are two kinds of durable powers of 
attorney for finances: those that take effect 
immediately and those that do not take effect 
unless a doctor (or two, if you wish) declares 
that you can no longer manage your financial 
affairs. Which kind you should choose depends, 
in part, on when you want your agent to begin 
handling tasks for you.

You want someone to take over now. If you 
want someone to take over some or all of your 
affairs now, you should make your document 
effective as soon as you sign it. Then, your 
agent can begin helping you with your financial 
tasks right away—and can continue to do so if 
you later become incapacitated.
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Even if you give your agent permission to 
start handling your finances before you become 
incapacitated, you don’t have to turn over 
complete control. Explain to your agent what 
you want done, and your agent should follow 
your wishes carefully. If you want your agent 
to consult you before taking action, he or she 
is legally obligated to do so. If you ever become 
dissatisfied with the arrangement, you can 
revoke the durable power and end the agent’s 
authority to act for you.

You want your agent to take over only if you 
become incapacitated. You may feel strongly 
that your agent should not take over unless 
you are incapacitated. In this case, you have 
two options. If you trust your agent to act 
only when it is absolutely necessary, you can 
go ahead and make an immediately effective 
document. Legally, your agent will then have 
the authority to act on your behalf—but will 
not do so unless he or she decides that you 
cannot handle your affairs yourself.

If you are uncomfortable giving your agent 
authority now, you can add language to your 
durable power of attorney to make what is 
known as a “springing” document. It won’t 
take effect until a physician examines you and 
declares, in writing, that you cannot manage 
your finances.

There are some real inconveniences involved 
in creating a springing power of attorney. If 
you truly trust your agent, you may find that 
it makes more sense to create a document that 
takes effect immediately and then make clear to 
your agent when to take action.

When the Power of Attorney Ends
A durable power of attorney for finances is valid 
until you revoke it, you die, or there is no one 
to serve as your agent. Very infrequently, a court 
invalidates a power of attorney.

You revoke your document. As long as you 
are of sound mind, you can change or revoke 
your financial power of attorney at any time, 
whether or not it has taken effect.

After your death. A durable power of attorney 
ends when the principal dies. However, if the 
agent doesn’t know of your death and continues 
to act on your behalf, those actions are still 
valid.

No agent is available. A durable power of 
attorney must end if there is no one to serve 
as the agent. To avoid this, you can name an 
alternate agent who will serve if your first 
choice cannot. Further, you can also allow the 
alternate agent to choose someone else to take 
over, if it becomes necessary.

A court invalidates the document. Even after 
you sign a durable power of attorney for 
finances, if you become incapacitated there is 
a remote possibility that a disgruntled relative 
could ask a court to appoint a conservator to 
manage your financial affairs.

It is rare, but a power of attorney could be 
ruled invalid if a judge concludes that you 
were not of sound mind when you signed the 
durable power of attorney, or that you were 
the victim of fraud or undue influence. The 
power of attorney could also be invalidated 
for a technical error, such as the failure to have 
your document notarized. If that happens, the 
judge could appoint a conservator to take over 
management of your property.

Choosing Your Agent
When you make a durable power of attorney 
for finances, the most important decision you 
will face is selecting your agent for finances 
(sometimes called an “attorney-in-fact”). The 
person you choose should be someone you trust 
absolutely and someone with whom you feel 
confident discussing your plans and needs.
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Important Factors to Consider
Your agent may be your spouse or partner, 
relative, close friend, or any other person in 
whom you have complete confidence. If there 
is no one you trust with this great authority, 
then a financial power of attorney isn’t for you. 
(As mentioned above, if you don’t make the 
document and later become incapacitated, a 
court will name and supervise the person who 
manages your affairs. Normally, you’d want to 
make a financial power of attorney precisely to 
avoid this outcome—but if there’s no one you 
trust to take on the job, court supervision is 
probably a good idea.)

In most situations, an agent does not need 
extensive experience in financial management; 
common sense, dependability, and complete 
honesty are enough. If necessary, your agent 
can get professional help—from an accountant, 
lawyer, or tax preparer, for example—and pay 
for it out of your assets. If, however, you want 
the agent to run your small business or manage 
extensive investments, be sure you choose 
someone with sufficient experience to handle 
the job.

While you need not name someone who lives 
in the same city or state as you do, proximity 
can be critical. If you have a long illness, your 
agent may be called upon to spend weeks or 
months nearby, opening mail, paying bills, 
looking after property, and so on.

warning

Family conflicts can disrupt the handling 
of your affairs. Long-standing feuds among family 
members may result in objections to your choice of 
agent or the extent of the authority you delegate. 
This can wreak havoc with your agent’s ability to 
handle tasks for you. If you foresee such personal 
conflicts, it’s wise to try to defuse them in advance. 
A discussion with the people who are leery of 
the power of attorney may help. If you still feel 

uncomfortable after talking things over, you may 
want to discuss the troubles with a knowledgeable 
lawyer. A lawyer can review your documents and 
might help you feel reassured that your plans will be 
carried out as you wish.

If You’re Married
If you are married, you will probably want to 
make your spouse your agent unless there is a 
compelling reason not to. There are powerful 
legal and practical reasons, in addition to the 
emotional ones, for appointing your spouse. 
The main reason is that naming anyone else 
creates the risk of conflicts between the agent 
and your spouse over how to manage property 
that belongs to both spouses. 

If your spouse is ill, quite elderly, or simply 
not equipped to manage your financial affairs, 
you may have to name someone else as agent. 
The wisest course is for you and your spouse to 
agree on who the agent should be, perhaps one 
of your grown children.

Note that if your spouse is your agent, in 
many states that designation automatically ends 
if you get divorced. In any state, you should 
revoke your power of attorney if you divorce 
and create a new one, naming some else as your 
new agent. See “Keeping Your Documents Up 
to Date,” below, for more information.

If You Make a Health Care  
Directive or Living Trust
If you prepare a document naming someone 
to oversee your medical care in the event that 
you cannot (see Chapter 11), it’s usually wise 
to name the same person as both your agent for 
health care and your agent for finances. If you 
have created a revocable living trust to avoid 
probate or minimize estate taxes, it is usually 
wise to name the same person as both your 
successor trustee and your agent for finances.
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If you feel that you must name different 
people, be certain you name agents who get 
along well and will be able to work together. 
You wouldn’t, for example, want your agent for 
finances to interfere with your health care wishes 
by stalling or resisting payment of medical or 
insurance bills, two things over which your 
agent for finances will most likely have control.

Naming More Than One Agent
Though you are legally permitted to name more 
than one person to manage finances for you, you 
should name only one agent when you make 
your power of attorney documents. This is true 
even if you know two or more people who are 
suitable candidates and who agree to undertake 
the job together. There may be problems, brought 

on by passing time and human nature, with 
naming people to share the job. In the critical 
time during which they would be overseeing your 
wishes and managing your affairs, they might 
disagree, rendering them ineffective as lobbyists 
on your behalf. Feuding agents could even end 
up settling their dispute in court, further delaying 
and confusing your support.

If you fear that those close to you may feel 
hurt if you name someone else to represent you, 
take some time to talk with them to explain 
your choice. Or, if there are several people you’d 
feel comfortable naming, you might even let 
them decide among themselves who the agent 
will be. If you approve of their choice, you can 
accept it—and name the others as alternate 
agents in case the first choice can’t serve.

Many Jobs, One Agent

If you prepare each of the legal documents listed below—a health care directive, durable power of 
attorney for finances, will, and living trust—you will name personal representatives in each document. 
Naming the same person (and the same alternates) for the following jobs will help to ensure that 
decisions are made for you with a minimum of confusion and interference.

If you are incapacitated,  
these documents…

…name these representatives… …to handle these duties:

Health Care Directives Agent for Health Care Directing your health care

Durable Power of Attorney  
for Finances

Agent for Finances Managing your finances

Living Trust Successor Trustee Managing trust property during your 
incapacity

After your death,  
these documents…

…name these representatives… …to handle these duties:

Will Executor Winding up your affairs, including paying 
debts and distributing property to the  
people who inherit it

Living Trust Successor Trustee Distributing trust property after your death
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Naming an Alternate Agent
You should name one or more alternate agents 
to represent you if your first choice is unable 
to take the job for any reason or resigns after 
your financial power of attorney takes effect. 
Alternates serve one at a time, in the order that 
you specify.

It’s a good idea to name at least one alternate 
agent, but you should be as thoughtful about 
naming your alternates as you are about picking 
your first choice: Be sure to name people who 
will represent your interests well if the need 
arises.

If You Can’t Think of Anyone  
to Name
If you can’t come up with a family member or 
close friend to name, you may want to consider 
asking your lawyer, business partner, or banker 
to serve as agent. If you really know and trust 
the person, it may be a good option for you. 
Otherwise, it is better not to make a power of 
attorney.

Don’t name an institution, such as a bank, 
as agent. Though most state’s laws permit it, 
it is definitely not desirable. Serving as agent 
is a personal responsibility, and there should 
be personal connection and trust between 
you and your agent. If the person you trust 
most happens to be your banker, appoint that 
person, not the bank.

Where to Get Help
You can easily prepare your own durable power 
of attorney for finances with the aid of self-
help books or software. A good resource from 
Nolo is Quicken WillMaker Plus (software for 
Windows), which lets you use your computer 
to prepare a durable power of attorney for 

finances. It also allows you to prepare a 
comprehensive will and living trust (including a 
tax-saving AB trust), health care directives, and 
a host of other useful legal forms.

Though it’s usually quite simple to prepare 
your own power of attorney, there are 
situations in which you may want to enlist a 
lawyer to help you with your document. This is 
particularly true if you expect family members 
to make trouble for your agent. A lawyer can 
help you weigh your concerns and options and 
decide whether the document is right for you. 
No matter what your personal circumstances, 
you may simply be more comfortable having 
a lawyer look over your document to be sure 
it accurately reflects your wishes. If you need 
help finding a good attorney, see the tips in 
Appendix B.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Durable Power of Attorney for 
Finances section of your planner (Section 12). 
The following guidelines will help you complete 
the pages there. 

Durable Power of Attorney for Finances. Use 
the first table to provide an overview of your 
durable power of attorney for finances:

•	 Document Title. You should find the title 
at the top of your power of attorney 
document. It may say something simple, 
such as “General Power of Attorney,” 
or you might find something more 
convoluted, like “Uniform Statutory Form 
Power of Attorney.” Write in whatever the 
document says.

•	 Date Prepared. Indicate the date on which 
you signed the document. This will help 
your survivors identify the document and 
avoid confusion.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/6E9ED903-C9B4-42E0-9C2E235DD87A0A8A/309/
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•	 Agent’s Name. Write in the name of the 
person you named in the document as your 
agent for finances.

•	 Alternate Agents’ Names. Write in the names 
of any alternate agents you named.

•	 Effective Date. Indicate whether your durable 
power of attorney took effect as soon as 
you signed it, or whether it will spring into 
effect if you later become incapacitated. Or, 
if for some reason you chose a specific date 
on which your power of attorney will take 
effect, write that in.

•	 Professional Help. Indicate whether or 
not you had professional help with the 
document—for example, from an attorney, 
paralegal, or CPA.

•	 Professional’s Name, Title, and Contact 
Information. If someone helped you prepare 
the document, enter enough information 
here to help your survivors locate that 
person if necessary.

•	 Location of Original Document. State where 
your survivors can find the signed, original 
copy of the document. (You may be able 
to include the original document in your 
planner; see the instructions below.)

•	 Locations of Copies of This Document. List 
the names of anyone who has a copy of the 
document, and any place where you’ve filed 
a copy. (You should keep at least a copy of 
each document in your planner, if possible. 
Again, see the instructions below.)

•	 Additional Notes. Here you can add anything 
you feel your loved ones should know about 
the document that they wouldn’t be able 
to figure out from reviewing the document 
itself. For example, you may want to list 
any self-help resources you used to prepare 
your document, or give the reasons why you 
selected a particular person to be your agent. 

Examples:
3I prepared this document myself using 

Quicken WillMaker Plus 2005 software.
3I have named my daughter Mollie Cath-

erine as agent, because she lives nearby. It 
will be easiest for Mollie to take on this 
responsibility, if needed.

Other Financial Powers of Attorney. Here, you’ll 
find several additional tables you can use if 
you’ve made nondurable powers of attorney that 
are currently in effect. If you’ve made such a 
document and it will remain in effect for a long 
period of time—months or a year as opposed 
to a week or so—you might want to list it 
here. Your loved ones will then know that the 
document exists and they can be sure to destroy 
it if you become incapacitated or die.

The information for nondurable powers of 
attorney is exactly the same as for your durable 
power of attorney, above, with one exception. 
It’s a good idea to list the termination date 
of your nondurable document—that is, 
whether the power of attorney ends upon your 
incapacity or death, or at some earlier date. 

binder

Including powers of attorney in your 
planner. If you’ve made an immediately effective 
power of attorney, you should give the original 
document to your agent, who will need it to act on 
your behalf. Make a photocopy of the document and 
insert it in your planner behind the Durable Power 
of Attorney for Finances section. If your durable 
power of attorney takes effect only if you become 
incapacitated, you should file the original document 
in your planner and be sure your agent knows how 
to get to it if necessary. Insert the original document 
in a pocket divider at the end of the section. 
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Keeping Your Documents  
Up to Date
It’s a good idea to review your power of attorney 
documents occasionally—at least once a year—
to make sure they still accurately reflect your 
wishes. Changes in your health may prompt 
you to change your mind about the kind of 
help that you want. In addition, you should 
consider making new documents if:

•	you move to another state 
•	you made and finalized a power of attorney 

for finances many years ago 
•	the agent you named to supervise your 

wishes becomes unable to do so, or
•	you get married or divorced.

If you get divorced or your partnership ends, 
it is best to revoke your durable power of 
attorney and make a new one. In many states, 
if your spouse is your agent and you divorce, 
your ex-spouse’s authority is immediately 
terminated. (If you have named an alternate 
agent in your power of attorney, that person 
takes over as agent.) But this is not always true. 
The safest course of action is to make a new 
durable power of attorney for finances and 
name a different agent.

If you make a new power of attorney, be sure 
to update this section of your planner to reflect 
the current information. ●
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To hear with my heart, to see with my soul, 
To be guided by a hand I cannot hold, 

To trust in a way that I cannot see, 
That’s what faith must be.

—Michael Card, “That’s What Faith Must Be”

Immediately after your death, your loved 
ones may be asked whether you wished to 
donate your organs or your body for medical 

or scientific purposes. The best thing you can 
do now is tell those who are close to you—
especially your health care agent, close relatives, 
and friends—how you feel about donation. You 
can also make some donation arrangements in 
advance. 

This chapter helps you decide whether or not 
you want to be a donor and tells you how to 
best document your wishes and arrangements, 
using your planner and other methods.

skip ahead

If you’ve already made decisions about 
organ or body donation. If you’ve already made 
arrangements to donate organs or your body—or 
if you know for sure that you don’t want to be a 
donor—you can skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on completing your planner. Then read 
“Keeping Your Information Up to Date” at the end of 
the chapter.

Do You Want to Be a Donor?
There is a great need for organ donors in the 
United States. More than 80,000 Americans 
are currently waiting for life-saving organ 
transplant surgery. Based on current rates of 
donation, one in three of them will die before 
receiving a transplant. Although organ donation 

is on the rise, the need still far exceeds the 
number of organs donated.

That said, the decision to donate organs or 
tissues—or your entire body—is a very personal 
one. Religious, philosophical, or medical 
reasons may lead you to conclude that donation 
isn’t right for you. Here is some information to 
help you make the choice.

How Donation Works
How the donation process works depends 
in large part on whether you want to donate 
individual organs and tissues—for example, your 
heart, liver, kidneys, corneas, skin, or whatever 
organs and tissues are needed at the time—or 
your entire body. Organs and tissues may be 
donated for transplants or research, while whole 
body donations are made to medical schools to 
help with both research and training. 

Whole body donations. Most medical schools 
need donations of whole bodies for research and 
instruction. The reason these are called “whole 
body donations” is that the donation will be 
rejected if any of the organs have been removed 
from the body. 

There will be little or no expense for your 
estate or survivors if you donate your body. 
After your death, the medical school will most 
likely pay to transport your body, as well as for 
final disposition of your remains. (See “Do I 
Have to Plan for Burial or Cremation?” below.) 
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Nevertheless, to avoid any unexpected charges, 
it’s wise to ask the school whether it covers 
these costs.

Arrangements for a whole body donation 
must usually be made while you are alive, 
although some medical schools will accept a 
body through arrangements made after death 
with the written permission of the next of kin.

Obviously, if you choose to donate your entire 
body, you will not be able to plan a funeral 
with your body present. You may still plan a 
memorial service, however. (See Chapter 15.)

For information on arranging a whole body 
donation, see “Where to Get Help,” below. 

Do I Have to Plan for Burial or Cremation?

If you want to donate your body, what 
ultimately happens to it depends on the 
medical school you choose and on your own 
wishes. Most schools will cremate a donated 
body and bury or scatter the remains in a 
specified plot—though some do not provide 
this service. If you’d like, you can arrange to 
have your remains returned to your survivors—
usually within a year or two. If you want your 
remains returned to family members or friends 
for final disposition, you should specify this 
when arranging the donation. Whatever you 
decide, you can—and should—include your 
arrangements and preferences for burial or 
cremation in your planner. (See Chapter 14.)

In some cases, a whole body donation may be 
rejected—for example, if you die during surgery 
or due to certain illnesses. A medical school 
may even turn away a donation if it doesn’t 
need your body at the time you die. You’ll want 
to have a backup plan for burial or cremation in 
case the school can’t take your body. Be sure to 
include these wishes in the Burial or Cremation 
section of your planner (Again, see Chapter 14.)

Organ and tissue donations. Among the organs 
and tissues now commonly being transplanted 
are:

•	 corneas 	 •	hearts	 •	livers 	
•	 kidneys 	 •	skin 	 •	pancreas and lungs
•	 tendons, ligaments, and other connective 

tissue.

Tissues and corneas may be accepted from 
almost anyone and are often used for research 
purposes. Major organs may or may not be 
accepted, depending on the circumstances. For 
example, while there are tens of thousands of 
patients on waiting lists to receive kidneys, only 
about 1% of all people who die are compatible 
donors.

Religious Views and Concerns

Most major religions support organ and 
body donation. Reverence for life is the basis 
for almost all religious traditions, and organ 
donation is viewed as a life-saving act of 
compassion and generosity. Donated organs 
must be removed immediately after death, 
however, and some religions strongly believe 
that a deceased person’s body should remain 
undisturbed, at least for a number of days, 
to benefit the consciousness of the deceased 
person as it separates from the body. If you 
are uncertain about the right choice for you, it 
may be helpful to discuss the issue with your 
religious or spiritual advisor.

For a brief statement of different religious 
views on organ, tissue, and body donation, you 
can visit TransWeb: All About Transplantation 
and Donation, at www.transweb.org. 

Before an organ is removed from a donor, 
doctors must declare that the patient is dead, 
with no possibility of being revived. Then the 
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body is kept on a respirator to keep blood 
flowing through the organ until it can be 
removed and given to a waiting recipient. All of 
this usually takes about 24 hours.

It will not cost your family anything if you 
want to donate your organs or tissues. The 
recipient pays the expenses, usually through 
insurance, Medicare, or Medicaid.

Organ and tissue donation does not disfigure 
the body and does not interfere with having a 
funeral, even an open-casket service. 

Documenting Your Wishes
If you’ve decided to donate your organs or 
body, you’ll need to take some steps to make 
your desires known. Obviously, you’ll want to 
document your wishes in your planner; this 
is discussed in detail, below. But there are a 
number of other important steps you can take to 
ensure that your wishes are followed.

First, it’s a good idea to obtain a donor card 
and carry it at all times. In most states, you can 
use your driver’s license for this purpose; the 
motor vehicles department will give you a card 
to carry and perhaps a sticker to place on the 
front of your license. Or, you can get a donor 
card through a national or local organization 
for organ and tissue donation. (See “Where to 
Get Help,” below.) 

Second, your health care directive is often a 
good place to state your wishes regarding organ 
donation. An increasing number of states are 
providing a place on their official forms for such 
instructions. (For more information about health 
care directives, see Chapter 11.)

Finally, and most important of all, you 
should discuss your views about organ or body 
donation with your health care agent (if you’ve 
appointed one), close relatives, and friends. 
Even if you carry a donor card and put your 
wishes in writing, it is possible that an objection 
by a close relative could defeat your wishes after 

your death. The best thing you can do is let 
those close to you know that you feel strongly 
about donation.

Where to Get Help
The following resources can help you with your 
plans to donate your body, organs, or tissues.

Whole body donation. If you want to donate 
your body to a medical school, contact the 
school of your choice for information. (Keep in 
mind that some factors will vary from school to 
school, such as requirements for condition and 
health of the body, transportation arrangements 
and costs, embalming, death certificate 
arrangements, and final disposition of remains. 
If any of these issues are important to you, 
remember to ask about them.)

For more information about body donation, 
especially if there is not a medical school nearby, 
you can contact the National Anatomical 
Service in New York at 800-727-0700. NAS 
monitors the need of medical schools across the 
country, and helps to transport donated bodies 
to the schools. 

Organ and tissue donation. The Coalition on Do-
nation is an alliance of donation organizations 
providing education, instruction, and  
assistance to those considering donating organs 
or tissues. If you want to donate, the Coalition 
can help you locate the online donation registry 
for your state. For more information, visit www 
.donatelife.net or call 804-782-4920.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Organ or Body Donation section 
of your planner (Section 13). The following 
guidelines will help you complete the pages 
there. 
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Begin by checking the box to indicate 
whether or not you wish to be a donor. 

skip ahead

If you don’t want to donate. If you check 
“No” here, you’re done with this section and can go 
on to the next chapter.

Wishes for Donation. If you want to be a donor, 
indicate whether you want to donate your 
whole body, any needed organs or tissues, or 
specific organs or tissues only. For example, 
if you know that your heart or other organs 
would be ineligible for donation but you want 
to donate your corneas and any needed tissues, 
you would check the third box and write your 
instructions in the blank lines. 

Arrangements for Donation. Here, you will 
provide details about any arrangements you 
have already made to donate your body, organs, 
or tissues.

•	 Receiving Organization's Name, Address, 
and Telephone Number. If you have already 
contacted an institution or organization that 
will receive your donation—for example, 
a medical school that will take your whole 
body—write in the name and contact 
information here.

•	 Location of Documents. If you have made 
written arrangements with an institution or 
organization, indicate where you’ve filed the 
documents. (If possible, store the documents 
in your planner; see the note below.)

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
donation instructions or information for 
your survivors.

Example:
3	State Medical College will pick up my 

body and take it to the school. Within a 
year, they will cremate my remains and 
send them to Park View Cemetery where 
I have reserved space in a columbarium. 
See the next section of my planner for 
more details about my arrangements with 
Park View, and for information on how 
I’d like you to handle my body if for any 
reason the school can’t accept it.

binder

Including donation arrangements in 
your planner. If you have made written donation 
arrangements, hole-punch the papers or slide them 
into pocket dividers and insert them in your planner 
binder after the Organ or Body Donation section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
When reviewing other information in your 
planner, take a moment to consider whether 
your wishes about organ or body donation have 
changed in any way. If you’ve made specific 
arrangements to donate your body or organs, be 
sure those are current, too—for example, you’ll 
want to double check the contact information 
for the receiving institution or organization to 
make sure it’s still correct. ●
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Peace and rest at length have come, all the day’s long toil is past.  
And each heart is whispering, “Home, home at last.”

—Thomas Hood (1799-1845)

The end of life is difficult to comprehend. 
Thinking about it may make us feel 
sad, frightened, or even just numb. 

For this reason alone, almost any competing 
activity may seem more attractive than deciding 
what you want to have happen to your body 
after you die. Yet your willingness to do some 
planning now will have tremendous value for 
your loved ones. Without your help, survivors 
will have to make many difficult and potentially 
costly choices—all under time pressure while 
emotions are running strong. Your directions 
will reduce their anxiety, and perhaps even avert 
some quarrels, after your death. Beyond this, 
you may be surprised to find that the planning 
process is reassuring and satisfying for you, too.

In this chapter, you’ll make and record your 
decisions about whether you wish to be buried 
or cremated. You’ll also make related decisions 
such as selecting a casket or urn, specifying 
your wishes for a headstone or marker, deciding 
on an epitaph, and identifying particular 
clothing or accessories to dress or accompany 
your body. (In the next chapter, you will 
outline your wishes for a funeral or other 
memorial services, including a reception or 
other celebration of your life.)

skip ahead

If you’ve already made decisions 
about body disposition. If you’ve already made 
plans and arrangements for the handling of your 
body after death, you may want to skip right to 
“In Your Planner” for directions on including your 
directions in your planner. Then turn to “Keep Your 
Information Up to Date” for information on keeping 
your planner current.

If You’re an Organ Donor

You should make choices about burial or 
cremation even if you have arranged to have 
some organs or your entire body donated to a 
medical institution. (See the previous chapter.) 
Keep in mind that if one or more of your organs 
is accepted for donation, the rest of your body 
must be disposed of or buried. And even if 
you have arranged to have your entire body 
donated, there is the possibility the donation 
may be rejected because of the condition of 
your body or simply because it is not needed. 
And finally, after the medical institution has 
finished using the body for teaching or research, 
it must be disposed of or buried—usually, 
between one to two years after it is accepted 
for donation.

Burial or Cremation?
Your loved ones will want to know whether you 
want your body to be buried or cremated. You 
can help even more by making arrangements in 
advance. The two primary reasons to consider 
this are emotions and expense. 

As mentioned above, if your survivors must 
make decisions about the disposition of your 
body, their choices may be hasty and emotional. 
But if you do some planning now, you can ap-
proach the issues methodically and thoughtfully. 
This will undoubtedly reduce stress for your 
loved ones and—on a purely practical level—it 
may save a lot of money. Time-of-need arrange-
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ments can be very costly. Consider, too, that 
everything is likely to be at least a little more ex-
pensive by the time you die—so planning ahead 
is also a hedge against inflation. 

If you make arrangements in advance, you 
can select options that are reasonably priced 
but still attractive. You can shop around, find 
what you want, and pay what you can afford. 
You can talk to more than one service provider, 
comparing what’s included and what it costs. 

You may even consider paying a small fee to 
join a memorial, funeral, or cremation society. 
You can then choose from an array of products 
and services at significant cost savings. 

Don’t worry that by planning ahead, you’ll 
lock yourself and your survivors into something 
inflexible. You can almost always change your 
plans if you need or want to.

Burial
While cremation is becoming increasingly 
common, most people still choose to be buried. 
Depending on your wishes, burial may occur 
immediately after death or several days later, 
after a funeral or other memorial service.

The Burial Process

A body may be buried in the ground, generally 
in a cemetery plot, or above ground in the 
chamber of a mausoleum or family crypt. 
Typically, burial includes containing the body 
in a casket for viewing and burial. If you prefer 
to be buried immediately, a casket may not 
be necessary. (Although required by many 
individual cemeteries, a casket is not a legal 
requirement for burials in the U.S.)

Embalming is usually not required for burial, 
even if the body will not be buried for several 
days. Refrigeration serves the same purpose as 
embalming. (See “Embalming,” below.)

Paying for Your Plans

Whatever arrangements you make, you have 
three primary options for covering costs: you 
can pay everything up front, set up a payment 
plan, or simply decide what you want and leave 
enough money for your survivors to pay the 
bills. 

If you want to pay in advance, either all at 
once or under the terms of a payment plan, be 
sure you’re dealing with a reputable provider of 
goods and services (see “Where to Get Help,” 
below), and use your planner to very clearly 
document your arrangements.

You may decide that the safest, most flexible 
choice is to leave an earmarked sum of money 
for your survivors. You can make your plans, 
estimate the total cost, then simply tuck away 
that sum in a money market or other accessible 
fund. Tell the bank or financial institution that 
you want to set up a pay-on-death account 
or “Totten” trust. If you name your executor 
as the beneficiary, the money in the account 
will be immediately available to cover death-
related expenses, without the delays of probate. 
(Another option is to purchase life insurance 
to cover the costs of final arrangements. See 
Chapter 18 for more information.)

Burial Costs

Burial can be costly. The national average 
cost for a traditional funeral, with burial and 
headstone or monument, is $7,520. Depending 
upon the products and services purchased, the 
pricing of individual service providers, and the 
array of ceremonies included, burial costs can 
amount to several times the cost of cremation.

Below are some estimates to help you make 
your decision.
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Product or Service Cost Estimate

Immediate burial, without 
embalming or casket

$700 to $2,000

In-ground cemetery plot $400 or more

Labor charge for interment in an 
in-ground cemetery plot

$500 to $2,500

Grave liner or in-ground vault, 
required by some cemeteries (but 
not by law) to help to maintain 
level, unshifting landscape

$500 to $2,500

Above ground crypt $1,500 or more

Mortuary services, including 
transfer of remains, embalming, 
visitation, funeral, funeral booklet 
or cards, preparation of obituary 
and death certificate

$3,000 or more —
plus costs of casket, 
flowers, burial 
plot, interment, 
headstone, or burial 
marker

Cremation
Currently, about 30% of the population choos-
es cremation rather than burial. For some, the 
relatively low cost makes the choice a simple 
one. But there are many reasons why someone 
may prefer to be cremated—for example, you 
may wish to have your ashes scattered or kept 
by a loved one at home. 

The Cremation Process

Cremation is the burning of a body at extreme 
heat, resulting in a fine residue of ash and bone. 
The cremated remains (also called “cremains”) 
may be buried, scattered, or contained in an 
urn. A temporary casket is required to contain 
the body during cremation. Cremation caskets 
are generally made of unfinished wood, card-
board, pressboard, or canvas. The crematorium 
supplies the temporary casket. As with burial, 
embalming of the body is rarely necessary. (See 
“Embalming,” below.)

There are many options for timing cremation 
and integrating it with memorial services, 
depending on your wishes. Here are some 
examples:

•	immediate cremation with no services
•	immediate cremation, followed by a funeral 

or memorial service (remains may or may 
not be present in an urn or other container)

•	a wake, visiting period, or traditional funeral 
service with body and casket present, 
followed by cremation, or

•	a wake or visiting period with body and 
casket present, followed by cremation and a 
memorial service without remains present.

If you want a viewing, visitation, wake, or fu-
neral service with your body present, your survi-
vors can rent a casket, either from the mortuary 
that hosts the memorial services or directly from 
a retail casket store. Note that under federal law, 
mortuaries cannot require purchase or rental 
from their own establishment, and they cannot 
charge your survivors a fee for using a casket 
purchased or rented elsewhere.

Complete cremation arrangements usually 
include local transportation of the body to the 
crematorium, visitation prior to cremation, a 
temporary or permanent container for remains, 
cremation, a memorial service, preparation of 
obituary and death certificate, and the scattering 
or other disposition of cremated remains.

Religious Concerns

Almost all religions accept cremation. Only 
Islam and the Greek and Jewish Orthodox 
faiths oppose cremation outright. The Catholic 
Church has significantly relaxed its views about 
cremation in the past decade. If you are thinking 
of choosing cremation and have religious 
concerns, speak with your spiritual adviser.
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Cremation Costs

As with burial, cost may play a part in your 
decision. Below are some cost estimates.

Product or Service Cost Estimate

Cremation $400 to $1,800

Cremation with  
scattering at sea

$1,200 to $2,400

Niche in columbarium $850 to $6,000,  
averaging about $3,000

What to Do With Cremated Remains

If you choose cremation, you’ll want to give 
some thought to what should happen to your 
remains afterward. For example, cremated 
remains may be:

•	kept in a mausoleum or columbarium niche 
in a cemetery, church, or even a school—for 
example, your alma mater, if facilities and 
space are available

•	placed in the ground, either at a cemetery 
(in a family plot, single plot, or an urn 
garden) or family property, if state and local 
laws allow it

•	scattered by the cremation provider, family 
members, or clergy (remains may be 
scattered in private or during a ceremony; 
they may be scattered over uninhabited 
public land, public waterways, or private 
property—provided that local law and 
property owners permit it), or

•	kept at home by someone you choose. 
If you wish, your cremated remains can be 

divided among two or more options.

Embalming
When making decisions about burial or 
cremation, questions may arise about 
embalming. Embalming is a process in which 
the blood is drained and replacement fluids are 
pumped into the body to temporarily retard 
its disintegration. While it has now become 
a common procedure, embalming is rarely 
necessary; refrigeration serves the same purpose.

Originally considered barbaric and pagan, 
embalming first gained popularity during the 
Civil War, when bodies of the war dead were 
transported over long distances. When the war 
ended, embalming was promoted (mostly by 
those who performed the service) as a hygienic 
means of briefly preserving the body. 

When Embalming Is Required

There is a popular misconception that the law 
always requires embalming after death. In fact, 
it is legally required only in some states and 
only in a few instances, such as:

•	when a body will be transported by plane or 
train from one country or state to another

•	where there is a relatively long time—
usually a week or more—between the death 
and burial or cremation, and

•	in some cases, where the death occurred 
because of a communicable disease.

If Your Body Is Not Embalmed

If you choose not to be embalmed, that should 
have no effect on your final arrangements. 
Your body will be refrigerated until the time 
of burial, and, if you choose, you can have a 
funeral or other service with an open casket. 

The only effect of not being embalmed will 
be that if you opt to be buried, your body will 
begin to decompose within days instead of 
weeks. 
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Embalming Costs

The cost of embalming ranges from about $200 
to $700, depending on your location and on 
the individual setting the rate.

Refrigeration is usually much less costly, 
involving a daily charge of about $10 to $30. 
Some facilities provide refrigeration free of 
charge.

Burial and Cremation Benefits  
for Veterans

The federal government provides burial benefits 
to qualifying veterans at no cost. The benefits 
include an in-ground, lined gravesite (with 
opening and closing of grave), a government 
headstone or burial marker, a burial flag, and a 
Presidential Memorial Certificate. The gravesite 
will be located within any of 120 national 
cemeteries, depending on available space.

If you wish, cremated remains can be buried 
or placed in a national cemetery columbarium 
with the honors and benefits described above. 

If you prefer to have a private burial, 
cremation, or services, the Veterans 
Administration offers benefits that include: 

•	 a headstone or burial marker for a private 
cemetery, and

•	 military funeral honors, including a burial flag. 

Your survivors will need to make these ar-
rangements after your death, so be sure to famil-
iarize yourself with your options and carefully 
document your wishes in your planner, includ-
ing the location of your military papers. (See 
“In Your Planner,” below.) To learn more about 
burial benefits available to veterans, contact the 
Department of Veterans Affairs at 800-827-1000 
or visit www.cem.va.gov/index.htm.

Related Decisions
After you’ve chosen burial or cremation, there 
are a number of smaller—but still important—
decisions you might want to make. These 
include choosing:

•	a casket or urn
•	a headstone, monument, or burial marker
•	your epitaph, and 
•	burial or cremation apparel. 

Casket or Urn
Choosing the type of container you want for 
your body may seem like more than you want 
to think about right now. Why not leave it 
up to your survivors to choose something 
appropriate? Here’s a story from a family left 
with little guidance that illustrates why it makes 
sense to spend a little time deciding what type 
of casket or urn you’d prefer: 

After a long, very sad night, we wandered 
through the mortuary displays, weeping and 
overwhelmed. For starters, it was spooky—and 
the mortician didn’t add much warmth. We 
were hemmed on all sides by a heavy silence and 
ponderous, expensive caskets. 

We eventually selected a lovely, carved rosewood 
casket, much like the beautiful antiques Mom 
had loved. It even had accent rosebuds! The pink 
satin lining looked soft and rich. We thought Mom 
would know that we did right by her. She would 
know that she was loved.

Now, Mom was good with her money and no one’s 
fool. Looking back, I know that had she selected her 
casket, she would have saved thousands of dollars. 

Keep in mind, too, that caskets and urns carry 
the biggest mark-up of all funeral goods and 
services. This is an area where it’s particularly 
smart to educate yourself and do some 
comparison shopping.
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Caskets

If your remains will be buried, you may prefer to 
have a casket—and the cemetery you’ve chosen 
may require it. For immediate burial, a simple 
container or pine box is all that is necessary. If 
there will be a service prior to burial with your 
body present, the type of container is entirely 
up to you—you may want something luxurious 
or, if the viewing or service will be at home or in 
another private place, you may not feel the need 
for any type of container at all.  

If your remains will be cremated but you first 
want to have a funeral or memorial service with 
your body present, your survivors may simply 
rent a casket. (This is not as odd as it may sound; 
it’s done quite frequently.)

Caskets are usually made from wood, metal, 
fiberglass, or plastic, and are available in a 
wide range of finishes, colors, and styles. For 
example, the fittings or hinges may be finished 
in gold or silver, with a shine or antique finish. 
The inside of the casket is usually lined with 
cloth, which is also available in different fabrics 
and colors. The closure may be simple, or it 
may be fitted with a gasket or protective sealer, 
promising limited waterproof and protection 
capabilities—at significant additional cost. 

A casket may cost anywhere from $500 to 
$20,000 or more, averaging about $2,330. 
Casket rental runs $600, on average. You may 
want to shop around and compare prices. 
Under federal law, a funeral home cannot 
charge you a fee if you provide your own casket, 
whether homemade or purchased from an 
outside source.

The resources listed in “Where to Get Help,” 
below, can help you choose and purchase the 
right casket. 

Urns

If your remains will be cremated and scattered, 
the crematory will provide a temporary 
container and you won’t need an urn. If 
your cremated remains are to be placed in a 
columbarium or grave, or given to an individual 
to keep, your survivors will need to provide a 
container of some sort.

Cremation urns are available in a wide range 
of materials and styles, from the popular bronze 
book replica to colorful porcelain vases. The 
most common materials are hardwood, marble, 
stainless steel, pewter, bronze, cloisonné, ceram-
ic, and porcelain. Attractive biodegradable urns 
are available for burial at sea. 

If your remains will be divided, smaller 
“keepsake” containers are available to hold 
just a portion of them. Keepsake containers 
are available in two basic styles: a locket or 
pendant, and small urns (in typical urn styles or 
a variety of small figures).

Cremation urns start at about $35 for simple 
wood and can run as high as $5,000 to $10,000 
for materials such as gilded porcelain. You may 
want to shop around, review the many available 
styles, and compare prices. 

The resources listed in “Where to Get Help,” 
below, can help you choose a cremation urn 
that is right for you. 

Headstone, Monument,  
or Burial Marker
Headstones and monuments are upright grave 
markers (picture the traditional, rounded 
tombstone), generally used with in-ground 
burials in a cemetery. In contrast, burial 
markers are flat and flush to the ground or 
other surface (picture a plaque), and may be 
used with an in-ground burial or affixed to 
a vault above the ground. Burial markers are 
often used in mausoleums, columbariums, and 
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family crypts. Also, because of space constraints 
and maintenance considerations, many 
cemeteries now prefer burial markers for graves 
in the ground.

Headstones, monuments, and burial markers 
come in an almost endless array of shapes and 
sizes, from the common tombstone to elaborate 
sculptures and designs. For example, a headstone 
or burial marker might bear the logo of a frater-
nal organization, a military insignia, embossed 
flowers or figures, or a ceramic photograph. 
Designs are limited only by the constraints of 
cemetery policy, the craft of the builder, the flex-
ibility of materials, and your budget.

Headstones and monuments are generally 
made from marble or granite. Both stones 
come in a variety of colors and shades. With 
granite, the darkest shades have been shown to 
provide the best long-term resistance to erosion. 
Burial markers are made from stone or various 
metals—such as steel, bronze, or copper.

Headstones and burial markers start at about 
$400 and run into the thousands. Adding a 
vase usually costs $100 or more. An individual 
mausoleum or crypt costs about $20,000, and 
a family mausoleum (containing eight to ten 
caskets) can run as much as $2 million.

The resources listed in “Where to Get Help,” 
below, can help you price, choose, and purchase 
the right headstone, burial marker, or personal 
mausoleum. 

Epitaph
Many people think of an epitaph as just the 
words or a saying on a grave marker or urn. But 
an epitaph can include things like symbols or 
photographs, too. For many, a simple epitaph is 
sufficient: name, place and date of birth, place 
and date of death. For others, including a title 
or brief description of life’s work is appealing—
for example, Loving Mother, Innocent Lamb of 
God, or Faithful Servant and Soldier. 

If you will be sharing a grave marker with 
someone—your spouse, for example—you’ll 
probably want to make this decision together. 
If your spouse has already died and you’ll be 
sharing an existing marker with him or her, 
remember to consider any epitaph that’s already 
on the marker when you’re deciding what yours 
should be.

You may also want to request that a 
photograph be added to your grave marker. 
Photographs are usually reproduced on ceramic 
and affixed to the face of the grave marker. (This 
typically costs about $300.) And if you are a 
member of an organization, you may wish to 
request that the insignia or symbol of the group 
be engraved on or affixed to the face of your 
grave marker. As with the markers themselves, 
the options are almost limitless—restricted 
only by the available space and the potential 
expense. Most monument companies include 
the cost of a standard inscription in the price of 
the headstone or marker. If you want a longer 
inscription or more elaborate design, you will 
pay an additional cost. 

Burial or Cremation Apparel
When a body is prepared for burial or crema-
tion, it is dressed according to the wishes of the 
family. If you like, you can specify the clothes 
and accessories in which you’d like your body 
to be dressed. Depending on your wishes, your 
body may actually be buried or cremated in 
these clothes, or they may be removed and giv-
en to your executor or loved ones prior to burial 
or cremation.

For apparel, consider what outfit may be 
most meaningful to you and to your survivors. 
You may have a special dress or suit, uniform, 
scholastic robes, or religious vestments that 
would be most appropriate. For religious 
reasons, you may choose to be clothed in a 
burial shroud.
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Accessories might include special jewelry 
or pins, rosary beads or other religious 
emblems, emblems of membership, or medals 
of accomplishment. There may also be items 
representing your life and your loves that 
you wish to have buried or cremated with 
your body—for example, a photograph, a 
quilt, particular flowers, or a symbol of your 
profession.

tip

U.S. flags for veterans. As mentioned 
above, the Department of Veterans Affairs will 
provide a United States flag, at no cost, to drape 
the casket or accompany the urn of an honorably 
discharged deceased veteran. For more information, 
contact the Veterans Administration at 800-827-
1000 or visit www.cem.va.gov/bflags.htm. 

Where to Get Help
The resources listed here provide additional 
information to help you make decisions related 
to burial or cremation. Many can help you find 
local service providers or competitive sources for 
products. And some can even help you make 
your arrangements in advance.

Making Independent Plans
If you want to make plans without involving a 
funeral home or mortuary, turn to these good 
sources for information:

•	 Caring for the Dead: Your Final Act of Love, 
by Lisa Carlson (Upper Access Press), is a 
book that will help you understand what 
you need to do to take care of a body, 
how to do it, and what laws may apply. It 
includes a comprehensive, state-by-state 
guide to funeral and burial practices, as well 
as directories of crematories and nonprofit 
memorial societies. 

•	 Coming to Rest: A Guide to Caring for Our Own 
Dead, an Alternative to the Commercial 
Funeral, by Richard Spiegel and Julie 
Wiskind (Dovetail), covers details from 
washing the body and arranging ceremonies 
to complying with legal requirements and 
completing paperwork.

•	 Funeral Consumers Alliance (FCA): www.
funerals.org or 800-765-0107. The FCA 
is a nonprofit organization dedicated to 
protecting an individual’s right to have 
a meaningful, dignified, and affordable 
funeral. The organization’s website is a rich 
resource, including a directory of funeral 
consumer organizations, information on 
burial and cremation, and resources for 
purchasing a casket or urn. You may be 
particularly interested in their booklet for 
those who wish to make independent plans, 
Caring for Your Own Dead.

tip

Finding your state’s laws.  You can find 
information about your state’s laws and common 
practices by contacting the state health department 
or related agency that governs cemetery and funeral 
activities. To easily locate this department online, 
start at the state website: www.[xx].gov, substituting 
the state postal abbreviation for “xx.” You should 
then find a listing for the office you need.

Burial 
The following organizations provide information 
and resources for better understanding the burial 
process and making your own arrangements:

 •	Federal Trade Commission (FTC): www.ftc.
gov or 877-382-4357. The FTC provides 
information on burial alternatives and 
shopping for funerals. You can order 
Funerals: A Consumer Guide from the 
website or by calling the number above. 
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•	 Department of Veterans Affairs: www.cem 
.va.gov or 800-827-1000. The National 
Cemetery Administration division of the 
VA is the place to get information on 
national cemeteries and other burial benefits 
for veterans. 

The Cremation Process
The following organizations provide informa-
tion to help you better understand the crema-
tion process and make your own arrangements:

•	 Cremation Association of North America: 
www.cremationassociation.org or 312-
245-1077. The CANA website provides 
consumer information about the cremation 
process and memorial options, and includes 
a national directory of providers of goods 
and services. 

•	 Cremation Specialists: www.cremation.com 
or 888-302-2893. This Internet resource 
provides information about the cremation 
process, including religious and legal issues, 
medical issues, making arrangements, and 
writing your obituary. The site also includes 
directories of providers and suppliers.

•	 Internet Cremation Society: www.cremation 
.org. This is a comprehensive cremation 
resource, including directories of service 
providers, urns, and scattering services. 
The website offers links to more than 500 
cremation-related companies.

Memorial and Cremation Societies

A memorial society (also called a funeral 
society or funeral consumer organization) can 
help you make decisions and plans. For a small 
membership fee, you can get information about 
local funeral homes, mortuaries, and costs for 
individual facilities. You can take also advantage 
of the society’s discounted rates for funeral 
products and services. Similar memberships are 
available for cremation societies.

Memorial and cremation societies must 
comply with federal, state, and local law, 
including licensing requirements similar to 
those for funeral homes and mortuaries.

To locate a memorial society in your area, 
contact the Funeral Consumers Alliance, listed 
above. For cremation societies, contact the 
Cremation Association of North America or the 
Internet Cremation Society, both listed above.

Product Resources
To better familiarize yourself with the options 
for cremation- and burial-related products, visit 
some of the websites listed below.

•	 CasketXpress and UrnXpress  
www.casketxpress.com and www.urnxpress.
com  800-550-7262 

•	 Funeral Consumers Alliance  
www.funerals.org  
800-765-0107

•	 Monument Builders of North America  
www.monumentbuilders.org  
800-233-4427

•	 Sea Services Corporation  
www.seaservices.com  
888-551-1277
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In Your Planner
Turn to the Burial or Cremation section of your 
planner (Section 14). The following guidelines 
will help you complete the pages there. 

Disposition of Remains. This section contains two 
tables, one for burial and one for cremation—
you will use only one of them. Check the box 
next to Burial or Cremation, indicating which 
of the two you’ve chosen.

Burial. If you want to be buried, fill in the 
following information. If you do not feel 
strongly about certain topics, simply write 
“family choice” and leave the decision to your 
survivors.

•	 Check One: Immediate/After Services. 
Indicate whether you want your body to 
be buried immediately after your death, or 
whether you wish to be buried following 
services—for example, a funeral with your 
body present.

•	 Check One: Embalm/Do Not Embalm. Indicate 
whether or not you want your body to be 
embalmed.

•	 Check One: In Ground/Above Ground. 
Indicate whether you wish for your remains 
to be buried in the ground (in a cemetery 
plot, for example) or above ground (such as 
in a crypt or mausoleum).

•	 Burial Organization Contact Information. 
Provide the name, address, and telephone 
number for the organization arranging the 
burial—for example, a mortuary.

•	 Burial Location and Contact Information. 
Provide the location and contact 
information for the place you will be 
buried—such as the name of the cemetery 
and plot location. If you will be using a 

shared plot or crypt—for example, a crypt 
with your spouse or a family cemetery 
plot—make note of that.

•	 Location of Documents. If you have made 
burial arrangements—for instance, with 
a mortuary or cemetery you’ve described 
just above—indicate where you’ve filed the 
related documents. (If possible, store the 
documents in your planner; see the note at 
the end of this section.) 

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
burial direction or instructions for your 
survivors. For example, if you are eligible 
for veterans benefits and want to use them, 
describe your wishes here.

Cremation. If you want to be cremated, fill in 
the following information. If you do not feel 
strongly about certain topics, simply write 
“family choice” and leave the decision to your 
survivors.

•	 Check One: Immediate/After Services. 
Indicate whether you want your remains 
to be cremated immediately or following 
services—for example, after a funeral with 
your body present.

•	 Check One: Embalm/Do Not Embalm. Indicate 
whether or not you want your body to be 
embalmed.

•	 Check One or All That Apply: Niche in 
Columbarium, In Ground, Scattered, To 
Individual. Check one or more of these 
boxes to indicate what should happen to 
your cremated remains. If you want your 
remains to be divided, check every box 
that applies and explain your wishes in 
Additional Notes, below. 

•	 Cremation Organization Contact Information. 
Write in your preferred cremation service 
or crematorium, including contact 
information.
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•	 Final Location and Contact Information. Write 
in the location for your final remains. For 
example, if you’ve arranged for a niche 
in a columbarium, provide the name and 
contact information for the organization 
that maintains it. Or, if you want your 
remains to be interred—that is, buried 
in the ground—or scattered, provide 
the location and any related contact 
information. If you wish for your remains 
to be given to an individual, write in the 
person’s name and contact information.

•	 Location of Documents. If you have made 
cremation arrangements—for instance, with 
a crematory or cemetery you’ve described 
just above—indicate where you’ve filed the 
related documents. (If possible, store the 
documents in your planner; see the note at 
the end of this section.)

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
cremation direction or instructions for your 
survivors. For example, if you are eligible 
for veterans benefits and want to use them, 
describe your wishes here.

Casket or Urn. Check the box that indicates 
whether you want a casket, urn, or other 
container for your remains. If your choices for 
body disposition don’t require a container, check 
“No” and skip this table.

Now complete the tables, describing your 
wishes for a casket or urn. Three tables are 
provided, in case you need to describe more 
than one container—for example, three urns, 
if you choose to divide your remains; or a 
casket and an urn, if you want a rental casket 
for a funeral but then want your remains to be 
cremated.

If you do not feel strongly about a particular 
topic, simply write “family choice” and leave 
the decision to your survivors.

•	 Item. Indicate the type of container you 
want. If you want to specify a container 
other than a casket or urn, check “other” 
and write in a brief description of your 
wishes.

•	 Material. Indicate the material for the 
container you’ve chosen and provide a brief 
description of it. For example, for a casket, 
you might check “Wood” and then write 
in “Birch.” Following is a chart of typical 
materials for caskets and urns.

Caskets

•	 Wood (hardwoods such as oak, walnut,  
or mahogany; or soft woods such as pine  
or poplar)

•	 Metal (typically steel, bronze, or copper)

•	 Fiberglass

•	 Plastic

Urns

•	 Wood (hardwoods such as oak, walnut,  
or mahogany; or soft woods such as pine  
or poplar)

•	 Metal (typically stainless steel, pewter, bronze, 
or copper)

•	 Stone (such as granite or marble)

•	 Cloisonné, ceramic, porcelain, or other glass

•	 Biodegradable (for ocean burial) or other 
temporary container

•	 Model or Design. Describe the model 
(including the model name or number if 
possible), shape, or design of the container.
Examples:

3	Model 7404
3	Book design
3	Vase design
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•	 Exterior Finish. Describe your wishes for the 
luster, artwork, color, or other features of the 
external material or fittings for the container. 
(If you want an inscription, describe that in 
the “Epitaph” section, below.)

•	 Interior Finish. Describe your wishes for the 
color, design, or material of the interior, 
including any selection of fabric. 
Examples:

3	Beige crepe (creamy fabric with no shine)
3	Pink satin (smooth, gloss fabric with a 

distinct shine)
3	Royal blue velvet
3	No fabric

•	 Cost Range. Provide guidelines for the 
amount to be spent on the item, whether 
economical, mid-price, or luxury. 

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
notes or directions for your survivors. For 
example, if you have already purchased the 
container, make a note of that and include 
its location and any other information your 
survivors will need to obtain it.
Examples:

3	Ask Joe Stevens of Elbamore to make my 
casket. Joe will know how—just a simple, 
pine box.

Headstone, Monument, or Burial Marker. Check 
the box that indicates whether you want a 
headstone, monument, or burial marker. If 
your choices for body disposition don’t require 
a marker of any kind, check “No” and skip this 
table.

Use the table to describe your wishes. If you do 
not feel strongly about a particular topic, simply 
write “family choice” and leave the decision to 
your survivors.

•	 Description. Describe the type of headstone 
or marker that you want. If you will be 

using an existing headstone or burial marker 
(such as one shared with a spouse), make a 
note of that.
Examples:

3	2' upright monument 
3	Shared, existing headstone, with Rebekka 

Melone (my deceased wife)
3	Flush marker
3	Submit VA Form 40-1330, Application for 

Standard Government Headstone, to the 
VA National Cemetery Administration, 
800-827-1000 or www.cem.va.gov. I’ve 
completed the form and filed it at the end 
of this section for you to use.

3	The national cemetery arrangements 
include a headstone or marker, so there 
is no need to order one separately. You 
will need to provide epitaph information, 
however. See my instructions below.

•	 Material. Provide the type of material that 
you would like to be used. For example, for 
a headstone or monument, you might write 
in “marble” or “granite.” For a burial marker, 
your choice may be metal (typically steel, 
bronze, or copper), marble, or granite.

•	 Design. Describe the shape, motif, or model 
(including model name or number, if any) 
that you would like.
Examples:

3	Model 56, standard
3	Bench Model, upright headstone with 

adjoining bench
3	Winged angel, about 5' tall

•	 Finish. Describe your preference for the 
luster, cut, and color of the headstone or 
marker.
Examples:

3	Rough-hewn base, sides, and top
3	Red, or brown-red, polished
3	Polished figure atop rough-hewn base
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•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
notes or direction for your survivors. For 
example, if you have already purchased the 
marker, make a note of that and include the 
location and any other information your 
survivors will need to obtain it. 

Epitaph. In this section, you outline your wishes 
for your epitaph—that is, the words, symbols, or 
photographs that will be inscribed or included 
on your headstone, marker, or urn. Begin by 
checking the box that indicates whether you 
want an epitaph. If you have no need for an 
epitaph, check “No” and skip this table.

Complete the table to describe your wishes 
for an epitaph. Three tables are provided, 
in case you need to include more than one 
inscription—for example, one inscription on an 
urn and another for a columbarium marker. 

If you do not feel strongly about a particular 
topic, simply write “family choice” and leave 
the decision to your survivors.

•	 Item. Briefly describe the item to be 
inscribed with the epitaph—for example, 
your headstone or urn.

•	 Inscription. If you want something written 
on the item, write it down exactly as you’d 
like it to appear.
Examples:

3Liberty, Humanity, Justice, Equality  
—Susan Brownell Anthony

3That’s All Folks! 
—Mel Blanc

•	 Additional Notes. Here, add anything else 
you’d like to include on the item. For 
example, indicate whether you wish to 
include a photograph, symbol, or other 
image. Be sure to make a note about where 
your survivors can find the photograph or 
image. (You may also consider including it 
with your planner; see the note below.)

Burial or Cremation Apparel. Begin by checking 
the box that indicates whether or not you want 
to specify clothing, accessories, or other items to 
accompany your body after death. If you mark 
“No,” you can skip this table. Otherwise con-
tinue on and fill in the following information. 

•	 Clothing, Accessory, or Other Item. List 
and describe each item of clothing, each 
accessory, and every other item that should 
dress or accompany your body.
Examples:

3	Navy blue suit, Valentine’s tie from Mary
3	Black scholastic robe, my Tam O’Shanter 

on my head, my staff alongside my body
3	My diamond brooch from Tom for our 

50th anniversary
3	Burial shroud only

•	 Location. For each item, describe where 
your survivors can find it and provide any 
necessary access information.
Examples:

3	Find my staff in the back right corner of 
the closet in my study.

3	My diamond brooch is in the safe; see 
Section 23 of this planner for access in-
structions.

•	 Remove Before Interment or Cremation. If 
you want an item to be returned to your 
loved ones before your body is buried or 
cremated, indicate that here. Check “Yes” to 
note items to be removed before burial or 
cremation; check “No” for items that should 
remain with your body.

•	 Additional Notes. Include any other notes or 
instructions for your survivors.
Examples:

3	Please ask the mortuary to keep my hair 
and makeup simple and light. Don’t let 
them overdo it! (See my color photo in 
the obituary section.)

3	Buy a new dress for me: Size 12, blue 
flowers, something pretty.
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binder

Including burial or cremation materials 
in your planner. You can use a hole-punch, pocket 
divider, or protective sleeves to include relevant 
documents with this section of your planner. These 
documents may include arrangements you’ve 
made for burial or cremation, application forms or 
information about veterans benefits, or copies of a 
photograph or other image you’d like to include with 
your epitaph. 

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
It’s a good idea to review your final arrange-
ments occasionally—at least once every few 
years—to make sure they still accurately reflect 
your wishes. In particular, review your plans if 
you move to another state or change your mind 
about any details related to the disposition of 
your remains. When you make changes, remem-
ber to update this section of your planner. ●
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Someday on a pier you’ll stand, dear,  
And I shall sail away. 

Please let me go with smiles then 
As I did you today. 

—Romaine Hulsey Melone (1879-1967)

If you’ve ever settled a loved one’s affairs 
after death, you probably know that it can 
be difficult to plan a funeral or memorial 

service. Family and friends want to honor the 
person who has died, but they may not agree 
on how, and decisions usually have to be made 
quickly—much more quickly than most people 
are inclined to act in a time of grief. 

Documenting your wishes for memorial ser-
vices will provide tremendous relief to your 
loved ones. Your work will provide welcome 
guidance to them, heading off potential dis-
putes and relieving confusion. This chapter 
helps by giving you basic information about the 
three primary types of services and gatherings 
following a death:

•	a viewing, visitation, or wake
•	a funeral or memorial service, and 
•	a reception or celebration of the deceased 

person’s life.
Some people and families choose to have 

all of these services, some select one or two, 
and some wish for none. Here, you’ll have the 
opportunity to review all these options and 
record the choices that feel right for you.

skip ahead

If you’ve already made arrangements for 
a funeral or other memorial service. If you already 
have plans in place for your after-death services, 
you may want to skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on including your instructions in your 
planner. Then turn to “Keeping Your Information Up 
to Date” at the end of the chapter.

Types of Memorial Services
Death often involves at least one ceremony 
and sometimes more. The most common is 
the funeral, which occurs just prior to burial 
or cremation—although smaller informal 
ceremonies, often called wakes or visitations, are 
also commonly held during the days or hours 
before burial or cremation occurs. The details 
of a wake, funeral, or memorial service can vary 
widely, depending on community custom and 
the religious, cultural, and personal backgrounds 
of the deceased person and the survivors.

Viewing, Visitation, or Wake
The viewing, visitation, or wake is an opportu-
nity for family and friends to view your body or 
to sit with you after you’ve died. For many, it is 
a quiet, meditative time for personal reflection. 
For others, it will be a time to gather with fam-
ily and friends for remembering, sharing, and 
honoring your life.



chapter 15  |  funeral and memorial services  |  117

A viewing or visitation is commonly held in 
the viewing room of a funeral home or mortu-
ary. However, you may wish that your body “lie 
in honor” in another place, such as your home, 
a community hall, or a church. It all depends on 
your wishes and the options available to you. 

Traditionally, a wake is a gathering 
characterized by both sadness and gaiety—a 
celebration of the life that has passed and a 
send-off to whatever comes next. A wake is 
often held in the home of the deceased, but 
many mortuaries now offer their facilities and 
services for one- or two-day wakes. A wake can 
be an important part of the grieving process, 
giving family and friends an opportunity to 
come together to comfort each other. 

Wakes From Many Cultures

When thinking about a wake, you may want 
to consider cultural or ancestral history as well 
as personal desires. For example, a traditional 
Irish wake lasts from the time of death until 
the start of the funeral service. The age-old 
purpose is to raise a ruckus to wake the 
dead—while faithfully watching to ensure the 
deceased is truly gone. The gathering includes 
laying out the body, keening (wailing), sharing 
of memories, storytelling, prayers, games, 
music, food, and drink, all of which sustain the 
gathering through many hours. 

Wake traditions from Japan call for a send-off 
of chanting, burning of incense, and prayers 
to ease the passage of the deceased’s soul 
into heaven. The Maoris of New Zealand have 
certain games that are played only during 
wakes. The Chinese tradition includes a long 
vigil to protect the deceased, with friends and 
family sharing stories, keening, playing games or 
gambling, and remaining watchful through the 
long hours. The wake is typically followed by a 
meal of traditional wake dishes. 

If you want a viewing, visitation, or wake, you 
may wish to consider:

•	where and when the gathering should be 
held

•	who should be invited
•	whether you will have a casket and if so, 

whether it should be open or closed, and 
•	whether you want music, readings, certain 

types of food or drink, or other special 
details for the gathering.

Funeral or Memorial Service
The difference between a funeral and a 
memorial service is that for a funeral, the body 
is usually present. Because the remains are 
not present at a memorial service, plans for 
memorials are more flexible. Memorial services 
are often held many months (sometimes even 
years) after a death. 

Most people will want at least one ceremony 
held after they die but before their remains are 
buried or cremated, even if it is simple and in-
formal. However, there may be reasons why this 
type of ceremony is not appropriate. One may 
be that you live far from most of your friends 
and family members, and they would have to 
drop everything and attend a preburial or prec-
remation ceremony at a great personal cost. 

Since burial or cremation typically occurs 
within a few days of death, attending 
ceremonies held beforehand can be very 
disruptive. For this reason, many people opt 
not to have a funeral, but instead prefer a 
memorial ceremony—usually held days or 
weeks after the burial or cremation—that is 
more accessible to more people.

Funerals

A traditional funeral is a brief ceremony, 
most often held in a funeral home chapel or a 
church. The body is usually present, either in 
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an open or a closed casket. Beyond that, there 
are no absolutes or requirements about what 
constitutes a funeral. If the deceased person 
adhered to a particular religion, funerals often 
include a brief mass, blessing, or prayer service. 
If you served in the military, you may choose 
a military funeral. (See the note at the end of 
this section.) In addition, many organizations—
such as fraternal groups or 12-step programs—
will conduct services that reflect the nature and 
values of the organization. If you have been a 
member of such an organization, a send-off 
service by your fellow members can be a warm 
and healing farewell.

In some traditions, only family members 
attend the funeral, while friends and the general 
public are invited to attend other scheduled 
ceremonies. In other locales and traditions, this 
is reversed, and the funeral is the less private 
event.

Some basic concerns you may wish to address 
when planning a funeral are:

•	where and when the ceremony should be 
held

•	who should be invited
•	whether clergy should be invited to 

participate, along with specific names of 
clergy you would like

•	any specific music you would like played, 
along with the names of the musicians or 
singers you would like to perform it

•	preferences for a eulogy, and the name of 
the person or people you would like to 
speak

•	whether you want your body or cremated 
remains present at the ceremony, either in 
a casket or other container, or whether you 
would like a picture displayed instead, and 

•	whether you want to direct survivors to send 
flowers or memorial donations. 

Facilitator. You’ll probably want to give 
particularly careful thought to who should 
facilitate the service. Given the type of service 
you would like, who would be best suited to 
lead it? You might consider your pastor, priest, 
or other religious leader. A close friend and 
respected member of your fraternal or support 
organization might be a good choice. Or you 
might ask a close relative to preside over your 
service. Keep in mind that those who are closest 
to you may find it most difficult to stand and 
lead a service. It may well be better to have a 
facilitator who knows you and cares about you, 
but who is not one of your most intimate friends 
or family members. Whomever you choose, talk 
with that person in advance, if possible. Share 
with them your wishes and be sure they feel 
comfortable in the role.

Casket. If you choose to have a casket, you can 
request that the casket be open or closed during 
services. Accident or disfigurement often means 
a closed casket, but some choose a closed-casket 
service for personal reasons.

If there is a casket, you may want visitors to 
accompany it to the gravesite for an additional 
ceremony or words. The casket may be lowered 
during the service, or after the gathering 
disperses. A service may also be held entirely at 
the site of the grave. (See below.)

Pallbearers. In some funeral ceremonies, the 
casket is carried to and from the place where 
the ceremony is held—and sometimes again 
carried from a transportation vehicle to a burial 
site. The people who carry the casket are called 
pallbearers. If you envision a ceremony in which 
your casket will be carried, you can use your 
planner to name the people you would wish to 
serve as pallbearers.

The number of pallbearers usually ranges from 
four to eight, but you can name as many or as 
few as you wish. You may also want to name a 
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few alternates, in case one or more of your first 
choices can’t serve. 

Transportation to grave. You may have a 
preference about the type of vehicle that will 
carry your body to the cemetery and gravesite 
from the place where the funeral ceremony is 
held. This might be a horse-drawn carriage, a 
favorite antique car, or a stretch limousine. 

If you have selected a mortuary to handle 
some of your arrangements, it may have only 
one type of vehicle available. If the vehicle cus-
tomarily provided is not what you would want 
for yourself, check to be sure the mortuary will 
allow you to provide your own—and be sure 
that it will not add its transportation charge to 
your costs. If this is an important issue for you, 
check with the mortuary you selected earlier 
and, if its arrangements about transportation are 
not satisfactory, shop for another mortuary.

Graveside ceremonies. In addition to or instead 
of holding a ceremony prior to burial, it is 
common to hold a brief ceremony at the 
gravesite at which a religious leader, relative, 
or family friend says a few prayers or words of 
farewell. If this is something you want, and have 
an idea of who should be there, who should 
speak, and what they should say, you’ll want to 
describe those details in your planner. 

tip

Military funerals. If you are a veteran, 
the government will present a U.S. flag, play 
“Taps”, and provide other honors at your funeral 
or memorial service. For more information, see 
the U.S. Department of Defense website at www.
militaryfuneralhonors.osd.mil.

Memorial Ceremonies

A memorial ceremony commemorates and 
celebrates someone who has died. It usually 

takes place some time after burial or cremation, 
so the body is not usually present. Memorial 
ceremonies may be held anywhere—a mortuary, 
religious building, a home, outdoors, or even in 
a restaurant.

Memorial ceremonies are more often the 
choice of those who wish to have an economic, 
simple, after-death commemoration. While 
funeral directors, grief counselors, or clergy 
members may be involved in memorial 
ceremonies, they are not necessarily the people 
to consult for objective advice. Many will 
advocate that traditional funerals—often more 
costly and less personalized—are most effective 
in helping survivors through the mourning 
process. The truth is that most survivors are 
likely to take the greatest comfort in attending 
a ceremony that reflects the wishes and 
personality of the deceased person. 

Reception or Celebration of Life

Following your services—particularly if you 
choose to have a traditional funeral—your 
loved ones may wish to host a reception for 
friends and family, a celebration of your life. 
A reception can bring together local family 
and friends with those who have traveled a 
distance for your services, each to share in the 
remembrance and the loss of you. 

A reception is typically held in a community 
hall or family home, just following services, 
though you may know of another place that 
feels more suitable. Aside from where the 
reception should be held, you may want to 
consider the following details:

•	who should be invited
•	what kind of food and beverages should be 

served, and
•	whether you want to request specific 

music, activities, or entertainment for the 
gathering.
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Where to Get Help
You may wish to get additional help with your 
funeral or memorial plans. Many of the resources 
listed in Chapter 14 can help you, especially the 
books Caring for Your Own Dead and Coming to 
Rest (if you want to make plans without involv-
ing a mortuary or funeral home) and the Funeral 
Consumers Alliance. In addition, you may want 
to consult the National Funeral Directors  
Association at www.nfda.org or 800-228-6332. 
There are also a number of books to assist you 
with funeral planning: 

•	A t Journey's End: The Complete Guide to 
Funerals and Funeral Planning, by Abdullah 
and Naaz Fatteh (Practice Management 
Information), includes a “100 Things to Do 
For Peace of Mind” checklist and provides 
information on everything from autopsies 
to religious traditions.

•	I n Memorium: A Practical Guide to Planning a 
Memorial Service, by Amanda Bennett and 
Terence B. Foley (Fireside), provides guide-
lines for honoring and celebrating a unique 
life. While it is a valuable emergency manual 
when a death is unexpected, it is also a good 
resource for making plans ahead of time. 

•	 Remembering Well: Rituals for Celebrating 
Life and Mourning Death, by Sarah York 
(Jossey-Bass), provides sensitive guidance 
for expressing grief and planning unique 
commemorative rituals following the death 
of a loved one. The author draws on a 
number of resources, including poetry and 
religious rituals from various traditions.

•	 Last Wishes: A Funeral Planning Manual and 
Survivors Guide, by Malcolm James and 
Victoria Lynn (Mavami), can help you plan 
your own funeral, walking you through 
many decisions: burial or cremation, funeral 
services, caskets, flowers, hymns, and 
readings. It also covers consumer rights and 
legal requirements.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Funeral and Memorial Services 
section of your planner (Section 15). The 
following guidelines will help you complete the 
pages there:

Viewing, Visitation, or Wake. Begin by checking 
the initial box to indicate whether or not you 
would like your survivors to arrange a viewing, 
visitation, or wake. If you check “No,” you can 
skip to the next part, “Funeral or Memorial 
Service.”

If you do not feel strongly about a viewing 
or wake, or some of the details, simply write 
“family choice” and leave the decision to your 
survivors. Two tables are provided for you to 
describe two separate events if you wish, such 
as a wake in the family home and a mortuary 
viewing. 

•	 Type of Service. Name the basic type of 
service you want, such as viewing, visitation, 
or wake.

•	 Location and Contact Information. Provide 
the location that you prefer for the viewing, 
visitation, or wake, along with necessary 
contact information.

•	 Existing Arrangements and Location of Docu-
ments. Indicate whether you have already 
made arrangements—for example, for a 
wake as part of a package of services with a 
funeral home or mortuary—and provide the 
location of any related documents. (If pos-
sible, you should file the documents in your 
planner; see the note below.) 

•	 Body Present: Yes/No. Indicate whether 
you want to have your body present at the 
viewing, visitation, or wake.

•	 Casket: Yes/No. Indicate whether you want 
a casket for the service. If you want your 
body to be laid out without a casket, or if 
you do not want your body to be present, 
check “No.” 
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•	 Casket: Open/Closed. Indicate whether you 
want an open or closed casket during the 
viewing, visitation, or wake.

•	 Invitees: Public/Private. Indicate whether you 
would like the event to be private (that is, 
by invitation only) or public (open to all 
family and friends). If you select “Private,” 
use Additional Notes, below, to describe who 
should be invited.

•	 Timing and Days/Hours. Describe your wishes 
for the timing of the viewing, visitation, 
or wake, and for the days and hours of the 
service. 
Examples:

3	I’d like the wake to last from the moment 
of my death until the start of the funeral 
service at McClintock’s.

3	Viewing in a mortuary viewing room 
for the two days (or more) prior to my 
funeral service.

3	Visitation at home for the hours leading 
up to my cremation.

•	 Special Requests. Include any special 
requests you have, such as music selections, 
musicians, refreshments, or other activities 
or observances.
Examples:

3	Please play and sing these songs during 
my wake: “Farside Banks of Jordan,” “In 
the Garden,” and “On Eagle’s Wings.”

3	Please plan to feast during my wake! I’d 
like you to serve corned beef and cabbage, 
parsley potatoes, home-baked breads, and 
plenty of stout and whiskey! Eat, sing, 
cry—and remember me!

•	 Additional Notes. Write in any additional 
information about your wishes for the 
event.
Examples:

3	Family and invited friends only. Please 
note in my obituary that the service is 

private and only invite my dearest friends: 
the Habedanck family, the Warths, Saskia 
and Cornelius Stevenson, the Greenes, 
and the Stoddens.

3	Please have copies of my latest book avail-
able in the mortuary viewing room, and 
insert in each a copy of the note I have 
filed at the back of this section.

Funeral or Memorial Service. Begin by checking 
the initial box to indicate whether or not you 
want your survivors to arrange a funeral or 
memorial service. If you check “No,” you can 
skip to the next part, “Reception or Celebration 
of Life.”

If you do not feel strongly about a funeral or 
memorial service, or some of the details of the 
arrangements, simply write “family choice” and 
leave the decision to your survivors. 

If you want your survivors to hold more than 
one funeral or memorial service and you want 
to describe your wishes, photocopy or print 
(using the CD-ROM) enough planner pages to 
describe the additional services.

•	 Location and Contact Information. Specify 
the location and contact information for the 
place you’d like the service to be held.

•	 Existing Arrangements and Location of 
Documents. Indicate whether you have 
already made arrangements for a funeral or 
memorial service, and provide the location 
of any related documents. (If possible, you 
should file the documents in your planner; 
see the note below.) 

•	 Body and Casket Present: Yes/No. Indicate 
whether or not you want your body and 
casket to be present at the service. 

•	 Casket: Open/Closed. If your body will be 
present in a casket, indicate whether you 
would like the casket to be open or closed 
for the service. 
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3My wish is to have a simple service, Protestant, 
with hymns that I enjoy, especially “How Great 
Thou Art” and “Abide With Me.” My casket is to 
be closed. I do not wish to have family or friends 
looking upon my dead face. Then my wish is to 
be cremated and taken out to sea, where my for-
mer husband, Ronald, and my sister, Betty, are. 
–Ruth M. Agee, September 25, 1975

•	 Other Items. If you wish your loved ones 
to display other items that represent your 
life—such as a photograph, posters, or other 
personal items meaningful to you—check 
the appropriate boxes and describe the 
items. Include the location for each item. If 
you need more space, use Additional Notes, 
below.

•	 Flowers. Describe whether you would 
like flowers at the service and, if you do, 
describe your preference for the types or 
colors of flowers. 

•	 Invitees: Public/Private. Indicate whether you 
would like the event to be private (that is, 
by invitation only) or public (open to all 
family and friends). If you select “Private,” 
use Additional Notes, below, to describe who 
should be invited.

•	 Timing and Days/Hours. Indicate your wishes 
for the timing of the service and for the day 
or time of day for the funeral or memorial 
service. 
Examples:

3	Two to four days after my death, early 
afternoon.

3	About one month following cremation.
3	On the one-year anniversary of my death.

•	 Type of Service: Religious/Military/Other. 
Check the box for the type of service that 
you desire, whether religious, military, 
or other (including a lodge or fraternal 
organization, 12-step, or something 

informal). For each choice, add a brief note 
describing the type of service.
Examples:

3	Religious: Presbyterian
3	Religious: Islamic
3	Military: U.S. Army
3	Other: Masonic
3	Other: Alcoholics Anonymous

•	 Service Contact. Provide contact information 
for the person or organization that can 
arrange the type of service you desire. 
For example, if you would like a service 
coordinated by your lodge or 12-step 
group, provide contact information for the 
organization. 

tip

Arranging for a military funeral. If you are 
a veteran and you would like a military funeral (see 
the tip on military funerals, above), write in your 
planner, “Please ask [the church, funeral home, or 
other facility coordinating the service] to contact 
the U.S. Department of Defense to arrange a military 
funeral.” The coordinating facility will make arrange-
ments directly with the Department of Defense. 

•	 Facilitator. Identify the person whom you 
wish to preside over your service, including 
contact information. Depending on the 
type of service you have chosen, this person 
could be clergy (that is, your pastor, priest, 
rabbi, or other religious leader), a member 
of your fraternal organization or 12-step 
program, or a family member or friend. 

•	 Eulogy. Identify the people you’d like to have 
speak at your service, including the name 
and contact information for each. 

•	 Music Selections and Musicians. Include your 
wishes for specific music to be played or 
performed during your services. Include 
your wishes for specific musicians to 
perform, including vocalists.
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Examples:

3	I would like bagpipers to play from the 
mortuary to the gravesite.

3	Please ask John and June to sing “Farside 
Banks of Jordan,” if they are able.

•	 Readings. Describe any readings or 
recitations you prefer, such as scripture or 
poetry. If possible, include copies with your 
planner. (See the note below.) If you wish to 
specify who is to read or recite, name each 
person.

•	 Pallbearers. If your casket will be carried to 
or from your service, name your pallbearers 
here. Include the name and contact 
information for up to eight pallbearers, plus 
two to four alternates.

•	 Graveside Ceremony. Indicate whether you 
want only a graveside service, a graveside 
ceremony following a funeral at another 
location, or no graveside service at all. Add 
any description or clarifying detail in the 
space provided.
Example:

3	Please arrange for the release of several 
white pigeons at the conclusion of the 
graveside prayer.

•	 Transportation to Service. Describe your 
wishes for transportation, such as for 
transporting your body from the funeral 
to the grave, or shuttling family between 
ceremonies.
Examples:

3	Transfer casket from mortuary to grave in 
a horse-drawn carriage.

3	It’s fine to use the mortuary hearse to 
transport my casket.

3	Please coordinate rides for family, 
throughout the day, in our fleet of classic 
Ford Mustangs. Our Classic Club friends 
have offered to chauffeur.

•	 Additional Notes. Include any additional 
requests you may have for funeral or 
memorial services.
Examples:

3	Also hold a separate Mass 40 days after 
my death.

3	Please also plan an additional memorial 
service to be held on the one-year anni-
versary of my death.

tip

Presidential Memorial Certificate for  
veterans. Your loved ones may wish to request a 
Presidential Memorial Certificate, signed by the cur-
rent president, in gratitude for the service of honor-
ably discharged deceased veterans. In the Additional 
Notes section, suggest that your survivors request a 
certificate by contacting the Department of Veterans 
Affairs, Presidential Memorial Certificates (41AIC), 
5109 Russell Road, Quantico, VA 22134-3903, 202-
565-8054 (fax), www.cem.va.gov/pmc.htm. They can 
also visit any regional office of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs. They must include copies (not origi-
nals) of your discharge papers and death certificate 
with the request.

Reception or Celebration of Life. Begin by 
checking the box to indicate whether or not 
you would like your survivors to arrange a 
reception or celebration. If you check “No,” 
you can skip to “Keeping Your Information Up 
to Date,” below.

If you do not feel strongly about a reception, 
or some of the details, simply write “family 
choice” and leave the decision to your 
survivors. 

•	 Location and Contact Information. Specify 
the location and contact information for the 
place you’d like the reception or celebration 
to be held.



124  |  get it together

•	 Existing Arrangements and Location of 
Documents. Indicate whether you have 
already made arrangements for a reception 
or celebration of your life, and provide 
the location of any related documents. (If 
possible, you should file the documents in 
your planner; see the note below.) 

•	 Invitees: Public/Private. Indicate whether you 
would like the event to be private (that is, 
by invitation only) or public (open to all 
family and friends). If you select “Private,” 
use Additional Notes, below, to describe who 
should be invited.

•	 Food and Drink. If you have particular wishes 
about the type of food and drink that 
should—or should not—be served at the 
gathering, describe those here.
Examples:

3	Buffet of salads and good breads. Serve 
sparkling waters, fruit juice, and coffee. 
Please—no alcoholic beverages, no meats.

3	Please serve a hearty afternoon/evening 
meal of lamb, vegetables, and couscous, 
with plenty of tea and warm conversation!

•	 Additional Notes. Include any special 
requests or additional direction you have for 
the reception or celebration—for example, 
whether you would like it to include 
particular pieces of music, readings, or other 
activities.
Examples:

3	If Bonney is able, I would so appreciate 
her playing the organ at my home dur-
ing the celebration of my life—especially 
“The Old Rugged Cross” and “Beer Barrel 
Polka”!

3	Please sit down with family and friends 
and watch some of our wonderful home 
videos—especially Christmas 1996.

3	In an envelope at the end of this section, 
there’s a letter I would like Peder to read 
to all during the reception following my 
service.

binder

Including burial or cremation materials 
in your planner. You can use a hole-punch, pocket 
divider, or protective sleeves to include relevant 
documents with this section of your planner. These 
documents may include arrangements you’ve made 
for a wake, visitation, funeral, or other service, 
application forms or information about a military 
funeral, or copies of readings for your services. 

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
It’s a good idea to occasionally review your 
wishes for services—at least once every few 
years—to make sure they’re still accurate. In 
particular, review your plans to be sure all 
contact information is current and that the 
details of your services are still as you’d like 
them to be.  ●
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Ancient Egyptians believed that upon death they would be asked two 
questions and their answers would determine whether they could 

continue their journey in the afterlife. The first question was, “Did you 
bring joy?” The second was, “Did you find joy?” 

—Leo Buscaglia (1924-1998)

An obituary is a notice that will be 
printed in newspapers or other 
publications after your death. It lets 

people know that you have died and provides 
some biographical information about you. In 
addition, the obituary may specify the time 
and place of your funeral or memorial service 
and include other information, such as wishes 
for donations to be made in your name. This 
section of your planner will help your loved 
ones put together an accurate obituary that 
reflects your preferences.

skip ahead

If you’ve already drafted your obituary. If 
you’ve already written an obituary, you may want to 
skip to “In Your Planner” for directions on including 
the obituary in your planner. You should also read 
“Keeping Your Obituary Up to Date” at the end of 
the chapter.

What to Include in  
Your Obituary
You may prefer to draft your own obituary 
and file it in your planner. After your death, 
your survivors can simply review what you’ve 
written to make sure it’s current and send it 
off to be published. Or, rather than drafting a 
full obituary, you may want to provide specific 
details that your survivors can use to write an 

obituary for you. Your planner permits either 
option. Whichever you choose, you’ll want 
to devote some time to deciding what your 
obituary should include and where it will be 
published.

Depending on your needs, your obituary 
might be brief, moderately long, or the length of 
a full article. In large part, it depends on where 
your obituary will appear after your death. 
Many newspapers require obituaries to be very 
short. On the other hand, if you’re well known 
in your community or the field in which you 
work, a newspaper or other publication may 
want to publish a longer obituary or even an 
article about your life. Following are a couple 
of examples of brief and moderately long 
obituaries. For help finding more examples, see 
“Where to Get Help,” below.

Example (brief): 

Kelly, Roberta C. Born in Chicago on 
December 27, 1926, passed away in Toledo 
on December 22, 2003. Services to be held at 
Toledo Grand Mortuary, December 27, 2003, 
at 10:00 a.m. Friends welcome.

Example (moderate): 

Kelly, Roberta C. Born in Chicago on 
December 27, 1926, passed away in Toledo 
on December 22, 2003. For 49 years, Roberta 
was the loving wife of the late Samuel E. Kelly. 
Their three daughters and families survive 
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them: Antonia and William Koenig, Bethany 
and Sean O’Connor, and Catherine Kelly, all of 
the greater Chicago area. A graduate of Sequoia 
Technical Schools, Evanston, Roberta served as 
Executive Assistant for Mr. Lawrence Cooper 
of Cooper & Cooper, Chicago, for more than 
20 years. In lieu of flowers, remembrances may 
be made to the American Heart Association. 
Services to be held at Toledo Grand Mortuary, 
December 27, 2003, at 10:00 a.m. Friends are 
welcome.

When deciding what to include in your 
obituary, consider the following topics:

•	your date and place of birth
•	family information, including the names 

of your spouse, children, grandchildren, 
parents, and siblings

•	details about your education
•	employment information
•	military service
•	memberships in service, community, or 

recreational organizations
•	important awards or achievements
•	your primary interests and hobbies
•	whether or not you want people to send 

flowers in your name
•	whether or not you want people to make 

donations to a particular charity or 
organization in your name, and

•	anything else you’d like others to know and 
remember about your life.

You may also want to select a photograph to 
include with your obituary. Your planner provides 
a place for you to indicate which photo you 
prefer, and its location.

Where Will Your Obituary Be Published?

Think about the places where your obituary 
might be published—newspapers, newsletters, 
magazines, or online. You might want to 
recommend to your survivors that specific 
publications run your obituary. For example, in 
your planner, you can suggest that your obituary 
be published in newspapers in the various 
communities where you have lived and worked. 
If you work for a company or organization that 
publishes a newsletter, provide the contact 
information for the newsletter. If you are well 
known, you may recommend specific magazines 
or other publications that would be interested 
in publishing an article about your life.

Where to Get Help
One of the easiest ways to get help with your 
obituary is to review the section of your 
newspaper, or the newspaper’s website, that 
reports deaths. This should give you many 
ideas for structuring your obituary, as well as 
examples of what you can include. 

In Your Planner
Turn to the Obituary section of your planner 
(Section 16). The following guidelines will help 
you complete the pages there.

Begin by checking the appropriate boxes to 
indicate:

•	whether or not you want an obituary, and if 
so,

•	whether you have already drafted one for 
your survivors to use. 
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skip ahead

If you don’t want an obituary. If you check 
“No,” you’re done with this section and can go on to 
the next chapter.

If you’ve already drafted an obituary, all you 
need to do is specify its location in the space 
provided, and you’re done. You’ll want to keep 
the obituary itself in your planner, if possible. 
(See the instructions at the end of this section.) 

If you haven’t prepared your own obituary, 
complete the rest of Section 16 by filling in the 
information your survivors will need to write 
one for you.

Obituary Overview. In this part, specify the 
following:

•	 Obituary Length. Indicate whether your 
obituary should be brief, moderate, or 
article length. (See above for examples.) If 
you want your survivors to publish different 
obituaries in different publications—say, a 
brief obituary in a newspaper and a longer 
one in a newsletter or magazine—check all 
the options that apply and include more 
specific directions in the Additional Notes 
section, below. 

•	 Photograph. Indicate whether or not you 
wish to have a photograph published with 
your obituary and the location of the 
specific photo, if you’ve chosen one. If 
possible, keep the photograph itself in your 
planner. (See the directions at the end of 
this section.)

•	 Publications. List the newspapers or other 
publications in which you want your 
obituary published.

Obituary Details. Here, you’ll provide guidance 
for the content of your obituary. Note that 
several items in the table contain preprinted 
cross-references. For example, “Date and 

Place of Birth” contains the notation, “See 
Biographical Information.” When your planner 
is complete, the cross-referenced section will 
contain the required information, so there is no 
need to duplicate it here.

Review and complete the following items. 
For those items that do not apply to you, or for 
which you do not wish to include information, 
simply note “not applicable” or “family choice.” 

•	 Education. Include relevant information 
about your education—including the 
schools you attended and the year you 
graduated—or direct your survivors to a 
résumé or curriculum vitae that you have 
included elsewhere in your planner.
Example:

3Certificate, Sequoia Technical Institute, 
1984; B.A., College of The Redwoods, 
1988.

3	See my resume, filed in Section 7  
(Employment).

•	 Awards and Achievements. Add detail about 
awards you have received—for example, the 
organization that gave you the award, the 
title of the award, and the date—and other 
unique achievements.
Examples:

3The Purple Heart, 1945
3Pulitzer Prize for Economics, 1998
3Volunteer of the Year, City of Sacramen-

to, 2004
3Nordstrom Annual Pacesetter, 15 years

•	 Interests and Hobbies. What are your special 
interests and hobbies?

•	 Values. What do you value most in life? 
What has been most meaningful?
Examples:

3Like many of my generation, I have 
learned the value of hard work. I was 
never careless with my money.



chapter 16  |  obituary  |  129

3Passion for the arts, love of nature, and 
great interest in people

3“A kindhearted and caring man of the 
highest honor, courage, integrity, wisdom, 
character, and bravery.”

3“He could be a taskmaster, always in-
sisting on precision and impatient with 
inferior work.”

•	 Flowers. Indicate whether or not you want 
people to send flowers, and if so, where 
they should send them. Depending on your 
wishes for final arrangements, you may want 
the flowers to be sent to your family, to a 
funeral home, or to the site you designate 
for your memorial service. (You can 
document your wishes for a funeral home 
and memorial service in Section 15 of the 
planner, Funeral and Memorial Services.) If 
you don’t want flowers, you can check the 
box asking that your obituary contain the 
simple statement, “No flowers, please.” Or, 
you can check the box asking that instead of 
flowers, donations be made in your name: 
“In lieu of flowers, please send donations to 
[the organizations listed below].”

•	 Donations or Remembrances. If you want 
contributions or remembrances to be 
made in your name, specify where they 
should go—for example, the name of the 
organization or trust—and provide an 
address and telephone number. Documents 
related to these donations—such as 
information about an individual fund 
or trust established with your college or 
church—can be filed in this section of your 
planner. (See the directions at the end of 
this section.)

•	 Other. If you have additional requests for or 
restrictions on the content of your obituary, 
include those notes here.

Additional Notes. Document anything else 
that your survivors should know about 
publishing your obituary. For example, if you 
wish to run two different obituaries in two 
different publications, describe your wishes. 
Or if you wish to use an online guest book for 
condolences from family and friends, describe 
that here.

binder

Including obituary materials in your 
planner. It will be most convenient for your survivors 
if you file your selected photograph, draft obituary, 
remembrance plans, or other related materials in 
your planner binder. You can insert the photo in a 
plastic binder sleeve or hole-punch the obituary and 
other materials, inserting them into your planner 
binder immediately following the Obituary section.

Keeping Your Obituary  
Up to Date
It’s a good idea to review your obituary 
information every year or two, updating 
important details that may have changed. 
Changes that may prompt you to revise your 
obituary include:

•	moving (you may want to change the list of 
publications in which your obituary should 
be published)

•	marriage, divorce, or the death of a spouse
•	the birth of a child or grandchild 
•	new achievements or awards, or
•	different wishes for contributions or 

remembrances to be made in your name. ●
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The true meaning of life is to plant trees,  
under whose shade you do not expect to sit. 

—Nelson Henderson (~1860)

Almost everyone needs a will to be sure 
that property passes the way they want 
it to after death. Depending on your 

situation, you may want to make additional 
legal documents to carry out your estate plan, 
such as a living trust.

This chapter provides an overview of basic 
estate planning documents. It will help you 
understand how they work, how to make them, 
and how to include important information 
about them in your planner.

skip ahead

If you’ve already completed your estate 
plan. If you’ve already made a will or other estate 
planning documents, you may want to skip right 
to “In Your Planner” to learn how to include these 
documents in your planner. Then read “Keeping Your 
Documents Up to Date” at the end of the chapter.

Which Estate Planning 
Documents Do You Need?
Whatever you own at your death is called your 
estate. So “estate planning” is the process of 
arranging for what will happen to your property 
when you die. Estate planning can also involve 
making arrangements for the care of your 
young children in the event of your death and 
taking steps to ensure that your survivors avoid 
probate court proceedings.

Your estate planning needs depend on your 
age, health, wealth, and how cautious you are. 
To decide where to begin, take a look at the life 

situations discussed below. Don’t worry if none 
of these examples fit perfectly; these are just 
simple illustrations of typical situations. 

You’re Young and Without 
Dependents
If you’re young and don’t have any dependents, 
there’s not much point in putting a lot of 
energy into estate planning. Unless your lifestyle 
is especially risky or you have a serious illness, 
you’re very unlikely to die for a long time.

Consider making a will, however, if you’re 
uncommonly rich, lead a high-risk lifestyle, or 
if you have possessions or property that you 
want to leave to a specific person. 

You should also make health care directives no 
matter what your life circumstances—because 
accidents and unexpected illnesses do happen; 
see below.

You’re Paired Up, But Not Married
If you’ve got a life partner, but are not married 
to him or her, a will is a must-have document. 
Without a will, state law dictates where your 
property goes after your death—typically, your 
closest relatives will inherit everything. (In a 
very few states, a registered domestic partner 
may be entitled to inherit property just as a 
spouse would, but even these protections are 
not a good substitute for making the right estate 
planning documents.)

It’s also particularly important that you make 
health care directives and a durable power of 
attorney for finances; see below for more  
information.
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You Have Young Children
If you have young children, you should make 
a will, if only to name a personal guardian for 
them. (You can do this only in a will, not in any 
other type of estate planning document.) The 
person you name would raise the children in 
the unlikely event that both you and the other 
parent could not. If you fail to name a guardian, 
a court will appoint someone if it’s ever 
necessary. You can also use a will or a living trust 
to name a trusted adult to manage property that 
a child or young adult inherits from you.

You’re Middle-Aged and  
Financially Comfortable
If you’ve made it to a comfortable time in life, 
you will probably want to take some time to 
reflect on what you will eventually leave behind. 

To save your family the cost and hassle of 
probate court proceedings after your death, 
think about creating a revocable living trust. 
While you are alive, you can cancel the trust or 
change its terms at any time. After your death, 
a person you’ve chosen takes control of your 
trust property and transfers it according to 
the directions you left in the trust document, 
without probate. (Other good strategies are 
discussed in “Avoiding Probate,” below.)

If you are married, and you and your spouse 
have enough property to be concerned about 
federal estate tax, consider making an AB trust. 
This is a type of living trust designed both to 
avoid probate and reduce the eventual estate tax 
bill. For deaths in 2006 through 2008, estates 
worth more than $2 million are taxed. (See 
“Federal Estate Tax” in Chapter 24.)

If you do decide to make a living trust, you 
will still need to make a backup will. A will is 
an essential catchall device for property not 

transferred to your living trust. Also, in a will 
you can name someone to be the personal 
guardian of your minor child—something you 
cannot do in a living trust.

You’re Elderly or Ill
Now is the time to take concrete steps to 
establish an estate plan. It’s also a good time 
to think about what could happen before your 
death, if you become seriously ill and unable to 
handle your own affairs.

First, the basics: Consider a probate-avoidance 
living trust and, if you’re concerned about estate 
taxes, a tax-saving trust. (These devices are 
discussed just above.) Write a will, or update an 
old one.

Then, although no one wants to do it, take 
a minute to think about the possibility that at 
some time, you might become unable to handle 
day-to-day financial matters or make health 
care decisions. You can make a few simple 
documents to give someone legal authority 
to act on your behalf if you can’t take care of 
things yourself. These documents—health care 
directives and a durable power of attorney for 
finances—are discussed just below.

tip

Everyone should consider making health 
care directives and a durable power of attorney for 
finances. No matter what your age or health, you 
should make a health care directive, in which you 
state in writing the kind of medical care you want 
to receive if you are unable to speak for yourself and 
name a trusted person to oversee your wishes. Every 
day people are injured in accidents and wind up 
in hospitals, and if they haven’t made their wishes 
clear, confusion and disagreements about treatment 
can make it tough for close relatives. You can find 
more information about health care documents in 
Chapter 11.
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To name someone to handle financial matters 
for you, you’ll need a durable power of attorney for 
finances. This document gives a person you choose 
the legal authority to pay bills, deposit checks, and 
do whatever else is needed to manage your property 
on your behalf if you cannot. 

Almost every adult who owns property can bene-
fit from making a financial power of attorney, but it’s 
critical to make one if you’re older, facing a serious 
illness, or partnered but not married. Financial pow-
ers of attorney are covered in detail in Chapter 12.

An Overview of Wills  
and Trusts
Here’s some more information to help you 
understand how wills and trusts work, and how 
to make them.

Wills
A will is the simplest legal document you can 
use to leave your property to others after your 
death. In it, you name your beneficiaries—
that is, the people you want to inherit your 
property—and you specify the property you 
want them to receive. You can also use your 
will to name your executor—the person who 
will wind up your affairs after death—and 
to designate someone to care for your young 
children, if you have any. 

When someone dies without a will (in legal 
jargon, this is called dying “intestate”), state 
law determines who inherits the deceased 
person’s property. As described by the National 
Association of Financial and Estate Planning, 
“Dying intestate is like taking your property 
and attempting to throw it to your heirs on 
the other side of a deep chasm, a chasm which 
is filled with hazards.” In other words, if you 
don’t make a will or other estate planning 
documents, there’s little chance that your 
property will end up where you want it to.

What’s more, in the absence of a will, a court 
will determine who will care for minor children 
and their property if a surviving parent is un-
available or deemed unfit. If a judge appoints 
a property guardian, that person’s authority to 
manage property will be limited and delayed by 
the ongoing involvement of the court. You can 
use a will to set up much more convenient meth-
ods for managing a young person’s property.

Property left by a will must usually go 
through probate court proceedings. To explore 
methods of avoiding probate for some or all 
of your property, read about living trusts and 
other probate-avoidance methods, below.

Legal Requirements

Any adult of sound mind is entitled to make 
a will. Beyond that, there are a few technical 
requirements:

•	The document must expressly state that it’s 
your will.

•	You must sign and date the will.
•	The will must be signed by at least two 

witnesses (three if you live in Vermont). 
Your witnesses must watch you sign the 
will, though they don’t need to read it. In 
most states, witnesses must be people who 
won’t inherit anything under the will.

You don’t have to have your will notarized. In 
most states, however, if you and your witnesses 
sign an affidavit (sworn statement) before a 
notary public, you can greatly simplify the 
court procedures required to prove the validity 
of your will after you die. (This is called making 
your will “self-proving.”)

Your will does not need to be recorded or filed 
with any government agency. Just keep your 
will in a safe, accessible place and be sure the 
person in change of winding up your affairs 
(your executor) knows where it is. Your planner 
will help with these details; see “In Your 
Planner,” below.
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Who Gets Your Property—And What 
Should They Do With It?

While money can be divided equally among 
your heirs, most other property cannot—and 
this often becomes a wellspring for family 
squabbles. For this reason, you should include 
in your will or other estate plan all property 
of great value—whether sentimental or 
financial—that you wish to leave to specific 
individuals. Consider naming beneficiaries for 
any cherished heirlooms, artwork, jewelry, 
vehicles, collectibles, furniture, musical 
instruments, and all other property that means 
something to you. 

If you’re leaving an item of property to more 
than one beneficiary, be sure to specify the 
share they are each to receive—for example, 
whether you want them to own it in equal 
shares or whether one beneficiary should take a 
larger share than the others. 

In addition to stating who gets what, you 
may also find that you have strong feelings 
about what your beneficiaries should do with 
particular items of property that you leave 
behind. For example, you might want them 
to keep the property in the family and take 
care of it—whether it is a vacation house or 
a horse. Or you might leave something to 
several beneficiaries with the hope that they 
will sell the property and split the proceeds 
among themselves. There’s a limit to the type 
of binding instructions you can place on the 
property you leave in your will, but you are free 
to express your preferences. The best way to do 
this is to write a letter to accompany your will 
that explains your wishes, or use your planner 
itself to specify your preferences. (See Chapter 
27 for instructions on how to do this.) 

Property You Can’t Leave by Will

 In almost all states, you can’t use your will to 
transfer the following kinds of property:

•	 Property you hold in joint tenancy with 
someone else—or in “tenancy by the 
entirety” or “community property with right 
of survivorship” with your spouse. At your 
death, your share will automatically belong 
to the surviving co-owner. A will provision 
leaving your share would have no effect 
unless all co-owners died simultaneously. 

•	 Property you've transferred to a living trust. 

•	 Proceeds of a life insurance policy for which 
you've named a beneficiary. 

•	 Money in a pension plan, individual 
retirement account (IRA), 401(k) plan, or 
other retirement plan. Instead, you’ll name 
the beneficiary on forms provided by the 
account administrator. 

•	 Stocks or bonds held in beneficiary (transfer-
on-death or TOD) form. If you want 
to change the beneficiary, contact the 
brokerage company. 

•	 Money in a payable-on-death bank account. 
If you want to name a different beneficiary, 
just fill out a simple form at the bank.

•	 Vehicles held in beneficiary (transfer-on-
death) form. If you want to change your 
beneficiary, file a new registration document 
with your state’s motor vehicles department.

Most of these are common probate-avoidance 
methods that are discussed in more detail in 
“Avoiding Probate,” below.
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cross reference

Do you have an ethical will? An ethical 
will is a statement about the experiences, values, 
and beliefs that have shaped your life. It is not a legal 
document and you should not confuse it with the 
will you use to leave property to others, your health 
care directive (sometimes called a “living will”), or a 
living trust. The letter you write to your loved ones 
using Chapter 1 of this book is a type of ethical will. 
If you have made a separate ethical will for your 
survivors, you should file it in Section 1 of your 
planner, along with your letter. 

Handwritten and Oral Wills

Handwritten, unwitnessed wills, called 
“holographic” wills, are legal in about 25 states. 
To be valid, a holographic will must be written, 
dated, and signed in the handwriting of the 
person making the will. Some states allow you 
to use a fill-in-the-blanks form if the rest of 
the will is handwritten and the will is property 
dated and signed.

A holographic will is better than nothing 
if it is valid in your state. But generally, they 
aren’t recommended. Unlike regular wills, no 
witnesses watch you sign, so if your will ends up 
before a probate court, the court may be strict 
when examining it. It’s far better, and not too 
difficult, to make a valid, witnessed will.

Oral wills (sometimes called “nuncupative” 
wills) are valid in only a few states, and even 
then they’re only accepted under extreme 
circumstances, such as the willmaker’s danger 
of imminent death while serving in the military. 
Clearly, you shouldn’t rely on oral instructions 
as a way to leave your property.

Trusts
A trust is an arrangement under which one 
person, called a trustee, holds legal title 
to property for another person, called a 
beneficiary. This section focuses on the most 
common type of trust—a basic revocable living 
trust, used to avoid probate court proceedings 
after your death. It also introduces AB trusts, 
which a couple can combine with a living trust 
to save on estate tax.

Basic Living Trusts

A simple living trust allows property to quickly 
and efficiently pass to the beneficiaries you 
name, without the trouble and expense of 
probate court proceedings. You can make an 
individual living trust, or if you’re married, you 
and your spouse can use a shared living trust 
to handle both co-owned property and the 
separate property of either spouse.

To create a basic living trust, you make 
a document called a Declaration of Trust, 
which is similar to a will. You name yourself 
as trustee—the person in charge of the trust 
property. Then you transfer ownership of some 
or all of your property to yourself in your 
capacity as trustee. For example, you might sign 
a deed transferring your house from yourself to 
yourself “as trustee of the Jane Smith Revocable 
Living Trust dated July 12, 2004.”

Because you’re the trustee, you don’t give up 
any control over the property you put in trust. 
If you and your spouse create a trust together, 
you will be cotrustees.

In the Declaration of Trust, you name the 
people or organizations you want to inherit 
trust property after your death. You can later 
change your beneficiaries if you wish; you can 
also revoke the trust at any time.
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When you die, the person you named in 
the trust document to take over—called the 
successor trustee—transfers ownership of trust 
property to the people you want to get it. In 
most cases, the successor trustee can handle the 
whole thing in a few weeks with some simple 
paperwork. No probate court proceedings are 
required.

Not everyone needs a living trust, however. A 
living trust may be more than you need if:

•	 You are young and healthy. Many younger 
people decide to go with just a will (and 
perhaps life insurance, if they have young 
kids) and prepare a living trust later in life 
when they own more property and the 
prospect of death is more imminent.

•	 You can more sensibly transfer assets by 
other probate-avoidance devices. There are a 
number of other ways to avoid probate, and 
some of them may work well for you. (See 
below.)

•	 You have, or may have, complex debt 
problems. One of the benefits of probate 
is that it provides a deadline by which 
creditors must file claims against an estate. 
Not so with a living trust. If you expect 
trouble with debts, you may want the 
protections of a full probate proceeding.

•	 There’s no one you trust to oversee your 
trust after your death. If you can’t name a 
successor trustee who’s truly trustworthy, a 
living trust isn’t right for you.

•	 You own little property. If you don’t own 
much, probate will be unnecessary or 
relatively inexpensive (see “Avoiding 
Probate,” below). You won’t need to bother 
with a living trust or probate avoidance—a 
will should do just fine.

Tax-Saving AB Trusts

A basic probate-avoidance living trust has no 
effect on taxes. More complicated living trusts, 
however, can greatly reduce the federal estate 
tax bill for people with substantial property.

But first, the good news: Most people don’t 
need to think about federal estate tax, which 
kicks in only when someone dies owning a very 
large amount of property. The amount of the 
estate tax exemption depends on the year of 
death. For a death in 2006 through 2008, only 
estates worth more than $2 million will owe 
this tax. (For details, see “Federal Estate Tax” in 
Chapter 24.)

If you (or you and your spouse) expect 
that your estate may owe estate tax, consider 
creating a living trust that will both avoid 
probate and also save on federal estate tax. If 
you don’t, there may be a big estate tax bill 
when the second spouse dies. That’s because the 
surviving spouse’s estate will include his or her 
share of the couple’s property plus the property 
inherited from the deceased spouse.

An AB trust, also known as a living trust 
with marital life estate, lets a couple pass the 
maximum amount of property to their children 
or other beneficiaries after both spouses die, 
while at the same time ensuring the surviving 
spouse is financially comfortable during his or 
her lifetime. 

Here’s how it works: Instead of leaving 
property outright to the surviving spouse, each 
spouse puts most or all of his or her property 
in an AB trust. When one spouse dies, the 
surviving spouse can use that property, with 
certain restrictions, but doesn’t own it outright. 
That’s the reason behind the big tax savings: 
The property isn’t subject to estate tax when the 
second spouse dies, because the second spouse 
never legally owned it.
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When setting up an AB trust, each spouse 
names final beneficiaries who will receive the 
trust’s property when the surviving spouse dies. 
Spouses often name the same people—their 
children—as final beneficiaries, but it’s not 
mandatory.

Example: 

Christine and Terry have a combined estate of 
$3 million, all of which they own together. If 
each left his or her half, $1.5 million, to the 
surviving spouse outright, that spouse would be 
left with an estate of $3 million. If the surviving 
spouse died in 2007, $1 million would be 
subject to estate tax.

But if Christine and Terry each leave their 
half of the trust property in a living trust with 
marital life estate, naming their five children as 
the trust’s final beneficiaries, no estate tax will 
be due. Let’s say Christine dies in 2007. Her 
$1.5 million goes into the trust for Terry, and 
is subject to estate tax at that time. But because 
the amount in the trust is less than the federal 
estate tax exemption, no tax is due. Similarly, 
when Terry dies, his $1.5 million is also less 
than the exempt amount.

Before creating an AB trust, however, couples 
should understand what they’re getting into. 
Possible drawbacks of an AB trust include:

•	 Restrictions on the surviving spouse's use of 
the property. The surviving spouse has only 
limited rights to use trust property in the 
marital life estate trust. 

•	 Expense of legal or accounting help. When 
one spouse dies, the survivor will need to 
hire a lawyer or accountant to determine 
how to best divide the couple’s assets 
between the irrevocable marital life estate 
trust and the surviving spouse’s revocable 
living trust. How the property is divided 
can have important tax consequences. 

•	 Trust tax returns. The surviving spouse must 
get a taxpayer ID number for the marital 
life estate trust and file an annual trust 
income tax return. Like any tax return, this 
requires some work. 

•	 Record keeping. The surviving spouse must 
keep separate records for the marital life 
estate trust property. 

•	 Uncertainty about the tax laws. Because 
Congress is almost sure to tinker with estate 
tax laws again in the next few years, you 
may end up wanting to change or revoke 
a trust you create now. (There is an option 
called a “disclaimer” trust that can reduce 
or eliminate this disadvantage by giving the 
surviving spouse the option of whether or 
not to put the AB trust into action after 
the first spouse dies. If you’re interested in 
an AB trust but the changing tax laws leave 
you uncertain about whether you’ll really 
need one, the disclaimer option is worth 
investigating.) 

Given the disadvantages, it’s obvious that 
not all married couples with a combined estate 
over the estate tax threshold should use a life 
estate trust. It’s generally not advisable, at 
least not without the advice of an experienced 
estate planning lawyer, for many couples 
under 60. People in this age group don’t want 
assets to be tied up in a trust if one spouse dies 
unexpectedly.

Commonly, younger couples create a basic 
probate-avoidance living trust. When they’re 
older, they revoke it and create an AB trust. 
And if one spouse unexpectedly dies sooner, the 
survivor will inherit everything free of estate 
tax, no matter what the amount. The surviving 
spouse will probably have years to use the 
money—and to find other methods of reducing 
eventual estate tax.
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Other couples who may not need an AB trust 
include:

•	 Couples where one spouse is considerably 
younger than the other. There’s generally no 
need to burden the second spouse with a 
trust designed to save estate taxes when he 
or she is likely to live for many years. 

•	 Many couples with children from prior 
marriages. There may be concern about 
conflicts between the surviving spouse and 
the deceased spouse’s children, who must 
essentially share ownership of property for 
many years.

Despite its possible drawbacks, a living trust 
with marital life estate does work very well for 
many families. Many older couples conclude 
that the relatively minor accounting and record-
keeping hassles are outweighed by the benefits.

Complex Trusts

In addition to basic and AB living trusts, there 
is a host of more complicated trusts that you 
might want to consider if you’re either very 
wealthy or have special personal circumstances. 
These include complex, irrevocable trusts that 
can help wealthy couples save on estate taxes—
such as QTIP trusts, generation-skipping trusts, 
life-insurance trusts, or charitable remainder 
trusts. There are also trusts that can help you 
place controls on property that you want to 
leave to a beneficiary who is either irresponsible 
or disabled and not capable of managing 
money—that is, “spendthrift” or “special needs” 
trusts.

A discussion of these trusts is beyond the 
scope of this book; to get more information 
you’ll need to consult one of the resources listed 
below, or talk with a knowledgeable estate 
planning lawyer—perhaps both.

Of course you should include in your planner 
essential information about any trust that you 
make. See “In Your Planner,” below.

Marital Property Agreements

A marital property agreement is a contract you 
make with your spouse either prior to marriage 
(a prenuptial or premarital agreement) or after 
you are married (an antenuptial or postnuptial 
agreement). The purpose of a marital property 
agreement is to establish your property rights 
if you divorce or when one of you dies; these 
rights usually differ from the rights you would 
have under state law. 

For example, most states provide that a 
surviving spouse is entitled to claim one-half to 
one-third of the deceased spouse’s property no 
matter what the deceased spouse’s will or other 
estate plan says. (In community property states, 
the surviving spouse automatically owns half 
of the couple’s property.) In a marital property 
agreement, one or both spouses may waive 
these inheritance rights to ensure that property 
passes as they wish—for instance, to children 
from a previous marriage. 

If you and your spouse have a marital 
property agreement, it may affect the way 
your property passes when one of you dies. It’s 
important to include it in your planner.

Do You Still Need a Will?

Even if you make a trust, a will is an essential 
backup device for property that you don’t 
transfer to it. For example, if you acquire 
property shortly before you die, you may not 
think to transfer ownership of it to your trust—
which means that it won’t pass under the terms 
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of the trust document. But in your backup will, 
you can include a clause that names someone 
to get any property that you haven’t left to a 
particular person or entity.

If you don’t have a will, any property that 
isn’t transferred by your living trust or other 
probate-avoidance device (such as joint 
tenancy) will go to your closest relatives in an 
order determined by state law. As discussed 
earlier, these laws may not distribute property 
in the way you would have chosen.

Choosing Your Executor or 
Successor Trustee

One of the most important decisions you’ll 
make when completing your will or trust is 
selecting your executor (the person responsible 
for carrying out the wishes in your will 
and wrapping up your final affairs) or your 
successor trustee (the person responsible for 
managing and distributing the assets in your 
living trust). For both, you should also choose 
an alternate, in case your first choice is unable 
to serve for any reason. Aside from yourself, 
these are the people for whom you are going to 
the trouble of preparing this planner.

To simplify things for purposes of this discus-
sion, both the executor and successor trustee are 
often referred to simply as your representative.

Important Factors to Consider
Your representative may be your spouse or 
partner, relative, or close friend. Keep in mind 
that the responsibilities may be significant, 
dragging on over a year or more, and through 
a difficult time of grief and loss for family and 
friends. Your representative may even have 
to stand up to beneficiaries or other family 
members who are be driven by their own beliefs 
and interests, rather than yours. To do a good 
job, your representative should:

•	be sufficiently assertive and honest—that 
is, capable of honoring your wishes while 
being accountable to your heirs 

•	be organized and capable of handling 
details, because tasks will be many and 
varied, stretching out over a year or two 
following your death

•	possess solid communication skills, to work 
with attorneys, tax preparers, financial and 
real property advisers, and to serve as liaison 
to your heirs

•	have strong interpersonal skills, if you 
expect him or her to be working with 
conflicts or difficult personalities, and

•	have the time and energy to take on the job.
While you need not name someone who lives 

in the same city or state as you do, proximity 
can also be important. Your representative may 
be called upon to spend weeks, even months, at 
your home or business, managing your estate, 
overseeing your wishes, and distributing your 
property. Some states also impose restrictions 
on out-of-state (often called “nonresident”) 
executors, so if you want to name an executor 
who lives in a different state, you should check 
your state’s laws first.
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Naming an Institution as  
Your Representative

Usually, it’s a much better idea to name 
a person to represent you than a bank or 
other institution. You’ll want someone 
human, with genuine concern, to take care of 
these important matters. However, in some 
circumstances, you may find yourself wanting 
or needing to name a corporate executor or 
trustee. This may be true if your estate is very 
complex—say, you own a business that will 
need to stay up and running for a while and 
there isn’t anyone you know who can manage 
it—or if there’s absolutely no one you trust to 
serve as your executor or trustee.

In cases like these, selecting an institution is 
preferable to failing to name a representative. 
But be aware that you may have a tough time 
finding an institution willing to take on the job. 
It won’t be a problem if you’re very wealthy, 
but if your estate is modest, many institutions 
will turn you away because they won’t make 
enough profit on the deal.

Once you have identified the people you’d like 
to name, discuss your choice with each to be 
sure they agree. Go over the job and, as much 
as possible, familiarize your representatives with 
your estate and your wishes. Show them your 
planner and be sure they will be able to obtain 
all the materials they’ll need after your death.

Naming More Than One Executor 
or Trustee
Though you are legally permitted to name 
more than one person to execute your will or 
manage your trust, it’s best to name just one. 
This is true even if you know two or more 

people who are suitable candidates and who 
agree to be coexecutors or cotrustees. There 
may be problems, brought on by passing time 
and human nature, with naming people to 
share a representative’s job. Disagreements 
between them could disrupt the handling of 
your estate. Feuding representatives could even 
end up taking their dispute to court, further 
delaying and confusing the management and 
distribution of your property.

In addition, if you make both a will and a 
trust, it’s usually wise to name the same person 
as both your executor and your successor 
trustee. If you feel that you must name different 
people, be very sure your representatives are 
likely to get along and work together well.

If you fear that those close to you may feel 
hurt if you name someone else to represent you, 
take some time to talk with them to explain 
your choice. Or, if there are several people 
you’d feel comfortable naming, you might even 
let them decide among themselves who the 
representative will be. If you approve of their 
choice, you can accept it—and name the others 
as alternates in case your first choice can’t serve.

Naming Alternates
It’s important to name one or more alternate 
executors or trustees, to represent you if your 
first choice is unable to take the job for any 
reason or resigns after your death. Alternates 
serve one at a time, in the order that you specify.

It’s a good idea to name at least one alternate 
executor and trustee, but you should be as 
thoughtful about naming your alternates as you 
are about picking your first choice. Be sure to 
name people who will represent you well if the 
need arises.
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Compensation for Your  
Executor or Trustee
Executors and trustees are entitled to reason-
able compensation for the work they do on your 
behalf. Just how much depends on what you 
set out in the will or trust document, and on 
state law. That said, most representatives don’t 
expect—or accept—any payment unless the job 
is unusually difficult or long lasting. This is be-
cause they are usually close family members who 
will inherit most of the property, anyway. (There 
are also tax considerations. If a representative ac-

cepts a fee, the money is taxable income for him 
or her. If the representative is going to inherit 
the money anyway, it’s almost always better to 
take it as an inheritance, which isn’t taxed.)

If you aren’t appointing a relative or close 
friend as your representative, you may want 
to specify in your will or trust that they are 
entitled to a reasonable fee for their work. 
(Even though they could collect the fee under 
state law no matter what the document says.) 
Indeed, you may choose someone because of 

Probate-Avoidance Method Summary

State laws that allow simplified 
probate proceedings

These laws apply only if your estate qualifies as a “small estate” as defined  
by state law. Your inheritors collect property with a simple affidavit or take  
your property through an easier version of the probate process.

Revocable living trust Easy to create. You keep control over property during your life. Some  
paperwork involved. May need attorney if your estate is complicated.

Gifts of property made while  
you’re alive

Reduces amount of property in your estate, which avoids probate and  
estate taxes. You lose control over property given away. Large gifts use up  
part of your federal estate tax exemption.

Beneficiary designations for bank 
accounts, retirement accounts,  
and securities

Easy to set up, using a form provided by the bank, broker, or agency.  
Not available for securities in a few states. 

Beneficiary designation for  
motor vehicles

Easy to do, using a form provided by the state Motor Vehicles Department. 
Available only in California, Connecticut, Kansas, Missouri, and Ohio.

Transfer-on-death deeds for  
real estate

Works like a regular deed, but takes effect only upon death. Available only  
in Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, New Mexico, Nevada,  
and Ohio. 

Joint tenancy with right of  
survivorship

Easy to create. If you don’t already own property in joint tenancy, adding a  
new owner may create disadvantages. No probate avoidance if all joint owners 
die at once.

Tenancy by the entirety Easy to create. Limited to married couples (and registered domestic partners  
in a couple of states), and not available in all states. 

Community property with  
right of survivorship

All the benefits of community property ownership plus probate-avoidance 
when one spouse dies. Available only to married couples in Alaska, Arizona, 
California, Nevada, and Wisconsin.
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his or her special skills—perhaps your executor 
can manage your business until it can be sold, 
or maybe your successor trustee possesses the 
unique ability to calm a potentially unpleasant 
family situation—and it’s only fair that you 
offer compensation.

Avoiding Probate
Property left by a will must normally go 
through probate—that is, the legal process that 
includes filing a deceased person’s will with a 
court, locating and gathering the assets, paying 
debts and taxes, and ultimately distributing 
what’s left as the will directs.

For most estates, probate has significant 
drawbacks. It usually ties up property for 
months—sometimes even a year or more. And 
it’s expensive. Attorney and court fees can 
take up to 5% of an estate’s value. Fortunately, 
for most property, probate is also fairly easy 
to avoid. This section introduces the most 
common ways to do it. For more details 
about the methods discussed here, turn to the 
resources listed in “Where to Get Help,” below.

Simplified Procedures  
for Small Estates
Almost every state now offers shortcuts through 
probate—or a way around it completely—for 
“small estates.” Each state defines that term 
differently. Because of the way the laws are 
written, however, many large estates, worth 
hundreds of thousands of dollars, are eligible for 
special transfer procedures that speed property 
to inheritors.

There are two basic kinds of probate shortcuts 
for small estates:

Claiming property with affidavits—no court 
required. If the total value of all the assets you 
leave behind is less than a certain amount, 
the people who inherit your personal prop-
erty—that’s anything except real estate—may be 
able to skip probate entirely. The exact amount 
depends on state law, and varies widely. If the 
estate qualifies, an inheritor can prepare a short 
document stating that he or she is entitled to 
a certain item of property under a will or state 
law. This paper, signed under oath, is called an 
affidavit. When the person or institution hold-
ing the property—for example, a bank where 
the deceased person had an account—receives 
the affidavit and a copy of the death certificate, 
it releases the money or other property.

Simplified court procedures. Another option 
for small estates (again, as defined by state 
law) is a quicker, simpler version of probate. 
The probate court is still involved, but it 
exerts far less control over the settling of the 
estate. In many states, these procedures are 
straightforward enough to handle without a 
lawyer, so they save money as well as time.

Revocable Living Trusts
Living trusts are common probate-avoidance 
devices. They are discussed above.

Gifts
Giving away property while you’re alive helps 
you avoid probate for a very simple reason: If 
you don’t own it when you die, it doesn’t have 
to go through probate. That reduces probate 
costs because, as a general rule, the greater the 
monetary value of the assets that go through 
probate, the greater the expense. If you give 
away enough assets, your estate might even 
qualify for a streamlined “small estate” probate 
procedure after your death (discussed just 
above).
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If you are considering making several large 
gifts, you should know that giving more than 
$12,000 to any one recipient in one calendar 
year requires filing a federal gift tax return. You 
won’t actually have to pay any tax now, but the 
amount you give away will reduce your estate 
tax exemption after death.

Payable-on-Death Bank Accounts
Payable-on-death bank accounts offer one of 
the easiest ways to keep money—even large 
sums of it—out of probate. All you need to do 
is fill out a simple form, provided by the bank, 
naming the person you want to inherit the 
money in the account.

At your death, the beneficiary just goes to 
the bank, shows proof of the death and of his 
or her identity, and collects whatever funds 
are in the account. The probate court is never 
involved.

For more information, see “Bank Accounts” 
in Chapter 19.

Retirement Accounts
When you open a retirement account such as 
an IRA or 401(k), the forms you fill out will 
ask you to name a beneficiary for the account. 
After your death, whatever funds are left in the 
account will not have to go through probate; 
instead, the beneficiary you named can claim 
the money directly from the account custodian.

For more information about naming 
beneficiaries for your retirement accounts, see 
Chapter 20.

Transfer-on-Death Registration  
of Securities
Almost every state has adopted a law (the 
Uniform Transfer-on-Death Securities 
Registration Act) that lets you name someone 
to inherit your stocks, bonds, or brokerage 

accounts without probate. It works very much 
like a payable-on-death bank account. 

For more information about naming 
beneficiaries for transferring securities, see  
“Brokerage Accounts” in Chapter 19. 

Transfer-on-Death Registration  
for Vehicles
California, Connecticut, Kansas, Missouri, and 
Ohio offer car owners the sensible option of 
naming a beneficiary, right on their certificate 
of title or title application, to inherit a vehicle.

To learn more, see Chapter 26. 

Transfer-on-Death Deeds  
for Real Estate
In several states—Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, 
Kansas, Missouri, Nevada, New Mexico, and 
Ohio—you can transfer real estate without 
probate by creating what’s known as a “transfer-
on-death” deed. These deeds must be prepared, 
signed, notarized, and filed in the county land 
records office just like a regular deed. The deed 
should clearly state that it doesn’t take effect 
until death—and you can revoke it any time 
before then. (Don’t try this in any but the 
handful of states listed here; it won’t work.)

For more about real estate, see the next 
section, “Joint Ownership,” and Chapter 25.

Joint Ownership
Several forms of joint ownership—joint tenancy, 
for example—provide an easy way to avoid 
probate when the first owner dies. To take title 
with someone else in a way that avoids probate, 
you usually don’t have to prepare any additional 
documents. All you do is state, on the paper that 
shows your ownership (a real estate deed, for 
example), how you want to hold title.



chapter 17  |  will and trust  |  145

Joint Tenancy With Right of Survivorship

Property owned in joint tenancy automati-
cally passes, without probate, to the surviving 
owner(s) when one owner dies. Joint tenancy 
often works well when couples (married or not) 
acquire real estate, vehicles, bank accounts, 
securities, or other valuable property together. 
Setting up a joint tenancy is easy, and it doesn’t 
cost a penny.

After one joint owner dies, generally all the 
new owner has to do is fill out a straightforward 
form and present it, with a death certificate, to 
the keeper of ownership records: a bank, state 
motor vehicle department, or county real estate 
records office.

Joint tenancy is usually a poor estate planning 
choice when an older person, seeking only to 
avoid probate, is tempted to put solely owned 
property into joint tenancy with someone else. 
Adding another owner this way creates several 
potential headaches:

•	 You're giving away part ownership of the 
property. The new owner has rights that you 
can’t take back. For example, the new owner 
can sell or mortgage his or her share—or 
lose it to creditors. 

•	 You may have to file a gift tax return. If the 
value of the interest you give to a new co-
owner (except your spouse) exceeds $12,000 
in one year, you must file a gift tax return 
with the IRS (unless you’re adding a joint 
tenant to a bank account to which you 
deposited the money; in that case, no gift 
is made until the other person withdraws 
money). No tax is actually due, however, 
until you leave or give away a very large 
amount (currently, more than $2 million) 
in taxable gifts. 

•	 It may spawn disputes after your death. Many 
older people make the mistake of adding 
someone as a joint tenant to a bank account 
just for “convenience.” They want someone 
to help them out by depositing checks and 
paying bills. But after the original owner 
dies, the co-owner may claim that he or she 
is entitled, as a surviving joint tenant, to 
keep the funds remaining in the account. 
In some instances, maybe that’s what the 
deceased person really intended—it’s too 
late to ask. (If you want to give someone 
authority to use your money on your behalf, 
use a power of attorney. See Chapter 12 for 
more information.) 

warning

Check your state’s law. A number of states 
have special rules or restrictions for establishing a 
joint tenancy. For example, Texas residents must 
sign a separate written agreement to create a joint 
tenancy. In other states, you must include very 
specific language on the title document. These 
requirements aren’t hard to meet, but you don’t 
want to overlook them. Check the rules for your 
state before you proceed.

Tenancy by the Entirety

In some states, married couples often take 
title not in joint tenancy, but in “tenancy by 
the entirety” instead. It’s very similar to joint 
tenancy, but can be used only by married 
couples (or by registered domestic partners in 
just a couple of states). Both avoid probate in 
exactly the same way.
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Community Property With Right  
 of Survivorship

If you are married and live or own property 
in Alaska, Arizona, California, Nevada, or 
Wisconsin, there is another way to co-own 
property with your spouse: community 
property with the right of survivorship. If you 
hold title to property in this way, when one 
spouse dies, the other automatically owns the 
asset. Transferring title to the surviving spouse is 
simple and doesn’t require court proceedings.

Where to Get Help
Chances are good that you can make your own 
basic estate planning documents, without hiring 
a lawyer. This section helps you decide whether 
or not you’ll need a lawyer’s help and provides 
some good self-help resources for getting more 
information and making your own documents.

Will You Need a Lawyer?
If your wishes are fairly simple, you probably 
won’t need a lawyer to create your estate 
planning documents. For example, making 
a will rarely involves complicated legal rules, 
and most people can draft their own will with 
the aid of a good self-help book or software 
program. You just need to know what you 
own and who you care about, and have a good 
resource to guide you.

A basic living trust isn’t much more compli-
cated than a will, and you probably won’t need 
to hire a lawyer. With a good self-help resource, 
you can create a valid Declaration of Trust (the 
document that creates a trust) yourself. For 
property that you want to leave through the 
trust you must also take care of some crucial 
paperwork—retitling property to the trust. 
For example, if you want to leave your house 
through the trust, you must sign a new deed, 

showing that you now own the house as trustee 
of your living trust. This paperwork can be te-
dious, but it is not difficult because living trusts 
have become so common.

If you have questions that aren’t answered by 
the resource you’re relying on, it’s worthwhile 
to see a good lawyer. You usually won’t have to 
turn over the whole project; you can simply ask 
your questions and then finish making your 
own will and trust.

On the other hand, if your estate is large or 
complicated, you may want to consult a good 
estate planning lawyer and have the lawyer 
draw up your documents to make sure your 
plan is sound and your intentions will be 
carried out as you wish. This may cost a couple 
of thousand dollars or more, depending on 
where you live and the complexity of your 
plan—but if your estate warrants a lawyer’s 
involvement, you can almost certainly afford 
the help. Here are a few situations in which you 
should consider talking with a lawyer:

•	 Your estate may owe federal estate tax (see 
“Federal Estate Tax” in Chapter 24 for more 
information)

•	 Your family situation is complex. For example, 
there is tension between a current spouse 
and children from a former marriage, or one 
of your primary beneficiaries is disabled or 
too irresponsible to manage an inheritance

•	 The property you leave will require an 
unusually high degree of care or management. 
For example, if you own a business and 
you haven’t already made a sound plan for 
someone to take over

•	 You want to make a marital property 
agreement. You may be able to draft your 
own agreement, but you will need separate 
lawyers to review and finalize the document. 
Otherwise your agreement may not stand 
up in court.
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If you don’t already have a good lawyer, see 
Appendix B. It provides suggestions to help you 
find a knowledgeable expert. 

Self-Help Resources From Nolo
The following resources from Nolo will help 
you learn more about estate planning and 
related matters. If you’re comfortable on the 
Internet, you’ll also want to visit Nolo’s website 
at www.nolo.com. There, you’ll find all the 
resources listed below, plus hundreds of free 
articles on estate planning and other essential 
legal topics.

•	 Plan Your Estate, by Denis Clifford and Cora 
Jordan, offers in-depth discussion of all 
significant elements of estate planning, from 
simple wills to complex tax-saving trusts.

•	 Quicken WillMaker Plus (software for 
Windows), lets you use your computer to 
prepare a comprehensive will and living 
trust (including a tax-saving AB trust). The 
program also allows you to prepare health 
care directives, a durable power of attorney 
for finances, and a host of other useful legal 
forms.

•	N olo’s Simple Will Book, by Denis Clifford, 
guides you through the process of making a 
will that covers all normal needs, including 
property management for young children. 
Will forms are available as tear-outs and on 
a CD-ROM included with the book.

•	 Make Your Own Living Trust, by Denis 
Clifford, is a complete guide to preparing 
a living trust. It contains all the forms and 
information you need to create a basic living 
trust or a tax-saving AB trust.

•	 8 Ways to Avoid Probate, by Mary Randolph, 
offers a thorough discussion of the major 
ways to transfer property at death outside of 
a will.

•	 Prenuptial Agreements: How to Write a Fair & 
Lasting Contract, by Katherine E. Stoner and 
Shae Irving, leads you through the process 
of preparing your own prenup. It contains 
detailed clauses for drafting your own 
agreement and lots of tips on negotiating, 
communicating, and working with good 
lawyers to finalize your document.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Will and Trust section of your 
planner (Section 17). The following guidelines 
will help you complete the pages there. 

 
cross reference

In this section, you should list all of your 
key estate planning documents—that is, your will 
and any trusts or marital property agreements you 
have made. You will cover other estate planning 
issues—such as pay-on-death designations for 
bank accounts, securities, or vehicles, or beneficiary 
designations for retirement accounts—in other 
sections of your planner.

For each document you’ve made, provide the 
following information:

•	 Document Title. Fill in the name of the 
document here. This could be as simple as 
“Will” or “Living Trust,” or you may want 
to take the title directly from the top of the 
document, if there is one: “Will of Jackson 
M. Jones,” or “The Ella Bradford Harris 
Living Trust.”

•	 Date Prepared. Indicate the date on which 
you signed the document. This will help 
your survivors identify the document and 
avoid confusion.

•	 Professional Help. Indicate whether or 
not you had professional help with the 
document—for example, from an attorney, 
paralegal, or CPA.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/6E9ED903-C9B4-42E0-9C2E235DD87A0A8A/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/FB1A44F5-27D9-464C-A3FE125ED5FFBC07/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/00A94E61-BCE4-4B4B-805807081D655236/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/70E91FED-8670-42F1-BF22A2EC895DBE92/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/D5054E89-BF54-4AD4-B21C41CEF14A5C6C/309/227/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/B06329F9-5EA9-493A-8E519A16B9BD67B8/118/304/247/
http://www.nolo.com/
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•	 Professional’s Name, Title, and Contact 
Information. If someone helped you prepare 
the document, enter enough information 
here to help your survivors locate that 
person if necessary.

•	 Location of Original Document. State where 
your survivors can find the signed, original 
copy of the document. (You may be able 
to include the original document in your 
planner; see the instructions below.)

•	 Locations of Copies of This Document. List 
the names of anyone who has a copy of the 
document, and any place where you’ve filed 
a copy. (You should keep at least a copy of 
each document in your planner, if possible. 
Again, see the instructions below.)

•	 Executor and Successor Trustee. Fill in the 
name of the executor of your will or the 
successor trustee of your living trust, if 
you’ve made one. Also include the names of 
any alternate representatives you’ve named. 

•	 Additional Notes. Here you can add anything 
you feel your survivors should know about 
the document that they wouldn’t be able 
to figure out from reviewing the document 
itself. For example, you might want to list 
any self-help resources you used, or explain 
why you selected someone to be your 
executor, successor trustee, or guardian of 
your child. 
Examples:

3	I prepared my own will using Nolo’s 
Simple Will Book, by Denis Clifford.

3	I have chosen my daughter, Becky Arnold 
Jones, as executor of my will, and have 
named my son, Tom Arnold, as alternate 
executor. I have complete faith that any 
of my children could represent me well. 
However, Becky and Tom live nearby 
and I feel the task will be less difficult for 
them for that reason.

3	With much consideration and discus-
sion—including with many of you—we 
have selected Chloe and Isaac Smith, our 
dear friends, as guardians for our children, 
should the need arise. The Smith children 
are close in age to our own, and we feel 
that Chloe and Isaac could best provide a 
home and family for our children. Please 
embrace the Smiths as members of our 
larger family.

binder

Including your will, trust, and related 
documents in your planner. For your convenience 
and to aid your executor, successor trustee, and 
survivors, include in your binder at least a photocopy 
of your will and any trusts or marital property 
agreements. If you will be storing your entire planner 
in a secure location at home—for example, in a 
fireproof safe—you can even tuck the originals into 
the binder. For photocopies, you can hole-punch the 
documents and slip them into the binder following 
this section. For originals, it’s best not to mar them 
with holes. You’ll want to get pocket dividers that 
you can insert after this section, and put the originals 
into the pockets.

Keeping Your Documents  
Up to Date
After you’ve made a will or trust, you will 
want to conduct an annual review to be sure 
everything’s up to date. Here are some questions 
to ask yourself when deciding whether it’s time 
to update a document:

•	Have you changed your mind about who 
you want to inherit a significant portion of 
your property?

•	Have you married, found a new life partner, 
or lost a spouse due to divorce or death?

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/00A94E61-BCE4-4B4B-805807081D655236/309/
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•	Do you have new children or stepchildren?
•	Have you acquired or disposed of 

substantial assets, such as a home or 
business?

•	Are your choices for executor, successor 
trustee, or children’s guardian or property 
manager still appropriate?

•	Do you need to add additional property to 
your trust, if you’ve made one?

There are two ways to modify a will: either 
make a new one or add what’s known as a 
“codicil” to the existing will. A codicil is an 
amendment or addition to a will, revoking part 
of it or adding a provision, such as a new gift 
of an item of property. Codicils usually aren’t 
the best way to change a will—they run the risk 
of creating contradictions or confusion about 
the will’s terms. Because of this, and because a 
codicil must be dated, signed, and witnessed 
just like a regular will, it’s usually just as easy, 
and more foolproof, to make a brand-new will. 
Gather all copies of your old will, destroy them, 

and replace them with the new will. To be safe, 
the new will should contain a simple statement 
like this: “I revoke all wills and codicils that I 
previously made.”

Updating a trust generally means simply 
adding an amendment to the original 
document. Unlike a will, you do not usually 
revoke a trust and start over if you want to 
make changes. As with your original trust, be 
sure that you take the necessary steps to transfer 
new property to the name of the trust. You may 
even want to carry a wallet card printed with 
the legal name and date of your trust, so that 
titling property is easy and becomes second 
nature.

If appropriate, ask your attorney (or any other 
professional who helped you with the original 
documents) to assist with changes to a will, 
trust, or marital property agreement—or just 
ask for a review of the changes you’ve made.

If you make changes to an estate planning 
document, be sure to make any corresponding 
changes to Section 17 of your planner. ●
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Everything is sweetened by risk. 

—Alexander Smith (1830-1867),  

“City Poem: The Fear of Dying”

An insurance policy is a contract that 
provides reimbursement for specific 
losses or injuries in exchange for 

a periodic payment (called the premium). 
Insurance policies cover people and property for 
the costs of loss or injury due to death, illness, 
accident, fire, flood, and much more. Common 
insurance types include life, medical and dental, 
disability, home, and vehicle insurance.

Your planner is a convenient place to summa-
rize and organize your insurance policies so your 
caretakers and survivors will know what coverage 
you have and what benefits you’re owed. This 
information will help them request insurance 
proceeds, and modify or cancel policies.

Before turning to the specifics of your 
planner, however, you may want to take some 
time to consider whether you have all the 
insurance you need. (Or, on the other hand, 
whether you might do fine with less.) Because 
you’re completing this planner and thinking 
about end-of-life issues, it makes sense to focus 
on two types of insurance: life insurance and 
long-term care insurance.

skip ahead

If you’re well covered. If you’ve got your 
insurance act together—you’re confident that 
you’ve got the right coverage, your policies are up to 
date, and you’re comfortable with your beneficiary 
designations—you may want to skip right to “In 
Your Planner” for directions on including insurance 
information and materials in your planner. Then turn 
to “Keeping Your Information Up to Date” for tips on 
keeping your planner current. 

What Kind of Insurance  
Do You Need?
The most common insurance policies are 
those covering your health (medical, dental, 
and vision), your home and its contents 
(homeowners’ or renters’ insurance), and your 
vehicles. It’s prudent to have these basic policies 
in place to reduce health care costs and to cover 
damage or loss to your home or your personal 
property.

You may also have disability insurance to 
replace your income if you become severely 
ill or injured and unable to work. A disability 
insurance policy can supplement any benefits 
you receive through your state disability 
insurance plan, Social Security, or Workers’ 
Compensation. Your personal situation—the 
number of people depending on your salary, 
the amount of your savings, and other available 
sources of income—will dictate whether 
disability insurance would be a wise investment 
for you.

If you’re a professional or self-employed, 
you’re probably well aware of the types of 
policies you need to cover personal liability, 
malpractice, or errors and omissions. If not, 
and you own your own business or are a 
practicing professional or executive who may be 
subject to personal liability for your actions, it 
would pay for you to investigate your insurance 
options.
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Beyond the Norm

Don’t think for a moment that insurance comes 
only in the typical forms mentioned here. You 
can insure almost anything—assuming you’re 
willing to pay the premiums. Here’s some not-
so-common coverage:

•	 Alien Abduction	 •	 Kidnapping

•	 Asteroid Damage	 •	 Pet Health Insurance

•	 Breast Implant Explosion	 •	 Pet Mortality

•	 Celebration Disruption	 •	 Stallion Disability

•	 Impregnation by Aliens	 •	 Wine Collection Loss

•	 Injury by Ghosts or Werewolves

A woman recently insured her looks for 
£100,000. If she is ever rated unattractive by an 
independent “wolf-whistling builders” panel, 
the insurance company will pay.  And there 
have been others: Betty Grable insured her legs 
for $1 million, Dolly Parton insured her breasts 
for $600,000, and Bruce Springsteen insured his 
voice for $6 million.

When it comes to life and long-term care 
insurance, most people aren’t sure whether they 
need coverage, what types to buy, and how 
much to purchase. This part of the guide helps 
you make decisions about these two types of 
policies. 

Life Insurance
A life insurance policy pays benefits to named 
beneficiaries when the insured person dies. 
(Generally the payment is a single lump sum, 
but there are also policies that pay benefits over 
time.) The most common reason to purchase 
life insurance is to provide money for a spouse 
and/or children. Less often, people purchase life 
insurance so that there will be cash on hand to 
cover expenses after death.

This section sets out the basic types of life 
insurance, the reasons you may—or may not—
need it, and some tips to help you make choices 
about any policy you do decide to buy. 

Types of Life Insurance

The two primary types of life insurance are term 
and permanent, with many variations available.

Term Insurance. Term insurance provides 
coverage for a specified length of time, such as 
ten years. If you die while the policy is in effect, 
term insurance pays your beneficiaries the face 
value of the policy. Once the term expires, so 
does the coverage.

Term insurance is less expensive than 
permanent insurance, because you are simply 
paying for the life insurance coverage and not 
for additional benefits (discussed below) you 
might enjoy with permanent insurance.

Term insurance may be appropriate for 
younger parents seeking coverage for the 
number of years that their children will be 
dependent. It is also a good choice whenever 
you need insurance for just a short period—for 
example, to qualify for a business loan.

The benefits of term insurance vary depending 
on the insurance company. Some policies:

•	are automatically renewable, without a 
medical examination

•	offer fixed premiums for the first year
•	offer fixed premiums for several years, or
•	can be converted into permanent insurance.

Permanent Insurance. Permanent insurance is 
more expensive than term insurance, but it 
offers certain benefits that term insurance does 
not. Permanent insurance cannot be canceled 
as long as you pay the premiums—regardless 
of your age, your health, or the number of 
years you have held the policy. A permanent 
insurance policy is also an investment.
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During the early years of your permanent 
insurance policy, your premiums (reduced a 
bit by commissions for the agent) go into a 
reserve account that is invested by the insurance 
company. As the investment yields returns, a 
portion of the returns are passed on to you. 
Over time, you can let the returns accumulate 
in your reserve account, you can use them to 
pay your premiums, or you can borrow against 
them. If you choose to cancel your policy, 
your reserve account will be paid to you as 
“surrender value” on your policy.

The Annuity Alternative

An annuity is another way to establish a future 
payment stream. Briefly, it’s a policy under 
which the insurance company agrees to pay the 
beneficiary a certain amount of cash each year 
(or month), instead of a one-time payout at 
death. You may be drawn to this idea if you feel 
that your beneficiary will be unable to manage 
a single, large payment. However, there may 
be less expensive—and more flexible—ways 
to achieve the goal of providing a beneficiary 
with payments over time. Consider establishing 
a trust, with a responsible family member or 
friend serving as trustee and administering its 
terms. You can establish a simple, ongoing trust 
for a young person in your will or living trust. 
(See Chapter 17.) For more complex trusts, 
you’ll want to consult a lawyer.

There are several types of permanent life 
insurance. Here are the most common:

•	 Whole Life Insurance. Whole life (also 
called “straight life”) insurance offers fixed 
coverage, with a uniform payment schedule 
over the life of the policy. Because the 
payment amount is fixed, the premium is 
relatively high in the early years (when your 

risk of death is lowest) and lower in the later 
years (when your risk of death increases).

•	 Universal Life Insurance. Universal life 
policies combine the best of both term and 
permanent insurance, and offer additional 
advantages. Like whole life, universal 
life builds reserves. But unlike the fixed 
premium amounts for whole life, the 
universal life policy allows you to vary the 
premium or the amount of coverage (or 
both) from year to year. Also, universal 
life provides consumer information that 
is typically not provided with a whole life 
policy—for example, you’ll receive reports 
showing how your premium is applied: 
toward the insurance company’s overhead 
expenses, for reserves and policy proceeds, 
and for your personal reserves or savings.

•	 Variable Life Insurance. The cash reserves 
of variable life policies are invested in 
securities, stocks, and bonds, combining 
the insurance reserve feature with a mutual 
fund. Your investment return, therefore, 
is tied to the performance of the financial 
markets.

•	 Variable Universal Life Insurance. With 
variable universal life, you get a policy that 
combines flexible premium payments and 
coverage (as described for universal life, 
above) with the investment opportunity 
(and risk) of variable life insurance.

•	 Single-Premium Life Insurance. With this 
type of life insurance, you pay for the 
policy up front. This requires a single, large 
payment—$5,000, $10,000, or more, 
depending on your age and the policy’s 
value. Single-premium insurance may make 
sense if you are thinking of transferring 
the policy to a new owner to reduce estate 
taxes. (See “Transferring Ownership of Life 
Insurance,” below.) 
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•	 Survivorship Life Insurance. Survivorship 
life insurance (also called “second to die” 
or “joint” insurance) is a single policy that 
insures two lives, usually spouses. When the 
first person dies, no proceeds are paid. The 
policy remains in effect and premiums are 
still due. Benefits are available only when the 
second person dies. This type of policy may 
be attractive to very wealthy couples who 
expect that substantial estate taxes will be 
due when the second spouse dies. Insurance 
proceeds may be necessary to cover the taxes, 
particularly if family assets are tied up in 
a business or real estate—or anything else 
that’s not liquid—and the survivors won’t 
want to sell. (A survivorship policy may also 
be useful if not all the beneficiaries want to 
keep the asset: Those that do could use the 
insurance payment to buy out the others.) 
Finally, this type of policy may be wise if 
one spouse is in poor health and other types 
of life insurance are relatively expensive. 
Premiums on survivorship policies are often 
comparatively low.

Expert

Federal taxes and survivorship life insur-
ance. The federal tax laws governing survivorship life 
insurance are somewhat ambiguous. Because this 
is a complex area, you need to check with an estate 
planning lawyer who knows the latest tax rules. Also, 
discuss this issue with your insurance agent to ensure 
that your survivorship policy will have the effect you 
intend. It may be best to have the policy owned by a 
life insurance trust. (See “Transferring Ownership of 
Life Insurance,” below.)

•	 “First to Die” Life Insurance. This type of 
insurance is the reverse of survivorship 
life. With first to die life insurance, two 

or more people are insured under a single 
life insurance policy and proceeds are paid 
when the first person dies. These policies 
are particularly useful for business partners. 
When the first partner dies, the proceeds 
are paid to the surviving partners or the 
company. Proceeds can be used to buy out 
the deceased person’s beneficiaries or to 
make other necessary business adjustments 
due to the death of an owner.

Additional Life Insurance Benefits

You can often add extra coverage to a standard 
life insurance policy through what is known 
as a policy endorsement. The premium will 
rise as coverage increases. (The reverse is also 
true: Reduced coverage, through a policy 
endorsement, can reduce your premiums.) The 
most common life insurance endorsements are:

•	 Accidental Death: Typically doubles your 
death benefit (called “double indemnity”) if 
you die from a type of accident covered by 
the policy.

•	 Family Income Benefit: Guarantees a 
monthly payment to your family for a 
specified period of time following your death.

•	 Spouse and Children: Covers not only your 
life but also the lives of your spouse and/or 
children.

•	 Waiver of Premium: Protects your policy 
from being canceled in covered situations, 
such as disability.

•	 Renewal Provision: Guarantees that your 
policy will be renewed at the end of its term.

•	 Withdrawal Provision: Allows you to 
withdraw money from your reserves 
(reducing the policy coverage by the amount 
of your withdrawal).



156  |  get it together

Evaluating Your Need for Life Insurance

Before you buy a life insurance policy, carefully 
consider whether you really need it. Think 
about all sources of income that will be 
available to your survivors. These might include 
the property you leave behind, proceeds from 
another policy (such as a group life insurance 
plan or death benefits through your union), 
Social Security survivor benefits, or assistance 
from other family members. 

If you are wealthy, or if your relatives are 
wealthy, you may need little or no life insurance. 
Your accumulated wealth will most likely cover 
immediate and long-term living expenses. On 
the other hand, if you are struggling just to get 
by, or if you are young and healthy, you might 
consider purchasing a term insurance policy. A 
moderate term policy can provide quick cash to 
your survivors at relatively low cost to you.

If you’re going to buy life insurance, how 
much do you need? That depends on your 
plans for the proceeds. You most likely want 
insurance to provide ready cash for expenses 
after your death or to provide some money for 
your spouse or children. Or you may want to 
leave a sum of money for someone else. Here’s a 
brief look at each goal:

After-death expenses. Most people don’t need 
life insurance to cover postdeath expenses such 
as funeral costs, debts, or taxes. If you’re not 
sure how much your estate is likely to owe, 
you can make a rough estimate by working 
through a few chapters of this guide: Chapters 
13, 14, and 15 (your final arrangements); 22 
(Credit Cards and Debts); and 24 (Taxes). 
When thinking about final expenses, consider 
your bank accounts, securities, and other cash 
assets, and then determine the additional 
amount (if any) that your survivors will need 
to cover death-related costs. You may be able to 
set aside the necessary amount in a joint bank 

account or a pay-on-death bank account. If you 
believe that life insurance is your best option for 
covering expected costs, purchase a policy that 
will deliver the necessary cash.

Benefits for a surviving spouse or children. If you 
want to provide money to cover living expenses 
for your spouse and/or children, you will need 
to estimate the number of years they will need 
support and the amount they will need each 
year. An insurance agent can work with you to 
forecast the need and arrange an appropriate life 
insurance policy.

If you name minor children as policy 
beneficiaries, you’ll need to name someone 
to manage the proceeds. (See “Naming Life 
Insurance Beneficiaries,” just below.)

Benefits for others. If you want to leave money 
to someone other than your spouse or children, 
life insurance is one way to do it, though it 
may not be the best. You’ll need to estimate 
the amount you would like to leave to each 
person and evaluate the cost of the coverage. 
A financial planner can help you evaluate your 
goals and options, while an insurance agent can 
help you with the details of insurance benefits 
and costs.

Naming Life Insurance Beneficiaries

When you purchase a life insurance policy, 
you must name beneficiaries—those who will 
receive the proceeds after you die. You name 
the beneficiaries on a form provided by the life 
insurance company, not in your will or living 
trust. As long as you own the policy, you can 
change the beneficiaries as you wish. 

Unless you name your own estate as the 
beneficiary (not recommended), insurance 
proceeds are paid directly to your beneficiaries 
without the costs and delays of probate.

Here are a few points to consider when 
naming policy beneficiaries:
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Cash for postdeath expenses. As mentioned 
above, life insurance is rarely necessary for this 
purpose, but if you want to purchase a policy to 
provide cash for post-death expenses, you must 
take care when naming your beneficiary. If you 
name your estate, the proceeds may get hung 
up in probate court. Instead, consider naming 
your living trust, the executor of your will, or 
the successor trustee of your living trust as the 
policy beneficiary. Make it clear to the executor 
or successor trustee that the proceeds are to be 
used to cover estate-related expenses after your 
death. (You can note this in your planner.)

Benefits for a surviving spouse or other adults. 
If you purchase life insurance to provide for 
an adult—such as your surviving spouse—it 
usually makes sense to name that adult as 
beneficiary. If you want to name two or more 
adults as beneficiaries, simply name each adult 
and specify the percentage of the benefits to be 
paid to each. You’ll also want to specify what 
should happen if one or more beneficiaries die 
before you do.

warning

If you live in a community property state. 
If you live in a community property state and you 
purchase a life insurance policy with community 
property funds, your surviving spouse automatically 
owns one-half of the proceeds when you die—de-
spite other beneficiary designations you make on the 
policy itself. If you and your spouse agree to different 
ownership terms, you should document that agree-
ment in a separate form, available from the insur-
ance company.

Benefits for minor children. If you purchase life 
insurance for the benefit of young children, you 
need to name a competent adult as property 
manager to manage the proceeds. If you don’t, 
and the children are minors when you die, the 
probate court will have to appoint someone to 

do the job. This entails attorneys’ fees, court 
proceedings, and court supervision of the life 
insurance proceeds. Here are some ways to 
prevent these costs and hassles:

•	Name a trusted adult beneficiary who will 
use the money for the children’s benefit. 

•	Name the children as policy beneficiaries 
and name an adult property manager under 
your state’s Uniform Transfers to Minors 
Act (UTMA). Most insurance companies 
permit this and have the forms for it.

•	If you have a living trust, name the trust as 
the beneficiary of the policy. In the trust 
document, name the minor children as 
beneficiaries of any money the trust receives 
from the insurance policy. Also establish 
within the trust a method to impose adult 
management over the process, which 
can be either a child’s trust or an UTMA 
custodianship. You will need to give a 
copy of your living trust to the insurance 
company.

Transferring Ownership of Life Insurance

If your estate owes federal estate taxes when 
you die (most estates don’t; see the note below), 
whether or not life insurance proceeds are 
included in the taxable estate depends on who 
owns the policy at the time of your death. If 
you own the policy, the proceeds are included 
in the federal taxable estate; if someone else 
owns it, the proceeds are not included.

If you want life insurance proceeds to avoid 
estate tax, you can transfer ownership of your 
life insurance policy to another person or entity. 
There are two ways to do this: 

•	transfer the policy to another adult (such as 
the policy beneficiary), or 

•	create an irrevocable life insurance trust and 
transfer ownership to the trust. 
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Transferring ownership of a life insurance 
policy involves some potentially complex tax 
issues and a full discussion is beyond the scope 
of this book. If you’re interested in learning 
more, see the resources listed in “Where to Get 
Help,” below.

 
cross reference

You may not need to worry about federal 
estate taxes. Most people don’t need to think about 
federal estate taxes; they apply to fewer than 2% of 
the population—those who die owning a very large 
amount of property. Some states impose estate and 
inheritance taxes, however, and your estate may be 
liable for these. See Chapter 24 for more information. 

Long-Term Care Insurance
Long-term care (LTC) insurance pays for the 
costs of nursing care if the insured person 
becomes disabled. LTC policies set out the 
health problems (called “benefit triggers”) that 
the insured must experience before benefits are 
paid. Policies typically cover costs only up to a 
policy maximum amount. 

There are plenty of disadvantages to these 
policies, but if you’re financially comfortable 
and can afford the premiums, an LTC policy 
may help you protect your assets later in life. 
The following discussion should help you to 
decide whether LTC insurance is right for you.

Who Needs Long-Term Care Insurance?

LTC insurance doesn’t make sense for everyone. 
As with life insurance, if you’re wealthy, you 
probably don’t need it. Although the insurance 
may provide some financial protection, those 
with plenty of money can generally afford the 
long-term care they will require. On the other 

hand (and unlike life insurance), LTC insurance 
is rarely a good investment for those with little 
money; as there are probably more important 
things to do with the funds that you have. (And 
if you’re truly stretched, government programs 
will most likely provide some benefits. See 
“Government Assistance: A Last Resort,” 
below.)

If you’re on middle ground—financially 
comfortable, but not rich—LTC insurance 
may do a good job of helping you protect your 
assets and your family. Explore your options, 
and the associated costs, as early as age 50. The 
premiums will be lower today than if you wait. 
Here’s why: 

•	 The younger you are when you secure your 
policy, the lower the associated premiums 
will be.

•	 The sooner you purchase your policy, 
the less likely you will have to factor in a 
preexisting condition—and the associated 
difficulty and cost of securing coverage.

•	 The premiums for LTC insurance are 
rising, due to reduced competition in 
the industry—that is, fewer insurance 
companies offering policies—and demands 
for increasing company profits. 

As a rough guideline, LTC insurance is 
probably for you if, when you’re in your 80s, 
you expect to:

•	 own your home
•	 have at least $300,000 on hand, and
•	 receive at least $50,000 in annual income.
This is especially true if you view the policy 

not as a particularly attractive investment, but 
as a method to safeguard your assets—and 
you choose a policy that provides the broad 
coverage that you might need. 
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Government Assistance: A Last Resort

Two public programs help to offset the need for 
LTC insurance by providing care benefits. The 
benefits are limited, however, and may not help 
you that much—if at all.

Medicare, managed by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, provides 
benefits if you are transferred to a skilled 
nursing facility following a hospital stay of 
three days or longer. If you are transferred on 
the second day, you will not receive Medicare 
benefits. And if you are not transferred to a 
skilled nursing facility, you may not see any 
benefits at all. If you do qualify, Medicare will 
pay for nursing facility care for up to 100 days.

Medicaid is administered by each state. 
Medicaid will cover the costs of long-term care 
in different types of care facilities, but only for 
those without other financial options.

The Costs of Long-Term Care Insurance

The cost of LTC insurance will depend on your 
age, your health, and the benefits provided. If 
you are 50, you can probably find a good policy 
for less than $1,000 per year. If you are 70, and 
you want broad, flexible coverage for many 
years, you can expect to pay $3,000 or more per 
year.

When evaluating LTC insurance rates, a 
generally accepted rule of thumb is that the 
monthly premium should not exceed 5% of 
your monthly income. Be cautious in your 
evaluation; as the years roll by, it is possible that 
the ratio may change—rates may increase and 
your income will probably decline.

It is worth noting that some companies 
now offer policies with a “step down” feature 
that allows you to reduce coverage while also 
reducing your premiums. This feature can be 

very attractive when facing rate hikes in LTC 
insurance premiums.

Another appealing feature is the “waiver-of-
premium” provision offered with some policies. 
This provision allows you to stop paying 
premiums—usually 30 to 90 days after you 
begin to collect long-term care benefits. Waiver 
of premiums generally applies to residential care 
benefits and not to home care. 

Many policies state that your premiums will 
never increase due to your age or the number 
of benefit claims you make. But insurance 
companies may seek (and obtain) across-
the-board rate increases from state insurance 
commissions. Currently, rate increases for LTC 
insurance are occurring in almost every state. 
Before you buy a policy, compare rate increases 
by different companies over the past five years. 
A company with low year-to-year increases 
will most likely provide the best value for your 
coverage.

As you consider LTC insurance, you must 
gauge the impact that the premium will have 
on your wallet—and be prepared for increases 
that may run 20% to 50%. 

Choosing the Right Long-Term  
Care Coverage

The long-term care you will require (if any) 
may take many different forms. Care may range 
from periodic care in your home, to assisted 
living, to 24-hour monitored care in a nursing 
facility. Care benefits and covered facilities range 
from policy to policy. You will probably want 
to secure the broadest, most flexible coverage 
available. When evaluating LTC policies, 
compare the benefits for each type of covered 
care—and note how long the benefits last.

Residential care coverage. Look for a policy that 
covers as many types of residential care facilities 
as possible. A good LTC policy will:
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•	 cover “custodial care”—that is, basic room 
and board plus personal services such as 
help with feeding, dressing, and bathing

•	 pay benefits if you live in any facility 
licensed by the state as a custodial care 
facility

•	 not restrict benefits to stays in “nursing 
facilities”

•	 not limit the size (the minimum number of 
beds) for a covered facility, and

•	 not limit benefits only to stays in Medicare- 
or Medicaid-certified facilities.

There are a couple of reasons why a good 
custodial care facility might not seek Medicare 
or Medicaid certification. First, because some 
facilities do not provide skilled nursing care, the 
certification is not required. Second, because 
some facilities do not wish to accept reduced 
payments through Medicaid, the facilities do 
not seek certification.

The Chances of Needing a Nursing Home

There’s a reasonable chance that you will 
someday spend at least a little time in a nursing 
facility. Of people aged 65 or older, one-third of 
all men and two-thirds of all women will most 
likely require nursing home care. However, of 
those who enter a nursing facility, more than 
half stay six months or less, with only 7% to 8% 
staying longer than three years. 

If you do require nursing home care, it will 
of course be costly. According to a report 
published by the MetLife Mature Market 
Institute in 2005, nursing home costs for an 
individual average $74,000 annually. That’s 
about $203 per day.

Many companies now offer policies that 
cover both nursing facilities and assisted living 
residences. And some policies are even more 

flexible, providing benefits for either residential 
care or home care, rather than making you 
select one or the other. 

Home care coverage. You may be interested in a 
policy that covers residential care only, or one 
that covers both residential and home care. If 
you have sound alternatives for help in your 
home—such as close family members who 
may visit or live with you, or who will open 
their home to you—home care coverage will 
probably be important to you. 

Home care coverage may include intensive 
nursing and physical therapy, help with daily 
living activities, and shopping or housecleaning 
services. When purchasing home care coverage, 
be sure to seek the broadest range of coverage 
available. A good policy will:

•	include skilled nursing care and services 
from other professional medical providers, 
such as physical or speech therapy

•	cover services from nonmedical personal 
care providers (whether from a licensed 
home care agency, an independent certified 
aide, or any other person you choose) to 
help with activities of daily living, including 
eating, bathing, dressing, moving around, 
using the toilet, monitoring medications, 
light shopping, helping with meals and 
clean-up, laundry, telephone calls, and 
paperwork

•	provide some coverage for home services, 
such as housecleaning, grocery shopping, 
and meal preparation, if a home care health 
aide provides personal assistance 

•	cover both care provided in the home and in 
licensed community care facilities (such as 
adult day care centers), and

•	provide for respite care (short-term, 
temporary care that gives your regular 
caretakers—usually family members—a 
chance to rest) and hospice care.
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Avoiding Conditions and Exclusions

Carefully review the conditions and exclusions 
of any LTC policy you consider. In particular, 
pay attention to the following:

Requiring a prior hospital stay. Some policies 
pay benefits for long-term care only if the care 
begins shortly after a stay in a hospital or skilled 
nursing facility. Often, however, long-term care 
is necessary without such a stay—for example, 
in cases of chronic illness, Alzheimer’s, or sheer 
frailty. Most states have banned this extreme 
coverage condition, but some have not. Avoid 
policies that include it.

Permanent exclusions. Some policies exclude 
coverage for specified illnesses or conditions. 
If you need care for one of the excluded 
conditions, you will receive no benefits—
regardless of the length or type of care you 
require. Some common exclusions are alcohol 
and chemical dependency, certain heart 
diseases, certain forms of cancer and diabetes, 
HIV-related illnesses, mental illness, and 
nervous disorders. Avoid policies that contain 
a lengthy list of exclusions—even if you do not 
have any of the specified illnesses or conditions. 
In the years that you hold the policy, you may 
develop an excluded illness or condition—and 
you will not get any benefits from the policy.

Preexisting conditions. Some LTC policies won’t 
provide benefits if your care is due to an illness 
or condition that was diagnosed or treated 
within the recent past, generally six months 
to two years prior to writing the policy. The 
exclusion works different ways under different 
policies. You should find one with the shortest 
exclusion periods available or seek a policy that 
does not carry the exclusion at all.

If you have certain preexisting health 
conditions—for example, if you have had 
a stroke or heart attack, are cognitively or 

physically impaired, have high blood pressure 
or diabetes, are obese, or simply are more 
than 80 years old—it may be difficult for you 
to purchase an LTC policy. Work with an 
insurance agent to find out whether you have 
options.

Benefit triggers. LTC policies define health 
problems that you must experience (called 
“benefit triggers”) before benefits will be paid. 
The most common benefit trigger in LTC 
policies is the “inability to perform without 
assistance” those activities that make up your 
daily life. Policies list certain activities—such 
as bathing, dressing, eating, using the toilet, 
walking, getting out of bed, taking medication, 
or continence. Policies typically pay benefits 
only when you are unable to perform a certain 
number of activities on your own. When 
considering a policy, ensure that:

•	assistance with very few activities (such as 
two out of a listed three, or a maximum of 
three in a list of seven) constitute the benefit 
trigger

•	bathing and dressing are included in the list 
of activities, because these are usually the 
first tasks to require assistance

•	you will be considered unable to perform an 
activity without assistance even if you can 
do it sometimes with supervision

•	benefits will be paid if you have 
“cognitive impairment” or diminished 
mental capabilities (not simply physical 
capabilities), as with Alzheimer’s or other 
dementia requiring long-term care, and

•	benefits do not require “severe” cognitive 
impairment, as this standard is very difficult 
to meet.

In some LTC policies, the benefit trigger 
requires that your care be “medically necessary 
due to an illness or injury.” Avoid a policy 
with similar wording, as the “illness or injury” 
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definition may be prohibitively narrow. Such 
wording rules out coverage benefits for simple 
frailty, the most common condition requiring 
long-term care. Also, your ability to perform 
daily activities may be severely diminished, 
but not through a clear diagnosis of an illness 
or injury—and, again, your LTC benefits 
would not cover your condition. Further, it is 
sometimes difficult to determine the start and 
end of an illness or injury—and your need for 
long-term care and benefits will be caught up 
in this indeterminate (and probably, for you, 
unfavorable) definition.

Some policies require a doctor’s statement, 
certifying that the insured person cannot 
perform the specified activities without 
assistance. This written statement will serve as 
the benefit trigger. Make sure the policy you 
consider allows your personal physician to 
provide the initial determination, even if the 
insurance company requires a second opinion 
by a doctor they appoint.

There are many places you can go to get more 
information about long-term care insurance. 
Some of the best are listed in the next section of 
this chapter.

Where to Get Help
If you want to learn more about insurance, start 
with Nolo’s website at www.nolo.com. There, 
you’ll find lots of free information on estate 
planning, retirement, and elder care, including 
articles on life insurance and long-term care 
insurance. 

For some direction on finding reputable 
professionals—financial planners, insurance 
agents, and lawyers—to help you sort through 
your insurance alternatives, see Appendix B.

Life Insurance
A number of companies provide life insurance 
information and free quotes, helping you 
to estimate costs and compare policies from 
different insurers. Take a look at:

•	InsWeb 
www.insweb.com

•	QuickQuote 
www.quickquote.com 
800-867-2404

•	Insure.com 
www.insure.com 
800-324-6370

Or you might try the following services. Each 
of these provides online forms that you submit 
to the company. You will receive a life insurance 
quote in response.

•	IQuote 
www.iquote.com 
800-972-1104

•	MasterQuote of America 
www.masterquote.com 
800-337-5433

•	SelectQuote 
www.selectquote.com 
800-963-8688

If you need additional information, New 
Life Insurance Investment Advisor: Achieving 
Financial Security for You and your Family 
Through Today’s Insurance Products, by Ben G. 
Baldwin (McGraw-Hill Trade), is a complete 
resource on life insurance options. 

Long-Term Care Insurance
You can find good information about long-term 
care insurance on the Web and in books. You 
might start by visiting one of these websites:

http://www.nolo.com/
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•	 AARP: www.aarphealthcare.com or 966-532-7899. 
AARP provides LTC insurance information 
and free, instant online quotes, helping 
you to estimate costs for their flexible 
LTC insurance plan, underwritten by 
Metropolitan Life Insurance.

•	 Consumer Reports: www.consumerreports.
org. Consumer Reports regularly publishes 
comparisons and evaluations of LTC 
policies. You can also find back issues at 
your local library.

The following companies provide online 
forms that you can complete and submit for an 
LTC insurance quote:

•	1stHealthInsuranceQuotes.com: www.1sthe
althinsurancequotes.com

•	longtermcare.com 
www.longtermcare.com

•	Long Term Care Wiz 
www.longtermcarewiz.com

•	Insure.com 
www.insure.com 
800-324-6370

If you need more information, the following 
books can help you understand the ins and outs 
of paying for long-term care: 

•	L ong-Term Care: How to Plan & Pay for It, 
by Joseph Matthews (Nolo), can help you 
figure out what kind of care you’ll need and 
how to make it affordable. In addition to 
LTC insurance, the book explains Medicare 
and other government benefits.

•	 J. K. Lasser’s Choosing the Right Long-Term 
Care Insurance, by Ben Lipson (John Wiley 
& Sons), is a practical guide to long-term 
care insurance. This book can help you 
decide whether to purchase long-term care 
insurance, buy what you need, and collect 
benefits when you need them.

•	 The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Long-Term 
Care Planning, by Marilee Driscoll (Alpha 
Books), explains the options for long-term 
care and provides recommendations—in a 
highly readable format.

Medicare and Medicaid

Medicare provides lots of information about 
long-term care, including nursing home 
comparisons for your area and explanations 
of various benefit programs. In particular, you 
might want to review the publication, Your 
Medicare Benefits.  Visit Medicare online at www.
medicare.gov or call them at 800-633-4227.

Medicaid is administered by each state. To 
contact the Medicaid program for the state in 
which you live, search for your state’s Medicaid 
website or contact them by telephone. The 
name of the Medicaid department varies from 
state to state. Some common department 
names are Health, Health and Human Services, 
Social and Health Services, and Public Aid. You 
can find contact information by checking the 
state government listings in your telephone 
book or by using an Internet search engine.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Insurance section of your planner 
(Section 18). Follow these guidelines to 
complete the pages there.

When completing this section, you should 
list each insurance policy that you own or 
that covers you or your property. These may 
include policies for health, your home and its 
contents, vehicles, professional liability (such as 
errors and omissions, malpractice, or personal 
liability), disability, life, accidental death, and 
long-term care. Be sure to include less-typical 

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/BFA8AE70-24A9-47B5-B6B3E339CA87B74A/118/207/
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types of coverage, such as any death benefits 
you may have through your union or under 
your long-term care policy, or accidental death 
insurance provided through one of your credit 
card companies.

In addition to policies you own that cover 
your life or property, you should list any 
policies owned by others that cover you—for 
example, disability coverage through your 
employer, health coverage through a spouse’s 
employer, or a life insurance policy someone 
else owns that covers your life. Conversely, 
remember to list any policies you own that 
cover someone else—such as medical insurance 
through your employer that covers your family, 
or a life insurance policy you own that covers 
another person.

•	 Type of Policy and Policy Number. List each 
policy under the corresponding type in the 
first column of the table, and provide the 
policy number. If you have multiple policies 
of a given type, include each one. (And 
don’t worry if you don’t have an insurance 
policy for each category included here; most 
people won’t.) You can use the “Other” 
category for any policies you have that don’t 
fit anywhere else. These may include credit 
card insurance (coverage that pays off your 
balance or certain large purchases if you die) 
or mortgage insurance. 

•	 Insurance Company Name and Contact 
Information. Include the name and contact 
information for the insurance company and 
your agent, if you have one.

•	 Policy Owner. Write in the name of the 
policy owner. If you don’t own the policy 
yourself, include contact information for 
the policy owner.

•	 Description of Coverage and Status. Briefly 
describe who or what the policy covers—for 
example, provide the name of the person 
covered by the policy, a property address, 
or a list of personal property. Also, if you 
have any comments about the current status 
of the policy, note that here. For example, 
indicate whether there is an outstanding 
loan against the policy or current claim for 
which you are receiving benefits.
Examples:

3	Covers Roderick Harris (self ); I took out 
a $4,500 policy loan on 12/01/04

3	Covers Edward G. Keeble (father)
3	Covers Rochelle Garcia (self ); payments in 

process
3	Covers 433 41st Avenue, Sun City, FL, 

with Policy Endorsement for Art and 
Jewelry

•	 Location of Policy. Describe the location of 
the policy documents. (If possible, keep 
your policies with your planner; see the note 
just below.) 

Additional Notes. Include any other background 
or direction your survivors may need. 

binder

Including insurance documents in 
your planner. You can use your planner binder to 
organize and store your current insurance policies 
and related claim or loan documents. You may 
also want to include appraisal certificates or other 
records of property value in the Insurance section of 
your planner. You can hole-punch your documents 
and insert them into the binder following this 
section, or use pocket divider pages. 
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Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Here are some changes that may trigger updates 
to this section of your planner:

•	you acquire or cancel policies
•	you qualify for benefits and payments are in 

process, or
•	you change your beneficiary designations—

for example, if you marry, divorce, or have a 
new child. ●
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A billion here, a billion there, pretty soon it adds up to real money.

—Senator Everett Dirksen (1896-1969)

There are several good reasons to include 
your bank and brokerage accounts in 
your planner. One of them is just for 

you: When you review your accounts, you may 
find that you want to make some changes. 
For example, you may decide to simplify and 
consolidate your accounts, brush up your 
investments by changing or diversifying your 
holdings, or change beneficiary designations to 
match your estate planning goals. 

Other advantages fall to your caretakers and 
survivors: If you become incapacitated, your 
agent for finances will need detailed financial 
information to handle your bills and invest-
ments. To wrap up your estate after you die, 
your executor or successor trustee will need to 
know exactly what bank and brokerage accounts 
you own. 

In your planner, you’ll summarize every 
account you hold with a financial institution—
including checking, savings, and money market 
accounts, plus accounts for stocks, bonds, and 
mutual funds. You can also include relevant 
account materials in your planner.

Before turning to these details, however, this 
chapter tells you how to be sure someone can 
manage your accounts for you if you become 
incapacitated, and gives you some tips on 
passing your account assets to loved ones upon 
your death, without probate. 

tip

If your checks are lost or stolen. After you 
have completed this section of your planner, you will 
have a complete record of your checking accounts. 
If checks are lost, stolen, or misused, contact your 
bank to report the problem and take steps to 
protect your accounts. Also contact the major check 
verification companies so that retailers who use 
their services will not accept the reported checks. 
Contact information for the major check verification 
companies is preprinted in the Bank and Brokerage 
Accounts section of your planner.

skip ahead

If you’ve already named beneficiaries 
for your accounts. If your beneficiary designations 
are clear and complete, you may want to skip right 
to “In Your Planner” for directions on including 
your account information and documents in your 
planner. Then read “Keeping Your Information Up to 
Date” at the end of the chapter. 

Making Your Accounts  
Accessible
If you become incapacitated, you’ll want some-
one to take care of your finances for you. There 
are three basic ways to make your accounts ac-
cessible to someone you trust. The first is by far 
the most important option to consider. 
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Durable power of attorney for finances. This is 
the best way to ensure that someone will be on 
hand to manage your finances if you become 
incapacitated. The document gives a trusted 
person you name the power to manage all your 
accounts and investments, pay bills, and take 
care of any other financial matters that arise. 
(See Chapter 12 for details.)

Living trust. If you’ve transferred any financial 
accounts to a living trust and you become 
incapacitated before your death, your successor 
trustee is permitted to manage the accounts 
in your trust. (See Chapter 17 for more 
information about living trusts.) But it’s 
unlikely that you’ll put everything you own into 
your living trust. A durable power of attorney 
will permit someone to manage other property, 
too.

Joint accounts. If you become incapacitated, a 
joint account owner can of course use account 
funds to pay bills for you—but that person 
isn’t authorized to handle other account-
related tasks, such as endorsing your checks 
and depositing them into the account. You’ll 
want to make a durable power of attorney for 
finances to ensure that someone has complete 
authority to handle your affairs.  

Avoiding Probate for Bank 
and Brokerage Accounts
There is an easy and effective method—called 
a “pay-on-death” designation—that you can 
use to avoid probate for bank and brokerage 
accounts. You can use it to name a beneficiary 
who will get the property immediately upon 
your death.

Don’t Make a Joint Account  
Just to Avoid Probate

If you own financial accounts with someone 
else, the surviving owner(s) will take possession 
of the accounts when you die, without 
probate. But be cautious about setting up joint 
ownership only to avoid the costs and delays of 
probate. Adding a joint owner to an account 
may create all kinds of headaches—from giving 
up control of some of your assets to potential 
gift tax concerns. If avoiding probate is your 
primary concern, it’s better to use the pay-on-
death method discussed in this section.

Bank Accounts
Payable-on-death (POD) bank accounts—
sometimes called informal bank account trusts, 
revocable trust accounts, or Totten trusts—are 
one of the simplest ways to keep money out of 
probate. All you need to do is fill out a form 
provided by the bank, naming the person(s) 
you want to inherit the money in the account at 
your death.

As long as you are alive, the beneficiary you 
named has no rights to the money in the 
account. You can spend it, name a different 
beneficiary, or close the account altogether.

At your death, the beneficiary just goes to the 
bank, shows proof of your death and of his or 
her identity, and collects whatever funds are in 
the account. 
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warning

States that impose estate or inheritance 
taxes. In states with these taxes, the bank may 
require proof that the taxes will be or have been 
paid. Ask your bank about it. A bank representative 
should be able to tell you about any requirements 
and explain what evidence it will accept as proof of 
tax payment. 

When the first owner of a joint account dies, 
the funds in the account become the property 
of the surviving owner without probate. A 
POD designation on a joint account takes 
effect only when the second owner dies.

Brokerage Accounts
In every state but Texas, there is a law (the 
Uniform Transfer-on-Death Securities 
Registration Act) that lets you name someone 
to inherit your stocks, bonds, or brokerage 
accounts without probate. 

A transfer-on-death (TOD) designation 
works very much like a pay-on-death bank 
account. You take ownership of your account 
in what’s called “beneficiary form.” For a 
securities account, your broker can give you the 
necessary paperwork. For individual stocks or 
bonds, contact the company’s transfer agent. (A 
transfer agent is a business that is authorized by 
a corporation to transfer ownership of its stock 
from one person to another.)

After you have registered ownership this way, 
the beneficiary has no rights to the securities as 
long as you are alive. You are free to sell them, 
give them away, or name a different beneficiary. 

On your death, the beneficiary can claim the 
securities by providing proof of death and some 
identification to the broker or transfer agent. 

If you change your mind about who you 
want to inherit properties with joint, POD, or 
TOD designations, you will need to change the 
document in which you named the co-owner or 
beneficiary. 

Where to Get Help
Chapter 17 of this guide contains more sugges-
tions to help you avoid probate. Beyond this 
book, you may want to browse Nolo’s website at 
www.nolo.com for free articles and information 
on estate planning, including probate avoid-
ance. For a thorough discussion of the subject, 
see 8 Ways to Avoid Probate, by Mary Randolph, 
also available through the Nolo website.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Bank and Brokerage Accounts 
section of your planner (Section 19). The 
following guidelines will help you complete the 
pages there.

When you complete this section, be sure 
to include all your bank accounts, such as 
checking and savings accounts, certificates of 
deposit, and money market accounts. Also list 
any accounts that you hold with brokerage 
firms, such as stock (or equities), bonds, notes, 
mutual funds, or money funds.

 
cross reference

Don’t list retirement accounts or cash 
under the mattress here. List retirement benefits in 
Section 20 of your planner. Similarly, if you have cash, 
municipal bonds, stock certificates, or other financial 
assets that are stored at home or somewhere other 
than at a financial institution, identify these assets in 
Section 27 of your planner.  

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/D5054E89-BF54-4AD4-B21C41CEF14A5C6C/309/227/
http://www.nolo.com/
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•	 Financial Institution Contact Information. 
Provide the name of the bank or firm that 
holds the account, the address of your 
branch, a telephone number, and the name 
of your broker or adviser (if you have one). 

•	 Account Number, Description of Assets, 
and Pay- or Transfer-on-Death Beneficiary. 
List your account number and the type of 
account or assets—for example, checking, 
savings, money market, stock, bonds, or 
mutual fund. If you have completed a pay- 
or transfer-on-death beneficiary designation 
for a bank or brokerage account, note that 
and list the beneficiary here.
Examples:

3	POD: Aubrey Anne Swanson
3	TOD: Dan Jones

•	 Debit Card and Online Access. If you have a 
debit or ATM card for the account, note 
“Debit” or “ATM,” list the card number, 
and include your PIN or password. If you 
access the account online, note that, too, 
and provide your user name and password.
Examples:

3	Debit: 2222 3333 4444 5555; PIN: 
123456

3	ATM: 1111 2222 3333 4444; PIN: 
224466

3	Online: sswanson; PW: cygnet

•	 Location of Checkbook, Check Stock, and 
Statements. Provide the location of your 
checkbooks, additional check stock, and 
statements for the account. If you do your 
banking online or receive your account 
statements via email, make a note of that.
Examples:

3	Checkbook in upper-left desk drawer, 
statements in a lower-left file, check stock 
in back of lower drawer.

3	Checkbook is in my purse, statements 
are in desk file. Extra checks in home safe 
(see Section 23).

3	I receive bank statements electronically; 
see account and password detail in Se-
cured Places and Passwords.

3	I don’t have a paper checkbook. I keep 
track of my checking account in Quicken, 
on my PC. See Section 23 for access 
information.

Additional Notes. If you have any other 
information about your bank or brokerage 
accounts, include it here.

binder

Including account materials in your 
planner. Depending upon the volume and nature 
of the materials, your planner binder can be a 
convenient place to store items related to this 
section—such as recent account statements or 
seldom-used ATM or debit cards. Insert items in 
pocket divider pages or plastic binder pouches, or 
hole-punch documents and insert them directly into 
the binder following this section. 

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Review your account information at least once 
a year to ensure that your records are complete 
and accurate. Be mindful of simple transactions 
that will trigger updates to your planner 
records, such as:

•	 opening a new account or closing an old 
one

•	 setting up or changing online account 
management, or

•	 changing storage locations for your 
checkbooks, check stock, or statements. ●
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Experience achieves more with less energy and time.

—Bernard M. Baruch (1870-1965)

There are many good reasons to make a 
record of your retirement plans. If you 
become incapacitated, the person in 

charge of your affairs will have to manage your 
retirement accounts for you. (See Chapter 12 
for more information about using a durable 
power of attorney for finances to name this 
person and establish his or her powers.) And 
when you die, your survivors will need to notify 
the plan administrators of your death and file 
claims for any outstanding benefits.

In your planner, you can document informa-
tion about both the retirement and pension 
benefits you’re receiving now and those you 
expect later. You’ll provide contact information 
and a description of each plan or account. You 
can also file related documents—such as plan 
descriptions or account statements—with your 
planner. 

Before you start recording information in 
your planner, however, you may want to take a 
little time to think about retirement in a larger 
sense: Are you currently pursuing the best op-
tions and strategies to help you thrive during 
your retirement years? And if you die leaving 
money in your retirement plans, how will you 
transfer those assets to others? If you aren’t sure 
about the answers to these questions, this chap-
ter provides some helpful resources.

skip ahead

If your retirement and pension docu-
ments are in order. If you have all your retirement 
plan documents on hand and you’re comfortable 
with your beneficiary designations for each plan, 
you may want to skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on completing your planner. Then read 
“Keeping Your Information Up to Date” at the end of 
he chapter.

Planning for Your Retirement
You’re probably already expecting retirement 
benefits in some form—whether from an 
employer-sponsored retirement plan, a 
pension, an individual retirement account, 
or Social Security. But sitting down to record 
information about these benefits in your 
planner may cause you to wonder whether your 
overall retirement strategy is in good shape.

Developing a comprehensive plan for a 
satisfying retirement will take some work. 
The process requires diligent research, careful 
evaluation, and quite a few educated guesses, 
because it is riddled with the uncertainties of at 
least two futures: your own and the economy’s. 
Nevertheless, few responsible souls would argue 
that it’s wise to leave your future entirely up to 
chance. If you haven’t yet made a plan, this may 
be the right time to do so.

While a detailed discussion of retirement 
planning is beyond the scope of this book, you 
can turn to “Where to Get Help,” below, for 
many good resources to get you started.
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What Happens to Retirement 
Accounts When You Die?
Whether employer-sponsored or individual, 
retirement plans continue to grow in popularity 
and are fast becoming a significant asset for 
many people. If you have retirement accounts, 
there’s a chance that there will be money 
remaining in them when you die. This section 
briefly explains what happens to your retirement 
benefits at death, and how to leave any 
remaining retirement account assets to others. 

Probate and Taxes
The good news is that your retirement funds 
won’t get stuck in probate. Your estate and 
inheritors may not be able to entirely avoid 
paying taxes on the money, however.

Probate. For retirement accounts, you can 
name a beneficiary directly on the account 
paperwork—in other words, you shouldn’t use 
your will or other estate planning documents 
for this purpose. The money will pass to the 
beneficiaries you name, without probate. If 
pension payments are due to your survivors, 
they will be paid to them directly, without 
probate.

Taxes. If your estate is subject to estate taxes, 
any balance remaining in retirement accounts 
will be counted as part of your taxable estate. 
(But remember that there are exemptions to 
the estate tax. With the marital deduction, for 
example, the money will not be taxed if you 
leave it directly to your spouse. See Chapter 24 
for more information about estate taxes.)

The beneficiary of amounts remaining in a 
retirement plan funded with pretax money—
such as a traditional IRA, 401(k), or 403(b)—
will have to pay income tax on the money as 
he or she withdraws it from the account. That’s 
because the money was exempt from income 

tax when the account was funded. On the other 
hand, the beneficiary of amounts remaining in 
a Roth IRA will not have to pay income tax on 
the money, because taxes were paid before the 
money was deposited into the account.

Naming Beneficiaries for Your 
Retirement Accounts 
You can name a beneficiary for each of your 
retirement accounts, including individual 
retirement arrangements. If you have vested 
rights in a pension plan, you can name a 
beneficiary to inherit your pension rights.

Your Spouse May Have a Right  
to Your Money

For some retirement plans, the law requires you 
to name your spouse as the beneficiary. The 
specific rules differ from plan to plan:

•	 With a 401(k) or 403(b) plan, and for most 
pension plans, you must name your spouse as 
the sole beneficiary, unless your spouse signs 
a written waiver. However, retirement and 
pension plans for employees of government 
and church organizations are exempt from 
this requirement; these employees are free to 
name other beneficiaries without obtaining a 
spouse’s written waiver.

•	 For IRAs and employer profit-sharing 
retirement plans, you may name anyone 
you choose as beneficiary. However, in 
community property states (see Chapter 
25), your spouse has a legal right to half of 
the money that you earned during marriage. 
If you live in a community property state 
and want to name someone other than your 
spouse as beneficiary, your spouse should 
sign a document that waives rights to any 
portion of the retirement plan, including 
giving up any community property interest 
in the money.
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Here are some of the basic rules about naming 
various individuals or entities as beneficiaries of 
a retirement plan—your spouse, others (such 
as family or friends), your living trust, or an 
irrevocable trust,

Your Spouse

Most married people name their spouse as 
the beneficiary of their retirement plans. As 
described above, for many types of plans and 
in a number of states, your spouse has an 
absolute right to some or all of the money in a 
retirement plan unless he or she signs a waiver 
giving up that right. If you’re married and you 
don’t want to leave all your retirement benefits 
to your spouse, make sure you know what the 
law requires in your situation.

If you name your spouse as a plan beneficiary, 
he or she will be entitled to rights and tax 
breaks that other beneficiaries are not. For 
example, a beneficiary spouse can:

•	take the inherited amount, free of taxes, and 
roll it into a traditional IRA or a qualified 
employer plan

•	extend the minimum distribution schedule 
(if the survivor is younger than the deceased 
spouse was) to ease the tax bill, or 

•	choose to be treated as the IRA beneficiary, 
not the owner.

Your spouse will be able to get advice and 
select the most appropriate option when the 
time comes.

Other Individuals

Aside from the rules for married folks, 
described above, you can name other family, 
friends, or organizations as beneficiaries of 
your retirement or pension funds. When a 
nonspouse beneficiary receives the asset, the 
amounts cannot be rolled over, tax free, to 
another retirement fund. Instead, a beneficiary 

can take the money in a lump sum or 
installment payments. Depending on the age 
of the beneficiary and the account balance, the 
IRS may require the account to be drained by 
the end of the fifth year following the owner’s 
death. The beneficiary will receive the full 
distribution—and the tax bill that goes with 
it—at that time.

For IRAs, it may be possible to avoid large 
taxable distributions by transferring the 
funds to an IRA maintained in the name of 
the deceased person for the benefit of the 
beneficiary. You can make these arrangements 
yourself, by setting up what’s called a “trustee-
to-trustee transfer,” or the beneficiary can make 
the arrangements when he or she inherits your 
IRA. You can learn more from IRS Publication 
590, Individual Retirement Arrangements (IRAs); 
see “Where to Get Help,” below.

Naming Multiple and  
Alternate Beneficiaries

If you like, you can name more than one 
beneficiary for a retirement account. You can 
specify how you want the remaining money 
divided among your beneficiaries when you 
die, such as a percentage to each. You can also 
name alternates for each of your beneficiaries. 

Living Trusts

If you’ve set up a living trust (see Chapter 17), 
you may wonder whether you can name your 
trust as the beneficiary of a retirement account. 
This is generally not a good idea, for several 
reasons. 

•	Retirement funds are already exempt from 
probate, so there’s no need to leave them to 
your trust for that purpose. 
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•	If you are married and you name your trust 
as the beneficiary, your spouse will not be 
able to take advantage of the special benefits 
for spouses—like a tax-free rollover to a 
personal IRA. (This is true even if your 
spouse is the sole beneficiary of your living 
trust.) 

•	Withdrawals from the account will 
probably have to be larger. The IRS has 
minimum distribution requirements, based 
on estimates of how long you and your 
beneficiary will live. If the beneficiary is 
younger than you, the withdrawal schedule 
is longer. If you name your living trust 
as beneficiary, however, the minimum 
distributions are based only on your life 
expectancy—reducing the account at a faster 
rate and increasing the income tax bill. 

•	When you die, amounts remaining in the 
plan must be withdrawn and distributed 
within five years—again, raising the tax bill. 
While this is often the case with individual 
beneficiaries, it is always the case when the 
beneficiary is a trust.

Irrevocable Trusts

Naming an irrevocable trust as beneficiary may 
make sense if you wish to structure a payment 
stream for children or other beneficiaries 
incapable of managing their own money. In this 
case, you would name the trustee of the trust as 
the beneficiary of the retirement plan. 

Expert

Setting up an irrevocable trust. Designing 
an irrevocable trust that will provide benefits exactly 
as you want is a complicated task. If you wish to 
create such a trust and transfer retirement funds to 
it, seek help from a knowledgeable lawyer. 

Where to Get Help
There are many reliable resources that provide 
information about retirement plans, pension 
plans, and retirement planning.  Here are a few 
to get you started.

Retirement Planning
Several good books can help you to develop or 
refine your retirement plan. 

•	 Retire on Less Than You Think: The New York 
Times Guide to Planning Your Financial Future, 
by Fred Brock (Times Books), discusses 
retirement essentials, including identifying 
investing goals and asset sources, working 
during retirement, taxes, choosing housing, 
and selecting insurance.

•	 The Wall Street Journal Guide to Planning 
Your Financial Future, by Kenneth M. 
and Virginia B. Morris (Fireside), is a 
readable guide to the basics. It provides a 
clear overview of retirement issues—from 
retirement plans to effective tax strategies.

•	 Get a Life: You Don’t Need a Million to Retire 
Well, by Ralph Warner (Nolo), is a great 
resource for planning a happy and fulfilling 
life after retirement—beyond the nuts and 
bolts of how much money you will need.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/B86491C3-A64F-4AE9-B6BDF53819F005D5/213/
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Websites for Retirement Planning

•	 About Retirement Planning 
http://retireplan.about.com

•	 Kiplinger’s Retirement Report 
www.keepmedia.com/pubs/Kiplingers 
RetirementReport

•	 U.S.  Administration on Aging 
www.aoa.gov

Individual Retirement Plans  
and Pensions 
Even if you’re confident about your overall 
retirement strategy, you may still have some 
questions about a particular plan or pension. 
For a thorough explanation of the rules 
governing different types of retirement plans, 
including withdrawals made by beneficiaries, 
see IRAs, 401(k)s & Other Retirement Plans: 
Taking Your Money Out, by Twila Slesnick and 
John C. Suttle (Nolo), or Parley Your IRA Into a 
Family Fortune, by Ed Slott (Penguin).

In addition, these sources can help: 

IRAs. For more information about individual 
retirement accounts, you can request detailed 
publications from the IRS (see below for 
the website address and phone number). In 
particular, look for Publication 590, Individual 
Retirement Arrangements (IRAs), and Publication 
560, Retirement Plans for Small Business (SEP, 
SIMPLE, and Qualified Plans) (retirement plans 
for the self-employed).

Pensions. For more information on pension 
plans and how they work, turn to the following 
resources:

•	 IRS: www.irs.gov or 800-829-1040. See 
Publication 575, Pension and Annuity 
Income, for a discussion of tax treatment 
of distributions received from pension and 
annuity plans, including calculating the tax-
free portion of payments and rolling over 
certain distributions.

•	 AARP: www.aarp.org or 888-227-7669. AARP 
publishes helpful articles about pensions, 
including “Important Plan Documents” and 
“The Do-It-Yourself Pension.” To find the 
most current articles, type “pension” in the 
search engine on the AARP home page.

•	 The Pension Rights Center: www.pensionrights.
org. The Pension Rights Center provides 
information, counseling, and referrals for 
additional help if you’re seeking benefits 
under a pension.

Tax information. For an overview of the tax rules 
for retirement plan distributions, Social Security 
(also discussed in the next chapter), selling your 
home, and more, take a look at IRS Publication 
554, Older Americans’ Tax Guide (see above for 
the website address and phone number).

Expert

If you need more help developing a 
retirement strategy, understanding a pension or 
retirement plan, or seeking retirement benefits, 
consult a reputable financial planner, a pension-plan 
expert, or a knowledgeable lawyer.  Appendix B 
provides suggestions for finding good experts.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Retirement Plans and Pensions 
section of your planner (Section 20). The 
following guidelines will help you complete the 
pages there: 

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/7796CD35-585E-49A6-891C7B4956523B1D/213/
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cross reference

Don’t include Social Security benefits here. 
Government benefits of all kinds, including Social 
Security, are covered in the next section of your 
planner.

Employer Retirement and Pension Plans. Describe 
retirement or pension plans provided through 
an employer. Include plans that are already 
paying retirement benefits to you and those that 
will pay you or your beneficiaries in the future. 

•	 Company Contact Information. Include the 
name of the company or organization that 
manages the retirement or pension plan, the 
address, telephone number, and the name of 
your contact or adviser (if any).

•	 Description, Status of Plan, and Beneficiary. 
Provide a brief summary of the plan benefits 
and status, and the beneficiaries you have 
named for the plan.
Examples:

3	401(k) Plan, balance $59,243.34 as of 
12/31/04, no distribution to date. Ben-
eficiaries: Roderick H. Harris (primary), 
Carol Schmitt (secondary).

3	B&O Pension; no payout to date. Ben-
eficiaries: Louise (wife) (primary), and 
Donald (son) (secondary)

3	Acme Retirement; monthly payments in 
progress (I receive checks in the mail). 
Beneficiaries: Benjamin (primary), Best 
Friends Sanctuary (secondary)

3	Pension; monthly payment by direct 
deposit to First Bank Checking Account 
0789-444333.

•	 Account Number. Provide the account or 
identification number for the retirement or 
pension plan. 

•	 Location of Statements. Indicate where you 
file your plan statements. 
Examples:

3	See B&O Pension file in desk.
3	Statements in Acme Retirement file in top 

drawer of file cabinet (left of my desk).
3	Recent statement at back of this section.

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about your employer-sponsored 
retirement plans or pensions. If you have set up 
an online account (and password) for managing 
a plan, note that here.

Examples:

3	 I often file the Acme Retirement monthly 
check with my current bills, until I have time 
to make the deposit. Check the Current Bills 
file (in the front, bottom drawer of my desk) 
to find any checks not yet deposited.

3	I manage my 401(k) at accutrak.com (user-
name: C_Harris, password: harris2302)

Individual Retirement Accounts and Plans. 
Describe your individual retirement accounts, 
including traditional or Roth IRAs, Keogh 
Plans, SEP-IRAs, and Educational Savings 
Accounts.

•	 Financial Institution Contact Information. 
Provide the name of the financial institution 
that manages the account, the address of 
your branch, the telephone number, and 
your contact or adviser (if any).

•	 Description, Status of Plan, and Beneficiary. 
Describe the plan and the status of your 
benefits, and note the names of the 
beneficiaries of the plan.
Examples:

3	Health Care Investment III and Triune II 
mutual funds; no withdrawals yet. Benefi-
ciaries: Laura, Shane, Amanda (children).
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3	Acme stock, Global mutual fund, and 
money market account; monthly direct-
deposit to Wells Fargo Checking Account 
0835-858535; Michael and Matthew 
(nephews) are beneficiaries.

•	 Account Number. Provide the account or 
identification number for the plan. 

•	 Location of Statements. Indicate where you 
file your account statements.
Examples:

3	See Vanguard file in desk drawer.
3	Last statement in planner.

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about your individual retirement 
accounts or plans. If you have set up an online 
account (and password) for managing a plan, 
note that here.

binder

Including retirement and pension 
documents in your planner. You can file related 
materials, such as account statements, in your 
planner binder. It will probably be easiest to hole- 
punch the documents and insert them directly into 
the binder, immediately following the Retirement 
Plans and Pensions section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Your agent or executor will need an up-to-date 
overview of your assets, contact information, 
and the current status of each account.

Remember to update your planner if you:

•	acquire a new plan 
•	no longer qualify for a plan, or consolidate 

plans
•	establish an online account to manage your 

plan, or
•	change the location for plan statements. ●
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One who knows that enough is enough will always have enough.

—Lao-Tzu (570-490 BC)

Government benefits come in many 
forms. The federal government 
provides dozens of assistance programs 

for those who are eligible—from benefits 
for retirees to medical services for those with 
special needs, from support for adoptive and 
foster families to assistance for those with low 
incomes. At the state level, benefits vary from 
state to state. The most common state benefit 
is assistance for low-income families, which 
provides cash, medical care, and reduced costs 
for food, housing, and utilities.

In your planner, you can describe any 
government benefits that you are currently 
receiving, benefits that may be due to you 
in the future, and any benefits due to your 
survivors. You can also describe the location of 
related paperwork.

skip ahead

If you already have government benefits 
paperwork. If you already have current paperwork 
or statements detailing your government benefits, 
and if you’re clear about the status of your benefits, 
you may want to skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on including information and documents 
in your planner. Then turn to “Keeping Your 
Information Up to Date” for tips on keeping your 
planner current. 

The first part of this chapter provides 
basic information about Social Security 
Administration benefits—the program that 
concerns most people. To learn more about 
other government assistance programs, see 
“Where to Get Help,” below. 

About Social Security
Despite concerns about its viability, the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) continues to 
deliver extensive benefit programs to almost 
every family in this country. Through programs 
for older Americans, disabled workers, and 
dependents, Social Security currently provides 
monthly benefits to more than 48 million 
people. Briefly, here’s how it works.

Employees pay a combination of Social Securi-
ty and Medicare taxes on earned income, called 
FICA tax (named after the Federal Insurance 
Contributions Act). Employers pay a matching 
FICA amount for each employee. Self-employed 
individuals pay Social Security and Medicare 
taxes at twice the rate of employees, though 
they’re permitted to deduct half of the self-em-
ployment tax as a business expense.

Social Security tax money is pooled in a trust 
fund that provides retirement and disability 
benefits to individuals and eligible family 
members. Medicare taxes are pooled in a trust 
fund that offsets hospital and related medical 
costs for Medicare beneficiaries.

The Social Security Administration provides 
four basic types of benefits: retirement, 
disability, family, and survivor benefits. Each of 
these benefits is briefly discussed below. 

Medicare provides health insurance for people 
aged 65 or older and for many people with 
disabilities. The Medicare program is briefly 
described in Chapter 18, Insurance. If you are 
eligible for Medicare, you should document 
that information in the Insurance section of 
your planner.
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Retirement benefits. Financial advisers suggest 
that retirees need about 70% to 80% of 
their work income to live comfortably after 
retirement. According to SSA guidelines, 
Social Security retirement benefits are intended 
to replace about 40% of the average wage 
earner’s income after retiring. The remaining 
amount is expected to come from employer 
retirement or pension plans, individual 
retirement arrangements, and other savings and 
investments.

In January 2006, the average monthly Social 
Security benefit for a retired worker was 
$1,002, while the average for a retired couple 
was $1,648. There is no guarantee of your 
retirement payout or of the specific amount—
but it is expected that the Social Security 
Administration will remain solvent and that 
money will be there when you’re eligible for it. 

Social Security retirement benefits are 
available to qualifying individuals when they 
reach retirement age. Any qualifying person 
may elect to start receiving payments as early as 
age 62. On the flip side, you can elect to delay 
retirement, receiving larger payments beginning 
at age 70.

If you continue to work and receive Social 
Security retirement benefits at the same time, 
your earnings may be reduced until you reach 
a certain age. After that age, you can earn as 
much as you want and still receive your full 
Social Security retirement benefit. For more 
information about how other retirement 
income affects your Social Security benefits, see 
“Where to Get Help,” below.

If you’re approaching retirement age and 
thinking about filing for Social Security 
retirement benefits, make an appointment with 
the SSA (see “Where to Get Help,” below) and 
spend some time talking with a Social Security 
representative about your payment options. 
Make this call at least several months before 

you plan to retire.

Disability benefits. The SSA provides disability 
benefits to people who can no longer work 
because of a condition that is expected to last 
at least one year or to result in death. The 
eligibility guidelines for SSA disability differ 
from those of private disability or state disability 
plans. While you may be eligible for benefits 
under a state or private plan, you may not be 
eligible under SSA.

If you become disabled, contact the SSA and 
apply for benefits as soon as you can. It may 
take several months to process your claim.

tip

Additional assistance from Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI). In addition to Social Security 
retirement and disability benefits, people who are 
65 or older, or who are blind or disabled, may be 
eligible for payments through the Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) program. SSI is managed by 
Social Security but funded by general revenues, not 
Social Security taxes. To find out more about SSI, see 
“Where to Get Help,” below.

Family benefits. When you become eligible for 
Social Security retirement or disability benefits, 
your family members may also become eligible 
for benefits. Eligible family members will 
receive monthly payments—as much as half of 
the retirement or disability amount paid to you. 

Benefits can be paid to your spouse when he or 
she is:

•	age 62 or older, or
•	any age, if he or she is caring for your 

child—and the child is under the age of 16 
or is disabled and receiving Social Security 
benefits on your SSA record.

Benefits can be paid to your children if they 
are unmarried and:
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•	younger than 18 years old, or
•	between 18 and 19, but attending 

elementary or secondary school full time, or
•	age 18 or older and severely disabled, with a 

disability that started before age 22.
If you are divorced, benefits may also be paid 

to your ex-spouse. To qualify, your ex must:

•	be at least 62 years old,
•	have been married to you for ten or more 

years,
•	have been divorced from you for two or 

more years,
•	be unmarried, and
•	be ineligible for equal or greater Social 

Security benefits based on his or her own 
work or someone else’s work.

Survivors benefits. Your survivors may be eligible 
for benefits when you die. Eligible survivors will 
receive monthly payments—as much as the full 
retirement amount that would have been paid 
to you.

Your spouse qualifies for benefits if he or she is:

•	at least 60 years old, or
•	at least 50 years old and disabled, or
•	any age, if he or she is caring for your 

child—and the child is under age 16 or 
disabled and receiving Social Security 
benefits.

Expert

Retirement benefits for surviving 
spouses. If you are receiving retirement benefits 
based on the account of your deceased spouse, 
you’ll have choices to make when you reach age 
62 and become eligible to start collecting Social 
Security benefits based on your own earnings 
record. To maximize your benefits, you’ll want to 
discuss your options with someone who is familiar 
with the complex SSA guidelines. Call the SSA and 
ask a representative to help you.

In addition, your children can receive survivor 
benefits if they are unmarried and:

•	under the age of 18, or
•	between 18 and 19, but attending 

elementary or secondary school full time, or
•	age 18 or older and severely disabled, with a 

disability that started before age 22.
Other eligible survivors may include your 

dependent parents, surviving divorced spouse, 
and, under some circumstances, stepchildren, 
adopted children, and grandchildren. 

In addition to ongoing survivor benefits, your 
spouse or minor children may be eligible for a 
one-time payment of $255 upon your death.

Your Social Security Number

Your Social Security number (SSN) is an im-
portant link between you, your employment 
records, taxes, and future benefits. It’s also one 
of the most sensitive pieces of information used 
to establish credit. Guard it carefully:

•	 Store your card securely and do not carry it in 
your wallet or purse.

•	 Don’t give your SSN to anyone, unless the 
source is trustworthy and the need for the 
information is clear. If you do provide your 
SSN, request that it—along with other 
sensitive personal information—be kept 
confidential.

If your Social Security card is lost or damaged, 
you can contact the SSA (see below) to request 
a replacement card.
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Where to Get Help
Here are some resources to help you learn more 
about Social Security and other government 
benefit programs.

Social Security
For more information about Social Security 
benefits, contact the Social Security 
Administration: www.ssa.gov or 800-772-1213. 
You can also visit your local Social Security 
office. (Find your local office on the SSA 
website, by calling the main SSA number, or by 
looking it up in the government pages of your 
phone book.) If you plan to visit your local 
office, it’s a good idea to call ahead and schedule 
an appointment.

tip

Request your Social Security statement. 
A personal Social Security statement provides 
estimates of retirement and disability benefits, how 
to correct errors in your earnings record, estimates 
of survivor benefits, how to qualify for benefits, 
and other important information—all at no charge 
to you. If you are not already receiving an annual 
statement from Social Security in the mail, you 
can request one. Visit www.socialsecurity.gov/
mystatement or call the SSA and ask for Form SSA-
7004, Request for Social Security Statement. 

Social Security Publications

The following publications may be particularly 
interesting or helpful to you. You can download 
them from the SSA website or request them 
over the phone:

•	 The Future of Social Security, Publication No.  
05-10055

•	 Understanding the Benefits, Publication No. 
05-10024 (a comprehensive guide to all SSA 
benefits)

•	 Retirement Benefits, Publication No. 05-10035 

•	 How Work Affects Your Benefits, Publication 
No. 05-10069 

•	 Disability Benefits, Publication No. 05-10029 

•	 Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 
Publication No. 05-11000 

•	 Survivors Benefits, Publication No. 05-10084. 

There are many additional publications 
available from the SSA, including several related 
to work and earnings—for state and local 
government employees, the self-employed, 
those working for nonprofit organizations, 
farmers, farmworkers, and those serving in the 
military. Follow up with the SSA to find those 
most relevant to you.

Finally, if you’re still looking for answers, you 
may want to check out Social Security, Medicare 
& Government Pensions, by Joseph Matthews 
with Dorothy Matthews Berman (Nolo). It 
explains how to find out what you and your 
family members can expect to receive from 
Social Security.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/56D24B1C-E687-4089-8115DE6C1EA90A3A/118/
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Other Government Benefit  
Programs
If you want information about government 
benefit programs other than Social Security, 
start by visiting the GovBenefits website at 
www.govbenefits.gov. GovBenefits provides 
a seamless tool to help you to find, research, 
and contact both federal and state government 
benefit agencies. You can also use the website 
to find eligibility requirements and application 
instructions for various benefits. 

In Your Planner
Turn to the Government Benefits section 
of your planner (Section 21). The following 
guidelines will help you fill in the pages there.

Social Security Benefits. Provide a summary 
of all your Social Security benefits, including 
those based on your earnings or disability that 
go to your family members and any benefits 
that you expect to receive in the future. Don’t 
bother listing universal benefits, such as the 
one-time death benefit to which your survivors 
will probably be entitled. Instead, describe 
those that are specific to you—for example, 
retirement benefits based on the earnings record 
of you or your spouse. 

cross reference

Don’t list Medicare benefits here. If 
you receive Medicare benefits, document that 
information in the Insurance section of your planner 
(Section 18). 

•	 Account Name and SSN. For each program, 
identify the account name and Social 
Security number for the benefit you are 
receiving (or expect to receive in the future). 
For retirement or disability benefits, the 

account name and SSN may be your own 
or the wage earner’s. For family or survivor 
benefits, the account name and SSN will be 
the wage earner’s, whether retired, disabled, 
or deceased. 

•	 Account Status and Payment. Describe the 
status of the account, especially whether 
the SSA is currently paying benefits. Also 
describe the amount and method for 
current payments.
Examples:

3	No payments to date
3	Claim in process; expect payments to 

begin in October 2007
3	Monthly payments by direct deposit to 

SAS Bancorp checking account

•	 Location of Documents. Provide the location 
of your SSA statements or other benefit 
paperwork. If possible, you should file at 
least one recent statement in your planner. 
(See the note below.)

Other Federal or State Benefits. Describe other 
federal and state programs from which you are 
currently receiving benefits or are eligible to 
receive benefits from in the future.

•	 Program Name and Contact Information. 
Write the name of the benefit program 
and the contact information for the office 
that manages your benefits. If there is 
a particular person that serves as your 
contact—such as an account manager or 
benefits administrator—name that person 
and provide his or her direct telephone 
number, email address, or other contact 
information.

•	 Program Description. Briefly describe the 
program and the type of benefits it provides 
to you—such as cash assistance, reduced 
costs for food or home utilities, or loan 
repayment assistance.



chapter 21  |  Government benefits  |  187

•	 Account Name and Identification. Identify 
the account name and any identification—
such as a Social Security or other account 
number—for the benefit you are receiving 
or expect to receive in the future. The 
account name and identification may be 
another person’s (sometimes called the 
“qualifying” person) or your own. 

•	 Account Status and Payment. Describe the 
status of the account, especially whether 
you’re currently receiving payments. Also 
describe the amount and method for 
current payments.
Examples:

3	Application submitted; no payments to 
date

3	Claim in process; expect payments to 
begin in September 2007

3	Monthly credits applied to account; see 
instructions filed at the end of this section

3	Monthly payments by direct deposit, 
National Bank checking

•	 Location of Documents. Provide the location 
of your program statements or other 
benefits paperwork. Depending on the 
volume of material, it may make sense to 
file the documents directly in your planner. 
(See the note just below.)

Additional Notes. Provide any additional details 
or directions about your government benefits, 
including your account name and password if 
you manage an account online.

binder

Including government benefits paperwork 
in your planner. You can file important government 
benefits documents in your planner binder. Hole-
punch your benefit statements and insert them 
directly into your planner binder immediately 
following the Government Benefits section. Or, if 
there is paperwork that you can’t or don’t want to 
hole-punch, use pocket dividers or plastic sleeves.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Remember to update your planner if any of the 
following occur:

•	you acquire a new benefit 
•	you no longer qualify for a benefit
•	you establish an online profile to manage 

your account, or
•	you change the location where you file 

statements or other benefits paperwork. ●
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Annual income twenty pounds,  
annual expenditure nineteen six, result happiness.  

Annual income twenty pounds,  
annual expenditure twenty pound ought and six, result misery. 

—Charles Dickens (1812-1870), David Copperfield

If you become incapacitated, your loved ones 
or agent for finances will need to pay your 
routine bills. After your death, your executor 

will need to take care of your outstanding bills 
and debts. They will need immediate access to 
information about what you owe—and how 
you pay. Ironically, if you have simplified your 
life with automatic bill payment, you may have 
further obscured the process for your survivors. 
Your planner is the place to make your methods 
known.

Your planner lets you organize information 
about your current bills, debts, credit cards, and 
record-keeping habits. For you, it is a valuable 
reference. (For instance, if your credit cards are 
lost or stolen, you’ll have important contact 
information at your fingertips.) Ultimately, 
your planner will provide valuable direction to 
your loved ones.

tip

If a credit card is lost or stolen. After you 
have completed this section of your planner, you 
will have a complete record of the credit cards that 
you own. In the event of a loss, important contact 
information is preprinted in your planner. Turn to 
the Credit Card and Debts section (Section 22) if you 
need to contact the major credit reporting bureaus, 
Federal Trade Commission, or Social Security 
Administration.

As you prepare to complete this section of 
your planner, you might find that it’s a good 
time to assess your overall financial situation 

by taking a look at the number and type of 
credit cards you’re holding and the amount of 
debt you’re carrying. You may be able to make 
changes that will be of long-term value to you 
and your family. If you want to take that step, 
this chapter starts out with some suggestions to 
help you.

skip ahead

If your finances are in good shape. If you 
have a good handle on your finances and you’re 
comfortable with the terms of your credit cards and 
outstanding loans, you may want to skip right to “In 
Your Planner” to document your information in your 
planner. Then turn to “Keeping Your Information Up 
to Date” for tips to keep your planner current.

Evaluating and  
Reducing Debt
Your ability to manage credit and debts is a 
function of several factors: your income, your 
expenses, how much you owe, how much it 
costs you (the interest rates), and your personal 
commitment and discipline. If you have fallen 
into a cycle of spending more than you have 
and borrowing to make up the difference, you’ll 
need to make an effort to break the pattern. The 
three basic steps outlined here can help you get 
a handle on your outstanding debt and set in 
place an approach that will save you money for 
the rest of your life.
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Step 1 
Review Your Income and Expenses
Set aside a few hours to review your monthly 
net income and all of your outstanding bills and 
debts. Start by gathering together the materials 
that show your income (including take-home 
pay, family support that you receive, and all 
other income sources you can think of ), state-
ments for your current bills and loans, and paper 
and pencil.

Calculate your monthly net income, then 
deduct amounts for bare necessities—housing, 
utilities, groceries, transportation, child support 
or alimony payments, and other essentials. Next, 
total the minimum monthly amounts due on all 
of your current bills and loans. Compare your 
net income less essentials to the total minimum 
due for bills and loans. Ideally, you’ll find you 
have sufficient income to pay the total minimum 
due, plus additional income to begin to tackle 
your debt burden.

If you find you have insufficient income to 
pay the minimum due on your outstanding 
debts, seek some additional help. Follow up 
with a credit counselor or other resources 
described in “Where to Get Help,” below.

If you do have additional income available to 
tackle debt, increase your monthly payment for 
the bills and loans that carry the highest interest 
rates. 

warning

Watch out for fees. As you evaluate your 
income and expenses, take note of any bills for which 
you have been charged extra fees, such as those for 
late payments or exceeding your credit limit. These 
fees are typically very expensive and will wreak havoc 
on your budget. This may seem obvious, but many 
people throw away money because they forget to 
pay bills on time or fail to keep track of their credit 
card limits. Setting up a timely bill-paying schedule 
and giving your maxed-out credit cards a rest can 
save you a bundle. 

Step 2 
Review Your Credit Cards and Loans
Every credit card and loan comes with its own 
terms, including the interest rate, annual fee, 
and grace period before you must pay interest 
on a charge. Some of your credit cards may also 
return benefits to you, such as an annual rebate, 
retail discounts, or free travel.

Take a close look at each of your credit cards 
and loans. Review the basic terms offered and 
the various fees assessed, and identify the cards 
and loans with the least favorable terms. If you 
have credit cards or loans with high interest 
rates or annual fees, plan to pay them off in 
full and cancel the accounts. If you have more 
than one debt with unfavorable terms, pick 
the worst one and put as much money as you 
can toward the balance until you’ve paid it off, 
while paying the minimum amount on your 
other accounts. Then tackle the second worst 
offender, and so on.

Ultimately, plan to use only the credit card (or 
take out only the loan) that delivers the most 
advantageous terms available to you. You may 
wish to cancel retailer credit cards and use a 
major credit card for your purchases. (Or, you 
may want to securely store that retailer credit 
card and bring it out only when the retailer 
runs cardholder-only promotions.) 

These days, it’s possible to shop around and 
find major credit cards with excellent terms. 
For an effective tool to compare credit card 
programs and apply for a card, see “Where to 
Get Help,” below.

Step 3 
Make a Budget
Once you have these short-term steps behind 
you, you will want to develop an annual budget. 
With a sound budget in place, you can more 
closely evaluate your income and expenses, and 
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you can better plan for periodic expenses such 
as household or auto maintenance, insurance 
premiums, and property taxes.

There are several good products (including 
books, software, and online services) available 
to help you develop and maintain a budget. 
Some of these are listed in “Where to Get 
Help,” below.

Avoiding Identity Theft

Once you’ve got a credit card with excellent 
terms, be sure to hang onto it—along with all 
other sensitive information about you and your 
finances. Identity theft is a serious matter and 
an increasingly popular crime. An identity thief 
steals important information about you—your 
name, address, telephone numbers, bank account 
or credit card numbers, or your Social Security 
number—and uses that information to apply for 
more credit cards or loans, open accounts, or go 
on spending sprees. Here are some ways you can 
avoid becoming a victim:

•	 Secure personal records. Keep your personal 
information in a safe place at home. At work, 
verify that your personnel records are securely 
maintained. 

•	 Shred sensitive materials before you put them 
in the trash. Combing through trash is one of 
an identity thief’s best strategies.

•	 Watch your wallet. Keep your wallet in a safe 
place at all times—at home, at work, and in 
stores and restaurants. 

•	 Limit your load. Carry only the personal 
identification and credit and debit cards that 
you need. Store little-used items in a secure 
location, such as in your planner.

•	 Secure your Social Security number. Store 
your Social Security card in a secure location, 
and give out your SSN only when absolutely 
necessary. 

•	 Use passwords. Place passwords on your 
accounts, using codes that are not easily 
guessed or found. 

•	 Guard against teletheft. Any time you are 
asked to provide personal information by 
telephone, through the mail, or over the 
Internet, be wary. Call the organization’s 
customer service number and validate the 
exchange before you provide any personal 
information. 

•	 Protect your PC. Take steps to protect 
information on your computer by using a 
firewall and secure browser. Don’t download 
files from strangers, do maintain current 
virus protection, password-protect sensitive 
information, and avoid automatic log-in 
processes. Keep your operating system up to 
date, including the latest security patches.

If you do lose important items or if you 
suspect that your information has been used to 
commit fraud or theft, take the following steps 
immediately:

1.	 Contact the national credit reporting bureaus.

2.	 File a police report.

3.	 File a complaint with the FTC.

4.	 Contact the Social Security Administration.

5.	 Close suspect accounts.

See “Avoiding or Reporting Identity Theft,” 
below, for more information.

Where to Get Help
For general information about debt and credit, 
visit Nolo’s website at www.nolo.com. You’ll 
find free articles on managing debt and much 
more. For more details, you can turn to the 
following resources.

http://www.nolo.com/


chapter 22  |  credit cards and debtS  |  193

Major Credit Bureaus
The national credit reporting bureaus—Equifax, 
Experian, and Trans Union—offer tips and 
resources for managing your personal debt. 
Under a new law, you can order a free copy of 
your credit report from each bureau every year. 
It’s a good idea to take advantage of this offer. 
Check your report with each agency to be sure 
it’s up to date and free of errors. 

Use www.annualcreditreport.com to request 
free copies of your credit report from all three 
credit bureaus.

Shopping for a Credit Card 
The Internet makes it easy to shop for a major 
credit card. Look for a reputable site that lists 
and compares rates for different companies. 
Here are some good tools for your search:

•	ASAP Credit Card 
www.asapcreditcard.com

•	CNNMoney 
http://cgi.money.cnn.com/tools/informa/
credit.jsp

•	Credit Card Catalog 
www.creditcardcatalog.com

Making a Budget and Getting  
Out of Debt
The following resources can help you to develop 
a budget and reduce your debt. If you want to 
start with free information on the Internet, here 
are some good websites:

•	BetterBudgeting.com 
www.betterbudgeting.com

•	Personal Budgeting and Money Saving Tips 
www.personal-budget-planning-saving-
money.com

•	Financial Planning from About, Inc. 
www.financialplan.about.com

•	Consumer Action 
www.consumer-action.org 

If you want to take your work a step further, 
the following books provide information about 
personal financial management, including 
creating a budget and reducing your debt.

•	 Solve Your Money Troubles: Get Debt Collectors 
Off Your Back & Regain Financial Freedom, 
by Robin Leonard and John Lamb (Nolo), 
can help if you’re feeling overwhelmed by 
debt. It shows you how to prioritize what 
you owe, create a budget, negotiate with 
creditors, rebuild good credit, and take 
many other steps to get out of the red. It 
also contains a complete discussion of credit 
protection laws and information about 
filing for bankruptcy.

•	 The Budget Kit: The Common Cents Money 
Management Workbook, by Judy Lawrence 
(Kaplan Business), will help you organize 
records, make a budget, and get a handle on 
your debt.

•	 The Pocket Idiot’s Guide to Living on a Budget, 
by Jennifer Sander and Peter Sander (Alpha 
Books), is a brief, straightforward guide to 
creating a budget and sticking to it.

•	 The Ultimate Credit Handbook: How to Cut 
Your Debt and Have a Lifetime of Great Credit, 
by Gerri Detweiler (Plume Books), discusses 
credit management and provides insights 
on types of credit cards, credit protection 
laws, credit bureaus, credit counseling 
organizations, and bankruptcy.

•	 Pay It Down! From Debt to Wealth on $10 
a Day, by Jan Chatzky (Portfolio Trade), 
provides practical, step-by-step, and 
sometimes tough advice for readers—how 
to find $10 a day, improve a credit score, get 
out of debt, and build a financially secure 
future.

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/7152C6CE-5E42-4DD0-A35994FF7FB7B81C/213/
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Finding a Credit Counselor
If you’re over your head in debt, you may want 
to find a good credit advisor or counselor. A 
reputable counselor can help you get a handle 
on what you owe, explore your payment 
options, and work with your creditors. If you 
consult a credit counselor, it is best to seek out 
a nonprofit consumer credit organization. Here 
are two reliable places to start:

•	Myvesta (formerly Debt Counselors of 
America) www.myvesta.org

•	National Foundation for Credit Counseling 
www.debtadvice.org 
800-388-2227

Avoiding or Reporting  
Identity Theft
For more information about identity theft, turn 
to the following sources:

•	Federal Trade Commission 
www.consumer.gov/idtheft  
877-438-4338

•	Social Security Administration 
www.socialsecurity.gov/pubs/10064.html 
800-772-1213

In Your Planner
Turn to the Credit Cards and Debts section 
of your planner (Section 22). The following 
guidelines will help you complete the pages 
there.

Location of Bills. Here’s where you provide 
basic information about your bill files. This 
section covers all bills except those that are 
automatically paid from a bank or credit card 
account; those are addressed just below.

•	 Current Bills. Indicate where you store 
your current bills—that is, those awaiting 
payment.

Example: 

3	I keep current bills in the cherry wood 
box at the far left side of my desk at home.

•	 Records of Paid Bills. After you have paid 
a bill, you may file the payment stub or 
record of payment for future reference—or 
you may just document the payment in 
your checkbook. Describe the location 
where you keep records of your paid bills. 
Example:

3	 I keep records of payments for major 
bills, like my mortgage and my car pay-
ment, in manila folders in the filing cabi-
net to the left of my desk. Otherwise, you 
can find records of my payments in my 
Quicken checkbook register, on my PC. 

Automatic Payment of Bills. Here you’ll describe 
automatically paid bills. Include those paid by 
automatic deduction from your bank account 
(sometimes called a direct debit or EFT, for 
“electronic funds transfer”) or by credit card. 

•	 Payee. Identify the company or individual 
who receives the payment.

•	 Purpose. Briefly describe the purpose for the 
charge.
Examples:

3	Gas and electric
3	Mortgage
3	Home telephone and DSL

•	 Approximate Amount per Month. Write in 
an estimated monthly amount, so that your 
agent or executor knows what to expect.

•	 Credit Card or Bank Account Number. Provide 
the payment method for the automatic 
charge, including the bank account for the 
direct debit or withdrawal or the account 
number for the credit card charge.
Examples:

3	Charge, THCreditCo Visa –x555
3	Debit from WFB Checking Acct 0555 

777666
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•	 Notice of Charge. Describe how you are 
notified of the amount and timing of each 
charge. Remember to include bills for 
which you receive notice by email only.
Examples:

3	Monthly by email
3	Monthly by mail
3	Based on loan agreement; see loan docu-

ment in filing cabinet

Additional Notes. Include any other information 
about your bills that might be helpful to your 
survivors.

Credit Cards. List all credit cards that you own. 
Include major credit cards (such as Visa and 
American Express) and retailer or merchant cred-
it cards (such as those issued by Sears, The Gap, 
or Union 76). Provide the information as printed 
on each credit card (from the face and the back) 
or from a billing statement for the card.

 
cross reference

Don’t list debit or ATM cards here. 
Instead, record information about debit or ATM 
cards in the Bank and Brokerage Accounts section 
of your planner (Section 19), along with other 
information about the associated accounts.

•	 Issuer. List the name of the issuing 
company—for example, Sears, American 
Express.

•	 Account Number. Write in the account 
number as it is printed on the face of the 
card or statement. 

•	 Customer Service Telephone. Include the 
customer service telephone number (also 
printed on the back of the card or on the 
statement) for the issuing company. 

Additional Notes. If you have additional 
information about your credit cards that might 
be helpful to your survivors, include it here.

Debts I Owe to Others. If you have debts other 
than those described above, list them here. 
Include all of your debts—loans made to you, 
judgments against you (including child support 
or alimony payments), loans on which you are a 
cosigner, or other responsibilities you have.

•	 Creditor Name and Contact Information. List 
the person or company to which you owe 
the debt. Include an address, telephone 
number, and other contact information 
(such as cell phone, pager, or email address).

•	 Amount. Write the total amount of the debt. 
•	 Terms of Debt and Status of Payment. 

Describe the terms of the debt—including 
the interest rate, if any, and payment 
schedule—and the status of repayment. 
Examples:

3	Due in full on 2/01/2010; payment has 
not begun

3	Monthly child support until Audrey turns 
18 (March 2008)

3	No-interest loan; payments started 
8/01/2003, $100/month

3	Interest on balance is 6% per year; pay-
ment is $1,000 per year plus interest on 
the outstanding balance; 1st annual pay-
ment made 7/01/04

•	 Location of Documents. Provide the location 
of any loan documents or notes. 

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about the debts that you owe to 
others.

Debts Others Owe to Me. If anyone owes 
you money, you should complete this table. 
Include all debts due to you—loans you’ve 
made, judgments in your favor (including 
child support or alimony payments), or other 
amounts due from others.
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•	 Name and Contact Information. List the 
person, company, or organization that 
owes money to you. Include the address, 
telephone number, and other contact 
information (such as cell phone, pager, or 
email address).

•	 Amount. Write in the total amount of the 
debt. 

•	 Terms of Debt and Status of Payment. 
Describe the terms of the debt—including 
the repayment schedule and interest rate—
and the status of repayment. 

•	 Location of Documents. Provide the location 
of any loan documents or notes.

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about debts that others owe that 
might be helpful to your survivors. If you want 
to reduce or forgive a debt upon your incapacity 
or death, you can note that here—but make it 
official by forgiving the debt in your will.

binder

Including your credit card and debt 
materials in your planner. You can file materials 
related to your credit cards and debts in your 
planner binder. For example, you can store items 
such as infrequently used credit cards in a plastic 
binder pouch in your binder, or hole-punch 
documents (such as copies of loan agreements) 
and insert them directly into your planner binder 
immediately following the Credit Cards and Debts 
section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Information in this section of your planner 
may change frequently. In particular, be sure to 
update your records if you:

•	initiate automatic or online bill payments 
for one or more routine expenses

•	receive a personal loan or make a loan to 
someone else 

•	agree to be a cosigner on a new loan, or
•	get a new credit card or cancel an old one. ●
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Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

—Sir Arthur C. Clarke (1917- )

Technology continues to wend its way 
into our daily lives. We are increasingly 
reliant on password-protected electronic 

products and services—from cell phones and 
PDAs to electronic budgeting and banking, 
from email accounts to alarms for our homes 
and cars. And, while more tangible than 
many electronic services, our other secured 
places—safe deposit boxes, filing cabinets, 
and the like—may be locked up with keys or 
combination locks, or simply with our own 
secrecy. 

Most of us rarely think about our passwords, 
combinations, and keys. Using them becomes 
second nature to us. Yet for your agent, 
executor, or other survivors, electronic and 
physical locks may be formidable barriers—
potentially keeping them from the property 
they must manage on your behalf.

Your planner provides a central place to list 
account names, passwords, combinations, and 
PINs. You may also want to store copies of 
keys with your planner. The planner can help 
you stay organized, while also providing your 
survivors with the critical information they’ll 
need later.

Before turning to the instructions for 
completing your planner, this chapter provides 
a little bit of information about safe deposit 
boxes—a common secured place that can cause 
difficulties for your caretakers and survivors 
unless you think carefully about what you put 
in the box and who has access to it.

Who Has Access to Your  
Safe Deposit Box?
For most protected places and accounts, 
whomever you trust with the password, 
combination, or key can get into them. But 
there’s one notable exception: safe deposit 
boxes. Normally, access to your safe deposit box 
is limited to you and anyone who co-owns (or 
“co-rents”) the box with you. This rule changes 
if you become incapacitated or die. 

Should You Name a Co-Owner?

Depending on your circumstances or the 
contents of your safe deposit box, you may 
wish to give one or more people the authority 
to access your box now—so they need not go 
through the hassles of gaining access to it later. 
It’s easy to add a co-owner to a box: Usually you 
and the other person simply visit the bank to 
add the new co-owner to the authorization card. 

Before you do this, however, consider the 
risks. As soon as you grant the authority, the 
person you’ve named will be able to examine 
the contents of your safe deposit box at any 
time, adding or removing items at will. Unless 
you trust the person completely, it’s better 
to make a durable power of attorney for 
finances—and rely on the built-in protections 
of the financial institution’s access rules.
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During your incapacity. If you are incapacitated, 
access is limited to co-owners plus your agent 
under a durable power of attorney for finances, 
if the document grants the power to manage the 
contents of your safe deposit boxes. 

If no one is authorized to access your box and 
you haven’t made a durable power of attorney 
for finances, your box can’t be opened without 
a court order.

After your death. Who can get into a safe deposit 
box after you die depends on state law. In some 
states, a co-owner can continue to access the 
box and your executor or successor trustee can 
easily gain access. (Your executor or successor 
trustee will need to present a certified copy of 
your death certificate and a copy of the will 
or trust showing that he or she is the named 
executor or trustee.) In other states, however, 
when one owner dies, the safe deposit box is 
sealed while the state taxing authority assesses 
the value of its contents. This can take several 
weeks. 

So how can you use a safe deposit box, yet be 
sure your survivors can reach the information 
and assets they need when you die? First, find 
out whether your state requires safe deposit 
boxes to be sealed at the time of your death; the 
bank should be able to tell you. 

If the box won’t be sealed. If your state does not 
require boxes to be sealed, what to do depends 
on whether or not there are co-owners on the 
box.

•	 Boxes with co-owners. Even if you have co-
owners on the box, do not use it to store 
any documents or assets that your survivors 
will need during the first week following 
your death. (For example, you should never 

store your burial instructions in your safe 
deposit box.) Remember that if the bank is 
closed—say, for a long weekend—even your 
co-owners won’t be able to reach your box 
or its contents.

•	 Boxes without co-owners. Your executor 
or successor trustee will have access to 
the box after you die—but not until they 
have secured a certified copy of the death 
certificate. (If you are the only owner of the 
box and have not appointed an executor or 
successor trustee, your survivors will have 
to secure a court order to gain access to the 
box.) For this reason, it is best not to store 
any documents or assets that your survivors 
will need for the first three or four weeks 
after your death. 

If the box will be sealed. In states that seal safe 
deposit boxes when an owner dies, even co-
owners are kept out. If survivors need to access 
the box during this period, they will need to get 
a court order. A court order may be granted if 
survivors are searching for a will, trust, or burial 
instructions—or when they simply want to take 
inventory of the property in the box, without 
removing anything.

After the taxing authority reviews the contents 
of the box, access will be granted to co-owners 
and your executor or successor trustee. If you 
are the only owner of the box and have not 
appointed an executor or successor trustee, your 
survivors will have to obtain a court order to 
gain access to the box.

If you live in a state that seals safe deposit 
boxes, don’t use your box to store anything 
that your survivors might need during the first 
month or two after your death. Store these 
items in another secure location.
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Access to Your Safe Deposit Box

Here is a summary of who can access your safe 
deposit box and when they will be able to open it.

If you are 
incapacitated… 

A co-owner on the safe deposit box

Your agent under a durable power 
of attorney for finances (if you 
grant safe deposit box access in  
the document)

Anyone who seeks, and is granted, 
 a court order to open the box

After your 
death…

A co-owner on the safe deposit 
box*

Your executor, after presenting 
a certified copy of the death 
certificate*

Your successor trustee under a living 
trust, after presenting a certified 
copy of the death certificate*

Anyone who seeks, and is granted,  
a court order to access the box

* In a state that seals safe deposit boxes upon 
the owner’s death, access will be delayed for 
several weeks until the state taxing authority 
completes an assessment of the box contents.

 
cross reference

More recommendations for storing your 
planner. If you want to store certain sections of your 
planner in your safe deposit box, see Completing 
Your Planner, at the beginning of this book. You will 
find a list of the sections you can more easily store in 
your safe deposit box and the sections that should 
be stored securely at home.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Secured Places and Passwords 
section of your planner (Section 23). The 
following guidelines will help you complete the 
pages there. 

Products, Services, and Passwords. List each 
product and service for which you have a user 
name and password, combination, key, or 
personal identification number (PIN). (Don’t 
list PINs for bank accounts here; see the note 
below.) 

Here are examples of common items and 
services that you should list:

3	cellular telephone
3	personal digital assistant (PDA)
3	pager
3	personal computer
3	Internet service provider
3	Web hosting service
3	email accounts
3	online services or groups
3	software applications
3	home alarm system
3	car alarm system
3	home safe
3	mailbox
3	gates
3	lockers, drawers, or cabinets.

 
cross reference

Don’t include online billing or banking 
information, or ATM cards here. List account names 
and passwords in the Bank and Brokerage Accounts 
section of your planner (Section 19). If you have set 
up automatic bill-pay for particular debts, describe 
these arrangements in the Credit Cards and Debts 
section of your planner (Section 22).
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•	 Product or Service. For each product, list the 
make, model, and type of product. For each 
service, list the organization name and type 
of service. 
Examples:

3Nokia Model 5165 cellular telephone
3QuickBooks Pro 2006 accounting software
3Mailbox #12 (at end of court)
3SBC Global (Internet Service Provider)
3Blue Mountain (online greeting card 

provider)
3NetZero (email)

•	 Account Name, User Name, or Account 
Number. Provide the account name, user 
name, or account number (if any) for the 
particular product or service. For online 
services and software, the account name is 
often some version of your own name.

•	 Password, Combination, or PIN. List the 
password, combination number, or Personal 
Identification Number (PIN) for the 
product or service.
Examples:

3Mollie
3pls4sas
352-31-28
330173

•	 Location of Key. Describe the location of the 
corresponding physical key for the product, 
if there is one (such as the key for your 
home safe, mailbox, or gates).
Examples:

3Box by telephone
3Key chain (purse)
3Key chain (key rack in laundry room)

Common Passwords. You may have frequently 
used passwords, such as the name of your dog 
or your son’s birthdate. If you do, including 
them here may help your survivors if you forget 

to list an account in the table above. Write any 
common passwords in the lines provided. 

Additional Notes. Include any additional back-
ground or direction about your products, servic-
es, or passwords that your survivors may need.

Safe Deposit Boxes. Describe each box that you 
currently rent.

•	 Bank Name and Contact Information. Include 
the name, address, and telephone number 
of the bank where your box is located.

•	 People With Authorized Access. List anyone 
who already has authorized access because 
they have visited the financial institution 
with you, submitted identification, and 
signed the authorization card. Do not 
include bank employees who provide 
routine access to the box.

•	 Box Number and Location of Keys. Provide 
the safe deposit box number—as printed on 
the box and on the keys—and the locations 
where you store your safe deposit box keys. 
For each box, you probably have two keys; 
if you store each key separately, describe 
both locations.
Examples:

3#3125: Key on key chain (purse), key on 
marked card in pencil drawer of desk

3#555: Both keys in storage pouch at back 
of this section

3#1234 and #2345: Primary keys in front 
of desk drawer, secondary keys in planner 
(taped to card at end of section)

•	 Description of Contents. Briefly describe the 
contents of the safe deposit box.
Examples:

3Jewelry (diamond brooch, necklace, and 
earrings; ruby and diamond bracelet), 
stock certificates (General Electric), and 
Smith & Wesson revolver
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3Cash, savings bonds, video of home and 
property (for insurance), and original 
documents (adoption/citizenship papers, 
marriage certificate)

Additional Notes. Include any additional notes 
for your survivors about your safe deposit boxes.

Other Keys. List any keys not included above, 
along with their locations. Include keys for your 
primary residence, vacation or rental properties, 
vehicles, employment, and for other uses. 
Include those for everyday use, those tucked 
away, and those stored as spares.

•	 Purpose. Describe the purpose for the key 
or where the key is used. Note the property 
where it is used, if applicable.
Examples:

3Key to home mailbox
3Keys to San Antonio home, doors and 

gates
3Kristi & Suzanne’s house key
3Lock on hot tub gate

•	 Location. Describe where the key is located 
or stored.
Examples:

3Key chain (pocket or top of dresser)
3Key rack by back door
3Box in back of kitchen junk drawer
3Under flowerpot on side porch

Other Assets, Other Locations. Finally, 
what property do you have safely stored or 
secreted away? What little-known places or 
arrangements do you need to document or map 
out for your agent, executor, and loved ones? 

Consider including the following:
3any financial assets—cash, coins, stocks, 

bonds, notes, or other certificates of value—
that are not stored at a bank, brokerage, or 
other financial institution

3other valuable items that your survivors may 
not find without your direction—such as 
items on loan to others, items you have hid-
den away, or items stored in a public storage 
facility, and

3any valuable information that is only in your 
head—directions to valuables, favorite recipes, 
the secrets of your magic tricks, and the like. 

•	 Item and Description. Describe the item or 
assets.
Examples:

3General Electric preferred stock certifi-
cate, U.S. savings bond, and $5,000 in 
Mid-State Water Utility bearer bonds

3Gold coins
3Grandpa’s rifles
3Mink stole and sable coat
3Pie crust recipe

•	 Location of Asset. Describe the location 
of the item, including the address, if 
applicable, and any necessary access 
information (such as keys or combinations). 
Examples:

3Locked in home safe (see access informa-
tion in this section)

3Tucked under my mattress
3Buried 2' NW of the apple tree in my 

backyard, about 3' deep
3Lock box under back deck, key on my 

key chain
3Arctic Furs Storage, 17 Washington 

Square, New York, NY 10011, 333-444-
5555

3Recipe included in planner, following this 
section.

•	 Location of Documents. Identify any 
documents related to the item—such 
as purchase or appraisal records, related 
contracts, or a storage agreement—and 
describe where the documents are filed. (If 
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possible, file the related documents in your 
planner; see the note below.)
Examples:

3Locked in home safe (see access informa-
tion in this section).

3Storage agreement in desk (lower-left 
drawer), “Arctic Furs Storage” file.

3Typed up and filed at back of this section. 

Additional Notes. Include any additional back-
ground or direction your survivors may need.

Examples:

3Once you locate this item, please refer to Sec-
tion 27. I have described specific care instruc-
tions there.

3I have outlined the steps for maintaining 
the pumps and generator, along with overall 
instructions for the well, pump house, and 
water tower. See my notes in Section 25 (Real 
Estate).

binder

Including related materials in your planner. 
If you have documents related to items of property 
you described in this section of your planner—such 
as appraisal certificates or purchase records—you 
can file them in your planner binder. Also include 
contracts for storage of valuables or maps for locating 
particular items. Your planner binder is also a great 
place to store your safe deposit box keys or spare 
keys. Use a combination of pocket divider pages, 
plastic sleeves, and plastic zippered pockets to file 
and protect these important items. 

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Small changes or omissions in this section may 
keep your survivors from your property—or 
at least increase the number of hoops they 
must jump through to get access. In particular, 
update your planner if you:

•	acquire a new product or service—such 
as a PDA, cell phone, email account, or 
software—that can be used only with 
an account number, user name, and/or 
password

•	change a product or service—such as 
establishing a new email account or 
purchasing a home safe

•	rent a new safe deposit box, or move the 
contents of an existing box to a new bank, 
or

•	stash away valuable property in a location 
unknown to others. ●





24
C H A P TER 

Taxes

Tax Basics......................................................................................................................................................206

Estate and Inheritance Taxes.............................................................................................................207
Federal Estate Tax .............................................................................................................................207
State Estate and Inheritance Taxes ..........................................................................................208

Where to Get Help..................................................................................................................................209

In Your Planner..........................................................................................................................................209

Keeping Your Information Up to Date........................................................................................211



Unquestionably, there is progress. The average American now  
pays out twice as much in taxes as he formerly got in wages.

—H. L. Mencken (1880-1956)

You just can’t escape taxes. If you are 
incapacitated—and even after your 
death—those in charge of your affairs 

must make sure that your tax bills are paid. 
In the Taxes section of your planner, you can 

provide important information about your 
tax records and recommend a tax professional 
in case your agent or executor needs help 
preparing and filing your returns.

Before turning to the specifics of how to 
complete your planner, this chapter provides an 
overview of taxes that must be paid at the end 
of life.

skip ahead

If your tax information is ready to go. 
If you’re familiar with the kinds of taxes that may 
be due at your death and you’re ready to provide 
information for your caretakers and survivors, turn 
right to “In Your Planner” to start completing your 
planner.

Tax Basics
When it comes to taxes, there are three distinct 
end-of-life phases: the phase leading up to your 
death, the period following your death, and the 
point at which your estate is distributed to your 
beneficiaries. For each phase, the tax picture is a 
little different. 

Prior to death. If you are incapacitated, your 
agent for finances, spouse, or another person 
close to you will file federal or state income tax 
returns on your behalf (if you receive at least the 
minimum amount of income, as set by law).

If your death is sudden or follows a short 
illness, you may still owe federal or state income 
tax on any unreported income to that point. 
In that case, your executor or successor trustee 
(if you have made a living trust) is responsible 
for filing necessary tax returns on income you 
earned while you were alive.

After death. For the year of your death, and for 
each year until your estate is fully distributed 
to your inheritors, your executor or trustee may 
have to file income tax returns for your estate 
or trust. Again, the returns are due only if your 
estate or trust receives a minimum amount of 
income—such as interest, dividends, rents, 
royalties, business income, or capital gains from 
asset sales—as set by applicable federal or state 
law. 

Distribution of estate. Once a full accounting of 
your estate is complete (or probate proceedings 
are finished), your executor or trustee will file 
any necessary estate and inheritance tax returns, 
depending upon the size of your estate and the 
state in which you live. (Inheritance tax returns 
may instead be filed by individual beneficiaries, 
rather than coordinated by the executor or 
trustee.)
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Most of us are less familiar with estate and 
inheritance taxes than we are with routine 
income taxes. The discussion that follows lays 
out some basic guidelines to help you better 
understand these taxes.

Estate and Inheritance Taxes
If your estate is worth more than a specified 
amount, your executor will have to file a federal 
estate tax return. State estate or inheritance taxes 
may be due, as well.

Federal Estate Tax 
Most people don’t need to worry about federal 
estate tax, which is due only when someone dies 
owning a very large amount of property. If the 
total value of your estate is below the threshold 
amount for the year of your death—listed in 
the chart below—no return is required. (But 
your executor may still have to file a state tax 
return; this is discussed in the next section.) 
If estate tax is due, rates are steep. They climb 
from 39% to almost 50%, depending on the 
value of the estate and the year of death.

The Federal Estate Tax Exemption

Year Exempt Amount

2006-2008 $2 million

2009 $3.5 million

2010 No estate tax

2011 $1 million unless Congress extends 
the estate tax repeal

Avoiding Federal Estate Tax

Aside from the exemptions mentioned just 
above, there are a few ways to reduce your estate 
and avoid estate tax. Here are some of the most 
popular:

•	 Tax-free gifts, which allow you to give up 
to $12,000 per calendar year per recipient 
without paying gift tax. You can also pay 
someone’s tuition or medical bills, or give 
to a charity, without paying gift tax on the 
amount. This reduces the size of your estate 
and the eventual estate tax bill. 

•	 An AB trust, where spouses leave their 
property in trust for their children, but give 
the surviving spouse the right to use it for 
life. This keeps the second spouse’s taxable 
estate half the size it would be if the property 
were left entirely to the surviving spouse. See 
Chapter 17 for more on this type of trust. 

•	 A "QTIP" trust, which enables couples to 
postpone estate taxes until the second 
spouse dies. 

•	 Charitable trusts, which involve making a 
sizable gift to a tax-exempt charity. 

•	 Life insurance trusts, which let you take the 
value of life insurance proceeds out of your 
estate. 

For more information, see the resources listed 
in “Where to Get Help,” below.
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Even if your estate is worth more than the 
estate tax threshold, there are a number of situ-
ations in which your property may be exempt 
from the tax. The most important of these is 
known as the “marital deduction.” Put simply, 
all property left to a spouse is exempt from fed-
eral estate tax, no matter how much the proper-
ty is worth. (The spouse must be a U.S. citizen, 
however. There are limits on how much tax-
exempt property you can leave to a noncitizen 
spouse.) Other estate tax exemptions include:

•	gifts to charities
•	funeral expenses
•	estate expenses, such as probate fees
•	any claims against the estate, and
•	a percentage of state or foreign estate or 

inheritance taxes.
If the value of your estate is above the estate 

tax threshold, your executor must file a tax 
return—even if exemptions mean that no tax 
will ultimately be due. 

The federal estate tax return must be filed 
within nine months from the date of death, or 
the estate will face penalty and interest charges.

State Estate and Inheritance Taxes 
Recent changes to federal tax law have affected 
the way that states collect estate taxes. In the 
past, states collected what was known as a “pick-
up” tax, whereby the state took a portion of the 
federal tax paid by qualifying, large estates. In 
this way, the state coffers grew without affecting 
the estate’s overall tax bill. The pick-up tax was 
recently abolished, however, and many states 
have instituted a state estate tax to replace the 
lost tax revenue.

Like the federal tax, state estate taxes are 
based on the gross value of the estate. Each 
state sets the threshold amount for estate taxes; 

in some cases, the state threshold is lower than 
the federal amount. An estate may therefore 
owe state estate tax, but not federal estate tax. 
Further, if the deceased person lived in one 
state and owned real estate in another, an estate 
may owe estate taxes to more than one state. 
Property left to a surviving spouse, however, is 
exempt from state estate tax, just as it is exempt 
from federal estate tax.

In addition to estate taxes, a handful of 
states impose an inheritance tax on individual 
beneficiaries. The tax rate depends on who 
inherits the property; usually, spouses and other 
close relatives pay nothing or a low rate, and 
other exemptions apply. 

States That Impose Inheritance Tax

Indiana • Iowa • Kentucky • Maryland

Nebraska (county inheritance tax only)

New Jersey • Ohio • Oklahoma • Pennsylvania

Tennessee

While each beneficiary is responsible 
for paying any inheritance tax due on the 
property you leave him or her, it is sometimes 
more efficient for the executor or trustee to 
coordinate the overall tax payment. In your 
will, you can state that the estate should pay 
applicable inheritance taxes, instruct your 
executor or trustee to oversee that payment, 
and then distribute property to individual 
beneficiaries—free of tax obligations.

Most state tax returns are due within nine 
months of death, although in a few states the 
period of time is significantly shorter—for 
example, just three months in Maryland—or 
longer.
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Where to Get Help
Nolo’s website (www.nolo.com) provides a 
number of free articles on estate and inheritance 
taxes. If you want to more information about 
the basics, it’s a good place to start.

For detailed information and rates for federal 
estate taxes, you can go right to the IRS website 
at www.irs.gov. Once there, click on “Forms 
and Publications.” In particular, see Publication 
950, Introduction to Estate and Gift Taxes.

For more information about state estate and 
inheritance taxes, contact the state department 
of taxation or controller’s office, or find the 
information online at the state tax office’s 
website.

In addition, the following Nolo books provide 
in-depth discussions of estate taxes:

•	 Plan Your Estate, by Denis Clifford and Cora 
Jordan, explains estate and inheritance taxes 
and sets out the most popular strategies for 
avoiding or reducing them. 

•	 The Executors’ Guide: Settling a Loved One’s 
Estate or Trust, by Mary Randolph, is a 
comprehensive manual for those charged 
with wrapping up a loved one’s affairs. It 
provides a solid overview of final taxes and 
the process of filing returns after death.

In Your Planner
Turn to the Taxes section of your planner 
(Section 24). The following guidelines will help 
you complete the pages there. 

Tax Professionals. List the individuals or firms 
who have helped with your tax returns in the 
past, or those you recommend to your agent 
for finances, executor, or trustee for preparing 
future returns. Include attorneys, accountants, 
or other professionals that can help with tax 
work. If you feel that preparing your returns 

will be simple, and that it won’t require 
professional assistance, make a note of that. 
If you do not have a preference, simply write 
“family choice.”

•	 Name of Person or Firm. Write the full name 
of the professional or firm.

•	 Contact Information. Provide contact 
information, including address, telephone, 
and email address, if available.

•	 Notes. Describe the nature of the work 
performed for you by the professional or 
firm, and/or what you recommend the 
professional or firm do in the future. 

Location of Tax Records. Here, describe where 
you keep your income tax records—for both 
the current and prior years. You probably 
don’t store current-year information with your 
old returns, so note the respective locations 
carefully.

•	 Location of Current-Year Records. Describe 
where you file your current-year tax records, 
including necessary access or contact 
information. 
Examples: 

3Information for current-year return is 
filed in “[Year] Taxes” file folder, left-
hand drawer of my desk. Open the pencil 
drawer to release the side drawers.

3Records for my next income tax return 
are in the “Current Taxes” folder, top 
drawer of beige file cabinet, SW corner of 
my office.

•	 Location of Prior-Year Records. Describe the 
location where you store your prior-year 
income tax returns, including necessary 
access or contact information. 
Examples: 

3Prior-year returns in records box on bot-
tom shelf, NW corner of garage.

3Old tax returns in bottom-left drawer (at 
the back) of desk.

http://www.nolo.com
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/FB1A44F5-27D9-464C-A3FE125ED5FFBC07/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/9ECB733E-1C59-4918-AB486D07FF5D6DD4/309/
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3Prior returns stored in records box in 
Acme Storage rental space. See Section 
27 of this planner, Other Income and 
Personal Property, for location and access 
instructions.

Additional Notes. If you have additional 
information or direction regarding your income 
tax records or their locations, include it here. 
Also include any additional directions you may 
have about preparing estate or inheritance tax 
returns.

Examples: 

3If the beige file cabinet is locked, see Section 
23 of this planner, Secured Places and Pass-
words, for access information.

3I have listed my attorney under Tax Profes-
sionals above. If she needs help with the estate 
tax return, she’ll call in a competent CPA or 
other professional. She’s great; trust her.

binder

Including tax materials in your planner. 
Depending on the nature and volume of material, 
you may want to file tax-related items in your 
planner binder. You can hole-punch documents such 
as old tax returns, inserting them directly into your 
planner binder. For receipts or notes that might be 
easily lost, you can use pocket dividers, plastic binder 
sleeves, or plastic pouches.

How Long Should You Keep Tax Records?

Keep your tax returns and supporting 
documents—such as W-2 and 1099 forms, and 
receipts and canceled checks for deductible 
items—for at least three years after you file. For 
example, if you filed on April 15, 2006 for tax-
year 2005, keep those records until at least April 
16, 2009. In general, the IRS has up to three years 
to initiate an audit. 

To be completely safe, you’ll want to keep 
your records for seven years. The IRS can audit 
you for up to six years after you filed a return 
if it suspects that you underreported your 
income by 25% or more. And it has seven years 
to check up on you if you’ve filed a claim for a 
loss from worthless securities. 

For those who file a fraudulent return—or fail 
to file a return at all—the IRS recommends that 
you maintain your records indefinitely. In these 
circumstances, there is no time limit during 
which the IRS must audit you.

Keep records showing purchases of real 
estate, stocks, and other investments for at least 
three years after you sell the asset. If you are 
audited, you must be able to show your taxable 
gain or loss.

Even when you no longer need records for tax 
purposes, you may need them for an insurance 
company or creditors. Before you dispose of 
records, ensure that you don’t need to keep 
them for some other reason.

For more information, see Publication 552,  
Recordkeeping for Individuals, available from the 
IRS at www.irs.gov.
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Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Remember to update this section of your planner 
if you:

•	want to recommend different tax 
professionals, or

•	change the location in which you store your 
current- or prior-year tax records.

At the same time, comb through your old 
tax records and toss those that are out of date. 
Follow the guidelines in “How Long Should 
You Keep Tax Records?” above. ●
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Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam,  
Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. 

—John Howard Payne (1791-1852)

Your planner helps you organize your 
real estate records for yourself and your 
survivors. You can list all properties that 

you own or rent—for example, your home, a 
vacation timeshare, or a storage space that you 
lease from someone else. You can also include 
related materials with your planner. These may 
include rental or lease agreements, timeshare 
agreements, property deeds, or materials related 
to the care and maintenance of individual 
properties. (While individual service providers 
for your properties are listed in Section 10, you’ll 
describe maintenance details here.)

Before you get to the instructions for 
completing your planner, however, you’ll find 
a discussion about different ways to own real 
estate and how state law can affect property 
ownership. Knowing how you own property 
(for instance, in joint tenancy or as tenants in 
common), and the state law that controls it, is 
important—especially when it comes time to 
pass that property to others. 

If you’re not sure how you own a particular 
piece of real estate, the following discussion can 
help you sort out your records. 

skip ahead

If you have no questions about property 
ownership. If you are clear and comfortable with 
the ways in which you hold title to your property, 
you may want to skip right to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on including a property summary and 
related documents in your planner. Then turn to 
“Keeping Your Information Up to Date” for tips on 
keeping your planner current. 

Ways to Own Property
If you own property and you want to name 
beneficiaries to receive it after you die, you 
need to know what is yours to leave—and set 
up your ownership (title) documents and estate 
plan to carry out your intentions. Here are the 
ways you can hold title to property and, for 
each, the way the property passes to survivors.

Sole Ownership
If you own property in your own name, without 
co-owners, you are generally free to leave it to 
others in any way you like. However, if you are 
married, or in a registered domestic partnership 
in a couple of states, your spouse or partner 
may be entitled to a share of your property. (See 
“Special Rules for Married Couples,” below.) 

Shared Ownership
You may own property with one or more other 
people. Shared property ownership can take 
several forms:

Tenancy in common. Two or more people can 
own property as tenants in common. Spouses, 
partners, relatives (for example, two sisters or a 
mother and son), or nonfamily associates often 
own property in this way.

Tenants in common can own any percentage 
of the TIC property—for example 7% or 70%. 
At your death, you can leave your interest in 
TIC property to anyone you choose. Again, 
however, spouses or partners may have some 
rights in the property. 
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Joint tenancy with right of survivorship. Joint 
tenancy is another frequently used form of 
shared ownership for two or more people. Joint 
tenancy differs from tenancy in common in a 
few important ways. Under a joint tenancy, each 
owner must take an equal share of the property. 
During life, a joint tenant is free to give away or 
sell his or her interest in the property. But when 
one joint tenant dies, the property automatically 
goes to the surviving owners—no matter 
what the deceased person’s will or other estate 
planning document states. The property transfer 
is not subject to probate proceedings.

While many people use it for real estate, you 
can usually hold many types of property in joint 
tenancy—including vehicles and bank accounts.

A joint tenancy can be created only with a 
written ownership document that uses language 
identifying the owners as “joint tenants,” “joint 
tenants with right of survivorship,” or other 
language required by state law.

warning

State rules and restrictions. A number 
of states have special rules or restrictions for 
establishing a joint tenancy. For example, Texas 
residents must sign a separate written agreement 
to create a joint tenancy. In other states, you must 
include very specific language in the title document. 
In still other states, joint tenancy may be available 
only for real estate and not for other kinds of 
property. Check the rules for your state before you 
try to set up joint tenancy ownership.

Tenancy by the entirety. Tenancy by the entirety is 
very similar to joint tenancy, but is available only 
to married couples in about half the states —or 
to registered domestic partners in just a couple 
of states. It also offers a couple of potential 
advantages that joint tenancy property does not:

•	during life, one owner is not permitted to 
transfer his or her share of property without 
the consent of the other, and

•	the creditors of one owner may have a more 
difficult time seizing the property to collect 
on a debt.

Like a joint tenancy, a tenancy by the entirety 
must be created in writing. 

Community property. In community property 
states, any real estate spouses earn or acquire 
during marriage is normally shared community 
property—meaning that each spouse owns half. 
(There are a few exceptions to this rule—for ex-
ample, property received by gift or inheritance. 
See “Community Property States,” below, for 
more information.) Community property is 
also available to registered domestic partners in 
California. At death, each spouse is usually free 
to leave his or her half of the property to any-
one at all. 

tip

Transfer-on-death deeds for real estate. 
In several states—Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, 
Kansas, Missouri, Nevada, New Mexico, and 
Ohio—you can transfer real estate without 
probate by creating what’s known as a “transfer-
on-death” deed. These deeds must be prepared, 
signed, notarized, and filed in the county land 
records office just like a regular deed. The deed 
should clearly state that it doesn’t take effect until 
death—and you can revoke it any time before 
then. (Don’t try this in any but the handful of 
states listed here; it won’t work.)

tip

Community property with right of survi-
vorship. This fairly new form of community property 
is identical to traditional community property with 
one exception: On the death of a spouse or partner, 
the survivor automatically inherits the deceased per-
son’s share, just like joint tenancy. Community prop-
erty with right of survivorship is currently available 
in five community property states—Alaska, Arizona, 
California, Nevada, and Wisconsin.
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Special Rules for  
Married Couples
If you are married and you want to leave 
everything to your spouse, as many people do, 
you don’t need to worry about what belongs 
to each of you. But if you want to divide your 
property among several beneficiaries, you need 
to know just what’s yours to leave. This depends 
on whether your state follows the “common 
law” or “community property” system of 
property ownership. The community property 
states are Arizona, California, Idaho, Louisiana, 
Nevada, New Mexico, Texas, Washington, and 
Wisconsin. (In Alaska, spouses can sign an 
agreement making certain assets community 
property.) All other states are common law states.

A Note for Domestic Partners

If you live in a state that allows you to register 
your partnership—whether as a domestic 
partnership in California, a reciprocal 
beneficiary relationship in Hawaii, a civil union 
in Vermont, or a partnership in one of the 
few other states that offers benefits similar to 
marriage—you, too, should read this section. 
Many of the provisions will apply to you. For 
example, if you live in California, you can now 
take advantage of the community property 
system. If you register your union in Vermont 
or Hawaii, you can use the tenancy by the 
entirety form of ownership (discussed above) 
and the state’s inheritance laws will protect you 
if your partner dies before you do. Because each 
state’s domestic partnership law is so different, 
however, we can’t set out all the specifics here. 
If you have questions about property ownership 
or inheritance rights, it’s wise to talk with a 
lawyer who’s up to date on this rapidly changing 
area of the law.

Common Law States
In common law states, it’s usually easy to tell 
who owns what. If only your name is on the 
deed, registration document, or other title paper, 
the property is yours. You are free to leave it to 
whomever you choose, subject to your spouse’s 
right to claim a certain share after your death. 
(See “Your Spouse’s Right to Inherit,” below.)

If you and your spouse both have your name 
on the title document, you each own a half-in-
terest. Your freedom to give away or leave that 
half-interest depends on how you and your 
spouse share ownership. If you own the property 
as joint tenants with the right of survivorship or 
in tenancy by the entirety, it automatically goes 
to the surviving spouse when one spouse dies—
even if the deceased spouse’s will says something 
different. If you instead own the property as ten-
ants in common, then you can leave your half to 
someone other than your spouse if you wish.

Your Spouse’s Right to Inherit

To protect spouses from being disinherited, 
common law states give a surviving spouse 
the right to claim a portion of the deceased 
spouse’s estate, no matter what the will or other 
estate planning documents provide.

These provisions kick in only if the survivor 
goes to court and claims the share allowed 
by law. If a surviving spouse doesn’t object to 
receiving less, the deceased spouse’s estate plan 
is honored as written.

If you don’t plan to leave at least half of your 
property to your spouse in your will, and you 
have not provided generously for your spouse 
outside of your will, you should head off 
disputes by getting your spouse’s signed waiver 
of his or her right to inherit more from you. 
Consult a lawyer to ensure the documents are 
done right.
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Community Property States
If you live in a community property state (listed 
above), the rules are more complicated. 

Community property is a method for 
defining the ownership of property acquired 
during marriage. Generally, in community 
property states, all earnings during marriage 
and all property acquired with those earnings 
are considered community property, owned 
equally by husband and wife. Likewise, all 
debts incurred during marriage are debts of the 
couple. Separate property and each spouse’s 
half of the community property may be left 
to whomever the owner wishes. But if there’s 
no will, the surviving spouse takes all of the 
community property.

Here’s a brief rundown on what’s usually 
considered community property—and what’s 
kept separate:

Community Property Separate Property

Money either spouse earns 
during marriage

Property owned by one 
spouse before marriage

Property bought with 
money either spouse earns 
during marriage

Property given to just 
one spouse

Separate property that 
has become so mixed with 
community property that it 
cannot be identified

Property inherited by 
just one spouse

These rules apply no matter whose name is 
on the title document to a particular piece of 
property. For example, a married woman in 
a community property state may own a car 
in only her name—but legally, her husband 
may own a half-interest. Here are some other 
examples:

Couples don’t have to accept the rules about 
what is community property and what is not. 
They can sign a written agreement that makes 
some or all community property the separate 
property of one partner, or that makes separate 
property into community property. These mari-
tal property agreements are commonly made 
prior to marrying or creating a domestic part-
nership, and are usually called “prenuptial agree-
ments” (prenups) or “premarital agreements.” 
(You can find more information below.)

Where to Get Help
For general information about holding title to 
property in your state, contact your state’s real 
estate department. It can tell you which types of 
ownership are available and the requirements for 
holding and transferring title. You can also get 
answers to questions about what happens to an 
owner’s share after death.

You can easily locate the real estate office for 
your state by using the online directory main-
tained by The Association of Real Estate License 
Law Officials at www.arello.org. Click on “Con-
sumer” and then select “Regulatory Agencies.” 
You can also find the state office information by 
checking the Yellow Pages of your phone book. 
The office is usually listed under real estate or 
housing in the state government listings.

If you need more information about your title 
documents, or if you want to change the way 
you hold property, follow up with a real estate 
title company in your area. To change the form 
of property ownership, you will need to prepare 
a new deed and file it with the land records 
office in the county where the property is 
located. (If you live in California, you can turn 
to Deeds for California Real Estate, by Mary 
Randolph (Nolo), which provides all the forms 
and instructions you need to transfer property 
in the Golden State.)

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/EA97C65D-B6FD-4133-B9BE746E546DB381/213/243/
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warning

If you want to change ownership forms. 
Changing the way you own property may involve 
tax and other consequences. Plan Your Estate, by 
Denis Clifford and Cora Jordan (Nolo), explains 
many of the rules—but you may want to consult 
an attorney or tax accountant before you settle on 
a course of action. If you need help finding a good 
expert, turn to Appendix B for tips. 

Resources for Couples

The following books are particularly helpful for 
couples—straight or gay, married or not:

•	 Prenuptial Agreements: How to Write a Fair 
& Lasting Contract, by Katherine E. Stoner and 
Shae Irving (Nolo), helps you understand the 
property ownership rules for married couples in 
your state. If you’re planning to be married and 
want to draft your own rules, the book helps 
you write your own agreement and work with a 
lawyer to finalize it.

•	L iving Together: A Legal Guide for Unmarried 
Couples, by Toni Ihara, Ralph Warner, and 
Frederick Hertz (Nolo), helps unmarried 
couples understand property ownership rules 
and write property-sharing agreements. 

•	A  Legal Guide for Lesbian & Gay Couples, by 
Hayden Curry, Denis Clifford, and Frederick 
Hertz (Nolo), helps same-sex couples sort out 
property ownership questions and write up 
agreements about who owns what.

Property Classification Reason

A computer your partner inherited 
during your marriage

Your spouse’s  
separate property

Property inherited by one spouse alone is separate 
property

A car you owned before marriage Your separate 
property

Property owned by one spouse before marriage is 
separate property

A family home, for which the deed 
states that you and your wife own as 
“husband and wife” and which was 
bought with your earnings

Community  
property

It was bought with community property income 
(income earned during the marriage) and is owned as 
“husband and wife”

A checking account owned by you  
and your spouse, into which you put  
a $5,000 inheritance 20 years ago

Community  
property

The $5,000 (which was your separate property) has 
become so mixed (commingled) with community 
property funds that it has become community property

http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/FB1A44F5-27D9-464C-A3FE125ED5FFBC07/309/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/B06329F9-5EA9-493A-8E519A16B9BD67B8/118/304/247/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/EBF1145E-3793-45B9-9C18A76A8B1ADD1C/118/
http://www.nolo.com/product.cfm/ObjectID/65E7D52B-E9E5-435F-A51F24A3045B2369/118/
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In Your Planner
Turn to the Real Estate section of your planner 
(Section 25). The following guidelines will help 
you fill in the pages there.

 
cross reference

Business property. If you own, rent, or 
lease property for business purposes, describe that 
property in Section 8, Business Interests. In this 
section, describe all other property.

Property I Own. Include all real estate that you 
own, whether by yourself or with others. This 
may include your home (if you own it), vacation 
properties, property for which you’ve cosigned a 
loan, properties that you own but lease or rent to 
others, and undeveloped land. 

•	 Property Address. Include the complete 
street address or other location description 
for each property.

•	 Weeks/Year Occupancy. If, for income tax 
purposes, you track the number of weeks 
you spend at the address in a given year, 
enter that information here. (The number 
you enter here should correspond to your 
state tax estimates.) If you maintain just one 
residence, traveling to other states only for 
temporary purposes (such as vacation or 
business), your resident status is probably 
clear, and you can skip this item. 

•	 Mortgage Company Contact Information. 
If the property is mortgaged, provide the 
lender’s name, address, and telephone 
number. If you have an email address, 
include that, too.

•	 Current Occupants and Contact Information. 
If you rent or lease the property to 
others, include their names and contact 
information.

•	 Location of Documents. Describe the location 
of ownership documents and any rental 
agreements your tenants have signed. (If 
possible, include these documents with your 
planner; see the note below.)

Instructions for Care of Property I Own. Provide 
any background or direction about the care that 
you provide for the property. 

 
cross reference

Listing service providers. In this section, 
provide information or instructions about the care 
and maintenance of property that you own. If you 
employ regular service providers for certain tasks 
or responsibilities, list them in Section 10 (Service 
Providers). 

•	 Property Address. Include the complete 
address or location for the property (just as 
you wrote it in the prior table).

•	 Property Care. Include your notes, instruc-
tions, requests, or concerns regarding care 
for individual properties. 
Examples:

3	The hot tub has a dedicated breaker on 
the outside north wall of the house.

3	The map to the septic tank is included 
at the back of this section. Also see my 
instructions for troubleshooting problems 
at the end of this section.

Additional Notes. Include other information, 
directions, or concerns regarding property you 
own.

Examples:

3For years, Rod Harris (530-555-3333) has 
grazed his cattle on our Tehema County 
land—verbal agreement, no cost. Please get in 
touch with him when I’m gone.
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3Cheryl and Tom (123 Sixth Street) have been 
excellent tenants. If you now want to sell the 
home, please offer them a good price and see 
if they’re interested in buying.

3We hold a reverse mortgage on our home; see 
the loan documents for details.

3The Sunset Avenue garage conversion was 
done without any permits. You will probably 
have to remove the improvements when you 
sell the home.

3ABC Properties, Inc., Fallen Rock, has repeat-
edly expressed interest in buying the property, 
if we ever want to sell. Give them a call, if 
you’re interested.

Property I Rent or Lease. Describe both your 
primary residence, if you rent it, as well as 
other properties that you rent or lease (such as 
vacation rentals or farm land). Such rental or 
lease commitments may include property that 
you rent or lease for your own use, that you 
sublet to others, or for which you have cosigned 
someone else’s rental or lease agreement.

•	 Property Address. Include the complete 
street address or other location description 
for each property.

•	 Weeks/Year Occupancy. If, for income tax 
purposes, you track the number of weeks 
you spend at the address in a given year, 
enter that information here. (The number 
you enter here should correspond to your 
state tax estimates.) If you maintain just one 
residence, traveling to other states only for 
temporary purposes (such as vacation or 
business), your resident status is probably 
clear, and you can skip this item. 

•	 Landlord’s Contact Information. Provide the 
name, address, and telephone number for 
the landlord or rental agent. If you have an 
email address, include that, too.

•	 Term of Rental or Lease. Briefly describe 
the terms of your rental or lease for each 
address—for example, one-year lease or 
month-to-month rental.

•	 Location of Documents. Describe the location 
of related documents, such as rental or 
lease documents. (If possible, include these 
documents with your planner; see the note 
below.)

Instructions for Care of Leased or Rented Property. 
Describe any care that you provide for the 
property. 

•	 Property Address. Include the complete 
address or location for the property (just as 
you wrote it in the prior table).

•	 Property Care. Include your notes, instruc-
tions, requests, or concerns regarding care 
for individual properties.
Examples:

3	The electrical panel is on the east outside 
wall of the garage, inside the gate.

3	There is a portable generator in the tool 
shed. Use this to pump the well if there 
is a power outage. Instructions are in the 
back of this section.

3	Under the lease terms, I maintain the 
land—seasonal mowing and clearing 
debris, brush, and fallen trees. I contract 
this work to Joe Derby; see Section 10 of 
this planner (Service Providers).

Additional Notes. Include other information, 
directions, or concerns regarding your rented or 
leased property.

Examples:

3There is a sofa and two chairs in my personal 
storage space that belong to the landlord.

3Our landlord lives in the back and uses our 
laundry setup in our garage (and we save 
$100/month on rent). Her laundry supplies 
are in our garage.
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binder

Including real estate documents in your 
planner. You can organize and file documents such 
as rental and lease agreements, timeshare agree-
ments, deeds, and other related documents in the 
Real Estate section of your planner binder. Pocket 
divider pages or plastic sleeves work well for this pur-
pose, or you can hole-punch documents and insert 
them directly into the binder after this section.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Review your real estate ownership documents if:

•	you move to another state—in particular, 
if you move from a common law state to a 
community property state, or vice versa, or

•	you get a divorce, are married, or widowed.

In these cases, you will want to evaluate 
the way that you hold title to your property, 
the survivorship rights associated with title, 
and the beneficiaries you have named for the 
property. Ensure that your property will pass to 
beneficiaries according to your wishes. Update 
your planner with any changes you make. 

Also, you will want to update your planner if:

•	you invest in new property or sell your share 
in an existing property

•	your information or instructions for 
property care change, or

•	you get new tenants for property that you 
own. ●
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Well, she ain’t into cars or pickup trucks—But if it runs like a Deere, 
Man, her eyes light up.

—Paul Overstreet and Jim Collins,  

“She Thinks My Tractor’s Sexy” 

You can use your planner to create a 
record of vehicles that you own or lease. 
These may include:

•	cars or trucks
•	recreational vehicles or trailers
•	boats
•	snowmobiles or jet skis
•	farming or other heavy equipment
•	utility vehicles or golf carts
•	motorcycles or scooters, or 
•	airplanes. 
Your planner lets you describe purchase or 

lease information, the location of your vehicles, 
and the location of related documents. These 
documents may include title certificates, loan 
or lease agreements, service or maintenance 
records, garage or docking agreements, or 
certificates of appraisal. For easy reference, you 
can file these documents in your planner.

Before turning to the instructions for com-
pleting your planner, this chapter provides 
some guidance on leaving your vehicles to  
others at your death.

skip ahead

If you have your vehicle documents on 
hand and your beneficiary designations are clear. 
If you have the important documents relating to 
your vehicles (both owned and leased) and you 
know how your vehicles will be transferred after 
your death, you can skip to “In Your Planner” for 
directions on completing your planner. Then review 
“Keeping Your Information Up to Date” for tips on 
keeping your planner current.

Leaving Your Vehicles  
to Others
Vehicles are usually registered in the name of 
one or more owners. If you’re the only owner 
and you die, the vehicle passes to whomever 
you’ve named to receive it—or according to 
state law if you haven’t named a beneficiary. If a 
vehicle is registered to two or more owners, the 
surviving owner or owners automatically inherit 
the deceased person’s share. 

Many states offer simple ways to transfer 
vehicles to new owners after a death, often 
bypassing the probate process. 

Transfer-on-Death Registration
This convenient way to transfer vehicles is 
currently available in only five states: California, 
Connecticut, Kansas, Missouri, and Ohio. If 
you register your vehicle in transfer-on-death 
form, the title certificate will list the name of 
the beneficiary who will automatically own the 
vehicle after your death—without probate court 
proceedings. The beneficiary you name has no 
rights to the vehicle as long as you are alive. 
You are free to sell it or give it away, or name 
someone else as the beneficiary. To arrange 
this type of transfer, contact your state’s motor 
vehicles department and ask for a certificate of 
car ownership (title) in “beneficiary form.” 
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Other Nonprobate Transfer 
Methods for Vehicles
A number of states have established simple ways 
to transfer vehicles after a death. However, these 
methods may be available only to surviving 
spouses or for vehicles of little value. To find 
out what’s available in your state, contact the 
state motor vehicles agency. (You can find 
your department of motor vehicles website by 
following the directions just below.)

Where to Get Help
If you want to retitle a vehicle, whether to add a 
co-owner or a transfer-on-death designation, you 
can find more information on your state’s motor 
vehicles department website or by visiting your 
local motor vehicles department office. To find 
a link to the website for your state’s agency, visit 
the Response Insurance website at www.response.
com/tips_tools/great_links.asp. 

In Your Planner
Turn to the Vehicles section of your planner 
(Section 26). The following guidelines will help 
you complete the pages there. 

Be sure to list all of your vehicles in this 
section, whether owned or leased. Include 
every vehicle you can think of—automobiles, 
trucks, recreational vehicles, boats, airplanes, 
farming and other heavy equipment, golf carts, 
motorcycles, scooters, and so on.

Vehicles I Own. Describe each vehicle in which 
you are sole or part owner (including any for 
which you are a cosigner). Include those that 
you use yourself and any that others use—for 
example, a car that you co-own with your 
spouse, even though you both think of it as 
your spouse’s car. 

•	 Vehicle Type. Identify the vehicle type, 
including the make, model, and year of 
manufacture. You should also provide 
the vehicle identification number (VIN), 
as printed on your vehicle registration 
certificate or stamped on the vehicle itself.
Examples:

3	Toyota Prius 2006  
(VIN JTDKB20U653019999)

3	John Deere 4010 Compact Tractor 2002  
(Serial # LV4010H111222)

3	VW Rialta RV 2005  
(VIN WV3AB47023H013333)

•	 Creditor Contact Information. If you owe 
money on the vehicle, provide contact 
information for the company or individual 
that holds the loan.

•	 Garage or Storage Location. Describe the 
location for each vehicle, whether at your 
home or another site. 
Examples:

3	Home garage
3	Barn
3	Ace’s Storage, 444 Rural Road, Home-

town, CA 94333, 510-555-1234
3	Berth #D07 at Hays Marina & Docking, 

4 Harbor Road, Hays Harbor, WA 98765, 
360-444-6666

•	 Transfer-on-Death Beneficiary. If you have 
named a transfer-on-death beneficiary for 
the vehicle, list that person here.

•	 Location of Documents. Describe the 
location of certificates of title, garage or 
docking agreements, lease agreements (that 
is, if you’ve leased the vehicle to someone 
else; vehicles that you lease from others 
are covered below), and other related 
documents. (If possible, file these documents 
in your planner; see the note below.)
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tip

If you don’t have your title slip. If the 
original certificate of title has been lost, stolen, 
or mutilated, you should apply for a replacement 
or duplicate. Contact your state’s motor vehicles 
department for information. (See “Where to Get 
Help,” above, for contact information.) 

Additional Notes. Provide any other details or 
instructions.

Examples:

3My neighbor John Truitt (530-765-1124) 
helped pay for the John Deere tractor. He 
paid 25% of the purchase price, and in 
exchange he comes up and uses it about two 
days a week.

3Bobby has the paperwork for the car; I served 
as cosigner so he could get the loan.

3Sometimes we rent out the RV for weekends; 
see the rate sheet and contract at the back of 
this section.

Vehicles I Lease. Document all vehicles that you 
currently lease. Be sure to include any vehicles 
that are leased in your name, but are used by 
others.

•	 Vehicle Type. Identify the vehicle type, 
including the make, model, and the year 
of manufacture. You should also provide 
the vehicle identification number (VIN), 
as printed on your vehicle registration 
certificate or stamped on the vehicle itself.

•	 Leaseholder Contact Information. Include 
contact information for the company or 
individual that holds the lease.

•	 Garage or Storage Location. Describe the 
location for each vehicle, whether at your 
home or another site. 

•	 Location of Documents. Indicate the location 
of lease agreement contracts and other 
relevant documents, including garage or 
docking agreements.

Additional Notes. Provide any other details or 
instructions.

binder

Including vehicle documents in your 
planner. You can organize and file your current 
loan, lease, or ownership agreements in the Vehicles 
section of your planner binder. If you have garage 
or docking agreements, you can easily file them 
here, too. Three-hole punch the documents and 
insert them directly in your planner binder after this 
section, or use pocket divider pages or plastic binder 
sleeves.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
When you review your planner, be sure to make 
changes to this section if you:

•	acquire new vehicles or dispose of old ones
•	change a lease agreement
•	pay off a vehicle, or
•	change garage or other storage 

arrangements. ●
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Riches may enable us to confer favours, but to confer them with 
propriety and grace requires a something that riches cannot give. 

—Charles Caleb Colton (1780-1832)

While you’ve already described 
many sources of income in your 
planner—such as your employment, 

bank and brokerage accounts, retirement plans, 
and business interests—this section serves as a 
catchall for additional sources of income. These 
may range from lottery winnings or proceeds 
from the sale of property to royalty payments.

In addition, while you provided information 
about your vehicles in the previous section and 
described many of your valuables when you 
listed your secured places, here you can identify 
any other important items of personal property. 
Personal property includes all your possessions 
other than real estate—that is, other than 
land or anything attached to it. Among other 
items, personal property includes tools, jewelry, 
artwork, and household furnishings. You can 
use this section to pass along directions and 
wishes for specific items of property that you 
haven’t listed elsewhere, and you can indicate 
whether you have named a specific beneficiary 
for the item in your will or another estate 
planning document. 

You can also use your planner to store 
materials related to the property you list in 
this section. For example, you might include 
photos, notes on the history of items, contracts, 
or other documents. Or, you might include 
a copy of another person’s will or other 

documents—such as an insurance policy or 
transfer-on-death vehicle title certificate—that 
name you as beneficiary. (Be aware, however, 
that if you die before your benefactor, the 
property probably won’t pass to your estate but, 
instead, to that person’s alternate beneficiary.) 

Finally, this is also the place to describe where 
you file documents related to personal property, 
such as warranty agreements and maintenance 
guides.

Naming Beneficiaries for Your Property

While money divides up evenly, personal 
property does not. We’ve all heard disturbing 
stories about grieving families feuding over 
sentimental items. You can help prevent 
rivalries by clearly documenting your wishes 
for property distribution in your will, living 
trust, or other estate planning documents. 
It is important that you include all items of 
sentimental or financial value—and identify 
the beneficiaries for each—in your legally 
binding estate planning documents. You may 
wish to discuss your plans with your loved ones 
while you are still living, helping your heirs 
to appreciate both the gifts that you want to 
make, as well as the fairness of your plans. 
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In Your Planner
Turn to the Other Income and Personal Prop-
erty section of your planner (Section 27). The 
following guidelines will help you complete the 
pages there.

Other Income. If you receive income from 
sources not documented elsewhere in your 
planner, describe those sources here. Other 
income may include proceeds from the sale of 
property, lottery winnings, or royalty payments 
for creative work—such as art, a song, lyrics, 
poetry, or other writing—that you’ve sold while 
still employed in your day job.

•	 Source and Contact Information. Provide the 
name and any contact information for the 
source of the income. 
Examples:

3	Ms. Laura Gomez, Payout Coordinator, 
California State Lottery Commission, 
1111 Townsend Street, Sacramento, CA 
95611, 916-555-5555

3	Placer Poetry Publishers, 444 Main Street, 
Cheyenne, WY 88111, Contact: Michael 
DeFlore, 626-444-4444

•	 Description. Provide a brief description of 
the source of the income. 
Examples:

3	Monthly payments on California Lotto 
winnings, August 2002 through July 
2022. 

3	Royalties on book of poetry, Summer 
Solstice, published by Placer in 2003. 

•	 Location of Documents. Describe the location 
of any related documents. (If possible, 
include them with your planner; see the 
note below.) If you do not have a document 
describing the income, you should briefly 
outline any terms, including the status of 
payments and expected future income.

Examples:

3	Documents filed in back of this section. 
3	Contract in cabinet, drawer N-Q, file 

“Placer Poetry.”
3	Payments of $100 per month expected to 

continue only until the time of my death.

Additional Notes. Include any additional infor-
mation about the sources of income listed in 
this section, noting the location for any related 
materials. 

Examples:

3I’ve almost finished Vernal Equinox (PC file 
folder: vernaleq); contact Placer Poetry to see 
if they’re interested in this next one.

3I have four cases of my book Summer Solstice 
in my storage space at Personal Rents in Santa 
Fe. See Secured Places and Passwords (Section 
23) for access information. 

Other Personal Property. Do you own personal 
property that you want to highlight and 
describe in your planner—such as family 
heirlooms or valuable jewelry not listed in 
other sections? Maybe you own items that 
require special care, or certain items you want 
destroyed when you die. Consider including 
any items with rich history or great sentimental 
or financial value, or for which you have special 
instructions. Provide the following information 
for each item of property that you list:

•	 Item and Description. Write the name and a 
brief description of the item. 

•	 Location and Access Information. Provide the 
location and access information, so that your 
survivors can find the property. If someone 
else has the item, provide any contact 
information you may have for that person 
or facility—such as the name, address, 
telephone number, and email address. 
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•	 Special Instructions. Describe any requests 
for disposition or care of the item, and note 
whether you have specified in your will 
or other estate planning documents who 
should receive the item when you die.
Examples:

3	Feel free to sell the entire collection, so 
that my heirs are not saddled with main-
tenance!

3	Bequest stated in living trust.
3	Remove from stairs before home sold. 

Thomas Moore, my great grandfather, 
crafted the beautiful post around 1890. 
Specific bequest in will.

3	Use only Beatrice Marble Cream to retain 
the color and shine!

•	 Location of Documents. Identify any 
documents related to the item and describe 
where they are filed. Documents may 
include purchase or appraisal records, 
related contracts, a history of the item, or a 
copy of a title document. If possible, file the 
related documents in your planner.
Examples:

3	Appraisal certificate in back of this section.
3	History of organ in yellow file folder, 

organ music rack.

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information about the property listed in this 
section. Include the location for other related 
materials, such as individual care manuals or a 
map for locating a given item. 

Examples:

3My sister, Miss Beulah Land (555-222-2222 
in San Antonio), has written a beautiful story 
about the newel post on the stairs. Whoever 
gets the post should ask her for a copy of the 
story. 

3Purchase Beatrice Marble Cream directly  
from manufacturer: www.bmcco.com or  
444-765-5555.

Property I Expect to Receive From Others. If you 
expect to receive property from others, you can 
describe the source, the nature of the property, 
and any related documents here. Consider 
listing property you expect to receive from any 
of the following sources:
3a will or other estate planning document 
3an insurance policy
3a transfer-on-death vehicle title
3a pay-on-death bank or brokerage account 

(such as a bank account trust, revocable trust 
account, or Totten trust), or

3any other promise to pay or transfer property, 
such as an annual cash gift. 

•	 Source and Contact Information. Provide the 
name and any contact information for the 
source of the property. 

•	 Description. Provide a brief description of the 
expected property. 

Examples:

3Antique micro-mosaic necklace (brass, multi)
325% of estate, if I survive her
31976 Cadillac Fleetwood
3$12,000 annually, typically paid by check 

each December 

•	 Location of Documents. Describe the 
location where any related documents are 
filed. If possible, include them with your 
planner. (If you do not have a document 
that describes the property bequest, you 
should briefly outline any terms, such as 
conditions on the bequest, expected timing, 
or expected duration of payments.)
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Examples:

3	See copies of G.L. Fudim will and living 
trust, filed in this section. 

3	Copy of E.E. Crabtree life insurance 
policy included here.

3	Copy of transfer-on-death vehicle title 
certificate included at back of section.

3	No documents: Cash gift of $12,000 
each year, expected to continue until my 
father’s death (or until my own, if I die 
first).

Additional Notes. Include any additional 
information you have about property you 
expect to receive from others. 

Warranty Records and Product Guides. Indicate 
where you store warranty documents, product 
guides, or repair and maintenance information 
for your personal property. If you store these 
materials in different locations—for example, 
you keep some records at home and others at 
your vacation cabin—be sure to indicate the 
address with your description of the storage 
location.

Depending upon the nature and volume of 
these materials, you may want to file them in 
the planner itself.

Examples:

3	There are two huge files (both marked “War-
ranties”) at the very back of the bottom, 
left-hand drawer of my desk. 

3	Stored in top-right drawer near kitchen 
telephone in San Francisco, and bottom left 
file drawer in desk (in a file labeled “Product 
Guides & Records”) in Capitola.

binder

Including personal property materials 
in your planner. If you have documents related to 
other income or items of personal property—such 
as appraisal certificates or purchase records—you 
can file them in your planner binder. Also include 
documents listing you as beneficiary of another’s 
property or detailed directions for locating particular 
items. For personal property of special significance, 
you may want to include a document that sets out 
the history of special items—such as who acquired 
or made the item, who has owned the item, in which 
years, or on what occasions the item has been used. 
You may also wish to include photographs, using 
three-ring photo album pages inserted directly into 
your planner binder.

Keeping Your Information  
Up to Date
Be certain to update this section of your planner 
if you:

•	acquire or lose a source of other income 
•	acquire or dispose of important personal 

property 
•	move property for which you’ve specified a 

location, or
•	change your wishes for handling an item at 

your death. ●
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Other Information

Is that all there is? Is that all there is? 
If that’s all there is, my friends, then let’s keep dancing.

—Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, “Is That All There Is?”

While the planner is designed to be 
comprehensive, it’s inevitable that 
the unique and complex nature 

of your life means that you have wishes, 
instructions, documents, or other materials that 
don’t fit neatly into one of its clearly labeled 
sections. If there is any remaining information 
that you wish to organize and include in your 
planner, this is the place to do it.

The Other Information section of your 
planner (Section 28) is simple and free-form. 
Use it as you wish, inserting additional pages as 
necessary. 

Whatever information you include or file 
in this section of your planner, remember 
to review it occasionally to be sure that it is 
complete and accurate, and that it still reflects 
your wishes. ●
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Files for assembling your planner are 
included on a CD-ROM in the back of 
the book. This CD-ROM, which can be 

used with Windows computers, installs files 
that can be opened, printed, and edited using 
a word processor or other software. It is not a 
stand-alone software program. Please read this 
appendix and the README.TXT file included 
on the CD-ROM for instructions on using the 
Forms CD.

Note to Mac users: This CD-ROM and its files 
should also work on Macintosh computers. 
Please note, however, that Nolo cannot provide 
technical support for non-Windows users.

How to View the README File

If you do not know how to view the file  
README.TXT, insert the Forms CD-ROM into 
your computer’s CD-ROM drive and follow 
these instructions:

•	 Windows 2000, XP, and Vista: (1) On 
your PC’s desktop, double click the My 
Computer icon; (2) double click the icon for 
the CD-ROM drive into which the Forms 
CD-ROM was inserted; (3) double click the 
file README.TXT.

•	 Macintosh: (1) On your Mac desktop, 
double click the icon for the CD-ROM that 
you inserted; (2) double click on the file 
README.TXT.

While the README file is open, print it out 
by using the Print command in the File menu.

Two different kinds of files are contained on 
the CD-ROM:

•	Word processing (RTF) files that you can 
open, complete, print, and save with your 
word processing program (see “Using 
the Word Processing Files to Create 
Documents,” below), and

•	A print-only file (PDF) that can be viewed 
only with Adobe Acrobat Reader 4.0 or 
higher. You can install Acrobat Reader from 
the Forms CD (see “Using the PDF Planner 
File,” below). This file is designed to be 
printed out and filled in by hand or with a 
typewriter.

Installing the Form CD Files 
Onto Your Computer
Before you can do anything with the files on the 
CD-ROM, you need to install them onto your 
hard disk. In accordance with U.S. copyright 
laws, remember that copies of the CD-ROM 
and its files are for your personal use only.

Insert the Forms CD and do the following:

Windows 2000, XP, and Vista Users 
Follow the instructions that appear on the 
screen. (If nothing happens when you insert the 
Forms CD-ROM, then (1) double click the My 
Computer icon; (2) double click the icon for 
the CD-ROM drive into which the Forms CD-
ROM was inserted; and (3) double click the file 
WELCOME.EXE.)

By default, all the files are installed to the  
\Planner Files folder in the \Program Files 
folder of your computer. A folder called 
“Planner Files” is added to the “Programs” 
folder of the Start menu.

Macintosh Users
Step 1:	I f the “Get It Together Forms CD” 
window is not open, open it by double clicking 
the “Get It Together Forms CD” icon. 
Step 2:	S elect the “Planner Files” folder icon.
Step 3:	D rag and drop the folder icon onto the 
icon of your hard disk.
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Using the Word Processing 
Files to Create Documents
This section concerns the files for planner 
sections that can be opened and edited with 
your word processing program.

All word processing planner sections come in 
rich text format. These files have the extension 
“.RTF.” For example, the section for the 
Biographical Information discussed in Chapter 
3 is on the file 03_Biography.rtf. All forms, 
their file names, and file formats are listed at 
the end of this chapter.

RTF files can be read by most recent word 
processing programs including all versions 
of MS Word for Windows and Macintosh, 
WordPad for Windows, and recent versions of 
WordPerfect for Windows and Macintosh.

To use the planner sections from the CD to 
create your planner you must: (1) open a file 
in your word processor or text editor; (2) edit 
the planner section by filling in the required 
information; (3) rename and save your revised 
planner section; and (4) print it out.

The following are general instructions. 
However, each word processor uses different 
commands to open, format, save, and print 
documents. Please read your word processor’s 
manual for specific instructions on performing 
these tasks. 

Nolo’s technical support department will not 
be able to help you with the use of your word 
processing program.

Step 1: Opening a File

There are three ways to open the word process-
ing files included on the CD-ROM after you 
have installed them onto your computer.

Windows users can open a file by selecting its 
“shortcut” as follows: (1) Click the Windows 
“Start” button; (2) open the “Programs” folder; 
(3) open the “Planner Files” subfolder; (4) 
open the “RTF” subfolder; and (5) click on the 
shortcut to the form you want to work with.

Both Windows and Macintosh users can open 
a file directly by double clicking on it. Use My 
Computer or Windows Explorer (Windows 
2000, XP, or Vista) or the Finder (Macintosh) 
to go to the folder you installed or copied the 
CD-ROM’s files to. Then, double click on the 
specific file you want to open.

You can also open a file from within your 
word processor. To do this, you must first start 
your word processor. Then, go to the File menu 
and choose the Open command. This opens a 
dialog box where you will tell the program (1) 
the type of file you want to open (*.RTF); and 
(2) the location and name of the file (you will 
need to navigate through the directory tree to 
get to the folder on your hard disk where the 
CD’s files have been installed). 

Where Are the Files Installed?

Windows Users

•	 RTF files are installed by default to a folder 
named \Planner Files in the \Program Files 
folder of your computer.

Macintosh Users

•	 RTF files are located in the “Planner Files” 
folder.

Step 2:	 Editing Your Planner Sections

Fill in the appropriate information according to 
the instructions and samples in the book. 
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Editing Planner Sections That  
Have Optional or Alternative Text

Some of the forms have check boxes before 
text. The check boxes indicate:

•	 Optional text, where you choose whether to 
include or exclude the given text.

•	 Alternative text, where you select one 
alternative to include and exclude the other 
alternatives. 

If you are using the planner in the back of 
this book or the PDF planner from the CD 
(see “Using the PDF Planner File,” below), you 
simply mark the appropriate box to make 
your choice.

If, however, you are using the RTF files 
on the Forms CD, instead of marking the 
check boxes, you can delete any optional or 
alternative text that you don’t want to include 
as well as any checkboxes or instructional text 
from your document. 

NOTE: If you choose to delete an optional 
numbered clause or section, be sure to 
renumber all the subsequent clauses after 
you delete it. You should also make sure that 
all the table of contents entries and cross-
references accurately reflect your edits.

Step 3:	 Saving Your Planner Section Files

After filling in a particular planner section, use 
the “Save As” command to save and rename the 
file. Because all the files are “read-only,” you will 
not be able to use the “Save” command. 

tip

As you edit and save your planner files, 
bear in mind that your personal information 
should be protected—whether on your computer 
or saved to a disk, CD, or portable drive. Further, you 
will need to access these saved files later to update 
your information. To make the tasks of securing and 
organizing your files as easy as possible, follow these 
tips:

1.	As you rename the files to save your work, use 
names that you will recognize, such as 06_Pets_
Susan.

2.	Save each file using the password-protection 
capabilities of your word processing software. 
Often, you can select “Save As” and “Options” 
to access password protection, then type in the 
password you will use to open and to modify the 
file. (For help with password protection, refer to 
the Help support within your word processing 
software.) Write down your password in a secure 
place so that you will have it on hand when it’s 
time to revise your files.

3.	If you want to keep files on your computer, save 
each file to the same location (or folder).

4.	If you save your files to portable media—such 
as a disk, CD, or external hard drive—store the 
item in a safe place. You may want to keep the 
portable media with your planner. (For tips on 
securely storing your planner, see Completing 
Your Planner at the beginning of the book.)

Using the PDF Planner File
An electronic copy of the planner in the back 
of this book is included on the CD-ROM in 
Adobe Acrobat PDF format. You must have 
the Adobe Acrobat Reader installed on your 
computer (see below) to use this file. All forms, 
their file names, and file formats are listed at the 
end of this chapter.
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The PDF planner file cannot be filled in using 
your computer. To create your planner using 
this file, you must: (1) open the file; (2) print it 
out; and (3) complete it by hand or typewriter.

Installing Acrobat Reader

To install the Adobe Acrobat Reader, insert 
the CD into your computer’s CD-ROM drive 
and follow these instructions:

•	 Windows 2000, XP, and Vista: Follow 
the instructions that appear on screen. 
(If nothing happens when you insert the 
Forms CD-ROM, then (1) double click the 
My Computer icon; (2) double click the 
icon for the CD-ROM drive into which 
the Forms CD-ROM was inserted; and (3) 
double click the file WELCOME.EXE.)

•	 Macintosh: (1) If the “Get It Together 
Forms CD” window is not open, open it by 
double clicking the “Get It Together Forms 
CD” icon; and (2) double click on the 
“Acrobat Reader Installer” icon.

If you do not know how to use Adobe 
Acrobat to view and print the files, you will 
need to consult the online documentation 
that comes with the Acrobat Reader pro-
gram. Nolo’s technical support department 
will not be able to help you with the use of 
Acrobat Reader.

Step 1:	 Opening PDF Files

PDF files, like the word processing files, can be 
opened one of three ways. 

Windows users can open a file by selecting its 
“shortcut” as follows: (1) Click the Windows 
“Start” button; (2) open the “Programs” folder; 
(3) open the “Planner Files” subfolder; and (4) 
click on the shortcut to the form you want to 
work with.

Both Windows and Macintosh users can open 
a file directly by double clicking on it. Use My 
Computer or Windows Explorer (Windows 
2000, XP, or Vista) or the Finder (Macintosh) 
to go to the folder you created and copied the 
CD-ROM’s files to. Then, double click on the 
specific file you want to open.

You can also open a PDF file from within 
Acrobat Reader. To do this, you must first start 
Reader. Then, go to the File menu and choose 
the Open command. This opens a dialog box 
where you will tell the program the location 
and name of the file (you will need to navigate 
through the directory tree to get to the folder 
on your hard disk where the CD’s files have 
been installed).

Where Are the PDF Files Installed?

•	W indows Users: PDF files are installed by 
default to a folder named \Planner Files in 
the \Program Files folder of your computer.

•	M acintosh Users: PDF files are located in 
the “Planner Files” folder.

Step 2: Printing PDF files

Choose Print from the Acrobat Reader File 
menu. This will open the Print dialog box. In 
the “Print Range” section of the Print dialog 
box, select the appropriate print range, then 
click OK.

Step 3: Filling in PDF files

The PDF files cannot be filled in using your 
computer. To create your document using one 
of these files, you must first print it out (see 
Step 2, above), and then complete it by hand or 
typewriter.



240  |  get it together

A
ppendi




x
 A

Files Included on the Get It Together Forms CD
The following files are in rich text format (RTF):

File Name Planner Section Name
00_Outline.rtf Planner Outline

01_Letter.rtf 	 1.	 Letter to Loved Ones

02_Instructions.rtf 	 2.	 Instructions

03_Biography.rtf 	 3.	 Biographical Information

04_Children.rtf 	 4.	 Children

05_Dependents.rtf 	 5.	 Others Who Depend on Me

06_Pets.rtf 	 6.	 Pets and Livestock

07_Employment.rtf 	 7.	 Employment

08_Business.rtf 	 8.	 Business Interests

09_Memberships.rtf 	 9.	 Memberships

10_Service.rtf 	10.	 Service Providers

11_HealthCare.rtf 	11.	 Health Care Directives

12_Finances.rtf 	12.	 Durable Power of Attorney for Finances

13_OrganDonation.rtf 	13.	 Organ or Body Donation

14_Burial.rtf 	14.	 Burial or Cremation

15_Funeral.rtf 	15.	 Funeral and Memorial Services

16_Obituary.rtf 	16.	 Obituary

17_Will.rtf 	17.	 Will and Trust

18_Insurance.rtf 	18.	 Insurance

19_Accounts.rtf 	19.	 Bank and Brokerage Accounts

20_Pensions.rtf 	20.	 Retirement Plans and Pensions

21_Benefits.rtf 	21.	 Government Benefits

22_Debts.rtf 	22.	 Credit Cards and Debts

23_Passwords.rtf 	23.	 Secured Places and Passwords

24_Taxes.rtf 	24.	 Taxes

25_RealEstate.rtf 	25.	 Real Estate

26_Vehicles.rtf 	26.	 Vehicles

27_OtherIncome.rtf 	27.	 Other Income and Personal Property

28_Other.rtf 	28.	 Other Information

The following file is in Adobe Acrobat PDF format:

File Name Planner Section Name
Planner.pdf Get It Together: Planner

●
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An expert is a man who has made all the mistakes that can 
be made, in a narrow field. 

—Niels Bohr (1885-1962)

While working on your planner, you 
may discover that you want advice 
or help with certain tasks—such 

as making estate planning choices, preparing 
legal documents, managing investments, or 
developing a plan for your retirement. If you 
want to seek expert help, this appendix offers 
some guidance.

What Kind of Expert  
Do You Need?
Most of the documents at the heart of your 
planner—your will, living trust, durable power 
of attorney for finances, health care directive—
are legal documents. If you need help with 
them, you’ll probably want to look for a good 
lawyer. But a lawyer may not be the best person 
to handle some of the questions or tasks that 
arise as you complete your planner. You may 
be better off seeking an accountant, financial 
planner, document preparer, or other expert. 
Here’s a list of some different types of experts 
and how they can help:

•	 Accountants. For most tax or accounting 
tasks, you can get the help you need 
from a tax preparer or a Certified Public 
Accountant (CPA). If you just need help 
with your taxes, a good tax preparer can 
probably do the job. If your financial 
situation is fairly straightforward, your 
executor or successor trustee may also be 
able to turn to a tax preparer for help with 
your final tax returns. For more complex 

jobs, such as business accounting and 
planning, you’ll want to look for a CPA. 
Depending on where you live and the 
nature of the work, you can expect to pay 
$50 to $100 per hour for a CPA. 

•	 Financial planners. If you need help with 
investments, a small business, or retirement 
decisions, a financial planner may be 
the right choice. There are basically two 
categories of financial planners: those who 
are licensed and those who are not. A 
license is not required to serve as a personal 
financial adviser, and many competent 
advisers have solid backgrounds in financial 
services, accounting, or law—and the 
education to match. A licensed financial 
planner may be called a Certified Financial 
Planner (CFP), Chartered Financial 
Consultant (ChFC), or CPA (described 
above). Some planners also hold separate 
licenses to sell financial products or 
insurance. Depending on the adviser and 
the work done, you may pay an hourly 
or fixed rate, or a percentage of the assets 
involved. Hourly rates start at about $50, 
with a national median of $150. 

•	 Insurance agents. Insurance agents can do a 
lot more than just sell you a policy. Many 
agents are also licensed financial advisers. 
They can help you understand your 
insurance needs, your risk level, and your 
investment options. Some agents specialize 
in personal insurance for individuals and 
families, while others specialize in business 
insurance. Many agents hold an additional 
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license to sell financial products, such as 
mutual funds, retirement funds, variable 
annuities, or securities.

•	 Lawyers. Lawyers can help you develop a 
comprehensive estate plan, prepare legal 
documents for you, or simply explain how 
the law applies to your particular situation. 
But lawyers, of course, are costly. Estate 
planning fees may range from $150 to 
$400 per hour. If your situation is complex, 
however, a good estate planning specialist 
can be well worth the cost. And if your 
needs are simple—for example, you want a 
basic will but you’d rather have a lawyer help 
you than do it yourself—you may be able to 
find a good general practice lawyer who can 
handle limited tasks for a reasonable fee.

•	 Document preparers (paralegals). Even if you 
need “legal” help, you may not need a law-
yer. People who operate document prepara-
tion services, also known as independent 
paralegals, are experts at typing up legal 
documents. They are not lawyers and do not 
give legal advice, but if you know what you 
want, a document preparer can help you 
prepare the legal paperwork at an afford-
able price. For example, if you’re working 
with a self-help book or software and need 
assistance in expanding the document or 
removing optional parts in the document, a 
document preparer can probably help.

The advice below can help you find a good 
expert, no matter what type you need.

Finding an Expert
When looking for an expert, you want to find 
someone who has the information you need, 
but you’ll also want someone with whom you 
can develop a good working relationship. You 
should feel comfortable asking questions and 
be confident that you understand the expert’s 

answers. Here are some suggestions to help you 
find a good match.

Ask your family, friends, and acquaintances. 
When looking for an expert, especially one who 
specializes in estate planning, word of mouth is 
the best method. 

•	Ask a relative or friend who has good 
business and financial sense to recommend 
an expert. 

•	Check with people you know in a business, 
political, or social organization—especially 
those groups with members over age 
40 who are also working through estate 
planning issues. 

People you know can point you to local 
experts, and can give you opinions on an 
expert’s competence, point of view, and 
personal style. There’s no better way to find a 
professional that meets your needs.

Ask another expert. Another good approach is to 
ask for a recommendation from a professional 
you know and like personally, but who works in 
another field. For example, ask your neighbor, 
the public defender, to recommend a lawyer 
who specializes in estate planning or family 
businesses. Very likely the expert you know can 
refer you to a trustworthy specialist.

Ask business managers. Yet another possibility is 
to check with people you respect who own their 
own businesses or manage a business. Almost 
anyone running a business has relationships 
with a lawyer and an accountant—and 
chances are they have found professionals 
that they respect. Or, contact the Chamber of 
Commerce for your city or the local Rotary 
International club, and ask for referrals to 
experts that are reliable, longstanding members 
of the association. While the recommended 
professionals may not be estate planning 
experts, they can in turn refer you to experts 
that will meet your needs.
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Beware of legal referral services. A lawyer 
referral service will usually be able to give you the 
names of some attorneys who practice in your 
geographic area. Most county bar associations 
have referral services, and these days you can find 
referral services of all kinds online. But use caution 
in relying on these services. Referral services usually 
conduct very minimal screening of attorneys they 
list, which means that those listed may not be very 
experienced—or even necessarily competent. While 
it may be possible for you to find a skilled attorney 
through a referral service, you should still evaluate 
his or her credentials and experience for yourself.

Finding a Good Document Preparer

If you think a document preparer is what you 
need, here are some tips to help you find a good 
one.

•	 Choose an established or recommended 
service. Few document preparers stay in 
business unless they provide honest and 
competent services. A recommendation from 
a friend, social service agency, court clerk, or 
lawyer is probably a good place to take your 
business.

•	 Look for reasonable fees. Document prepar-
ers typically charge between $50 and $150 
to type up your documents, depending on 
where you live and the complexity of your 
forms.

•	 Insist on a trained staff. One indication 
of whether or not people are committed 
to providing good service is if they 
have undertaken skills training through 
independent paralegal associations and 
continuing education seminars.

Working With an Expert
Before you talk to an expert, decide what kind 
of help you need. Do you want someone to 
review your documents to make sure they look 
right? Or do you want advice on a complete 
estate plan? If you don’t clearly define—and 
tell the expert—what you need, you may find 
yourself agreeing to more than you really want.

Before you see the expert, write down your 
questions as specifically as you can. Then meet 
with the expert. If you don’t get clear, concise 
answers, say thank you and try someone 
else. For example, many legal tasks—such as 
preparing a will, living trust, durable power of 
attorney for finances, or health care directive—
are not overly complicated jobs. In most cases, 
a knowledgeable lawyer should be able to give 
you satisfactory answers on the spot.

If the expert acts wise but says little—except 
to ask that matters be placed in his or her 
hands, for a substantial fee—watch out. You’re 
either dealing with someone who doesn’t know 
the answer (and is not openly sharing that with 
you) or someone who feels that, as an expert, 
he or she does not need to treat you as an equal. 
Both of these traits are common, but you can 
find better. You’ll achieve great satisfaction if 
you truly understand what the expert is doing 
and how it meets your needs, so move on and 
find someone that will include you in the 
process.
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Making a Fee Agreement
Fees for financial or estate planning professionals 
can be steep—sometimes hundreds of dollars an 
hour. Yet price is not always related to quality. A 
fancy office and a solemn face are no guarantee 
that the expert is competent—but these 
things usually do guarantee a high price tag. 
Fortunately, many good professionals operate 
modestly and pass the savings on to their clients.

No matter how much you like the expert, be 
sure to settle your fee arrangement at the start 

of your relationship. If you’ll be charged by the 
hour, get the hourly rate and an estimate of 
the number of hours the professional expects 
to spend on the work. If you’ll be paying a flat 
amount for the work, agree on that up front. If 
you’ll be charged a certain percentage based on 
the assets involved, again, get the rate and an 
estimate in advance.

Also be sure ask about other costs, such as 
charges for support staff, notary fees, and direct 
costs (like telephone, travel, duplication, and 
materials). Get rates for these items in advance, 
in writing if possible. ●





My Planner
These pages will serve as a guide in the event of my incapacity or death.

Please begin by reading the first section, “Letter to Loved Ones.”

Name 
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Letter to Loved Ones

To:

If you’re reading this, it is because I am incapacitated and no longer able to manage my own affairs, or 
because I have passed away. Use this planner knowing that I have prepared for this moment, wishing to 
help you through this difficult time.

My Instructions
After you’ve read this letter, turn to the instructions in Section 2. The instructions, and the rest of the 
information in this planner, will assist you with the tasks you face this week, and provide guidance as you 
wrap up my affairs over time.

Thoughts About My Death
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Messages for My Loved Ones

My Last Words to You

Signature
Letter to Loved O
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Instructions

This section is the master guide to my planner. It is organized to help you through the first days, weeks, and 
months following my incapacity or death. The instructions that follow will remind you of important tasks 
and tell you where to look in my planner for the additional information you will need.

Most of the tasks listed here will apply whether I am incapacitated or have died, though how you handle 
an individual task may vary depending on the circumstances. If I am incapacitated, however, there are two 
important tasks you’ll want to take care of immediately. These are listed just below.

If I Am Incapacitated

Review Health Care Directives 		   Applicable:   o Yes     o No
o	 Health Care Directives. Turn to Section 11 for information about documents I 

have made to direct my health care.

Review Power of Attorney for Finances 	  Applicable:   o Yes     o No
o	 Durable Power of Attorney for Finances. Turn to Section 12 for information 

about the document that names someone to manage my finances for me.

Days 1 and 2
These are some of the important tasks you will have to handle in the first 48 hours following my incapacity  
or death.

Care for Children	 Applicable:   o Yes   o No

o	 Children. Turn to Section 4 for details about the children who rely on me for care.

Care for Others	 Applicable:   o Yes   o No

o	 Others Who Depend on Me. Turn to Section 5 for details about other people who rely on me for care.

Care for Animals 	 Applicable:   o Yes   o No

o	 Pets and Livestock. Turn to Section 6 for information about taking care of my animals, including my 
wishes for placing them with others.

Contact Employer 	 Applicable:   o Yes   o No

o	 Employment. Notify my employer of my incapacity or death. See Section 7 for contact information and 
other details about my current employment and my employment history.
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Contact Business 	 Applicable:   o Yes   o No

o	 Business Interests. Notify any business partners or key employees of my incapacity or death. See Section 
8 for contact information and details about my current and former business interests.

Make Final Arrangements

After my death, please review the next four items before making any final arrangements.
o	 Arrange for the Death Certificate. Those in charge of handling my estate will need certified copies of 

my death certificate to wrap up business with insurance companies, banks, the Social Security 
Administration, and others.
As you make arrangements for the disposition of my body, you will be asked to provide information 
for the death certificate. The Biographical Information section of my planner (Section 3) contains 
the information you will need. At this time, you should request multiple certified copies of the death 
certificate; you may need as many as ten.
If for any reason you are unable to request copies of my death certificate while making final 
arrangements, you can get them later, from the county in which I died. Contact the County Health 
Department for more information. (In some counties this office may go by other names, such as the 
Bureau or Office of Vital Statistics or the Office of Vital Records and Health Statistics.) 
It’s often possible to request copies of death certificates online. To find out your options, go to the 
county website. You can usually find it by using this formula, substituting the state postal abbreviation 
for “XX”: http://www.co.[COUNTY_NAME].[XX].us. For example, you can find the website for 
King County, Washington, at http://www.co.king.wa.us.

o	 Organ or Body Donation. Turn to Section 13 for my wishes about donating my body, organs, or tissues—
as well as information about any plans I have already made.

o	 Burial or Cremation. Turn to Section 14 for details about burial or cremation, including my wishes and 
information about any plans I have already made. 

o	 Funeral and Memorial Services. Turn to Section 15 for details about my funeral, memorial, or related 
services, including my wishes and information about any plans I have already made.

o	 Protect the House. My obituary or death notice may serve to alert thieves that the house is empty. If 
necessary, arrange for a neighbor, a familiar service provider (see Section 10), a church member, or the 
reception caterer to be at the house during services. 

Publish Obituary

o	 Obituary. Turn to Section 16 for details about publishing my obituary.

Contact Family and Friends

o	 Contact all friends and relatives who should know of my incapacity or death. 
If you will hold a funeral or memorial service in the next few days, contact everyone who might 
attend. (See Section 15 for my wishes about whom to invite.) Others will learn of my passing only by 
reading the obituary, if published.
Except for those who need to know about my death right away, it will help to make any arrangements 
for services before you make phone calls—then you won’t have to call everyone twice. 

Instructions
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You can find names and contact information for family and friends in the following locations:

Review Appointment Calendar

o	 Review my calendar and cancel any scheduled appointments. You can find my calendar in the 
following locations:

Additional Notes
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Week 2
This section outlines the essential tasks you should handle in the two weeks following my incapacity or 
death.

Locate Will or Other Estate Planning Documents

o	 Will and Trust. After my death, see Section 17 for information about my will, trusts, or other estate 
planning documents that I have made.

Contact Organizations and Service Providers

Please notify financial institutions, brokers, government agencies, and others with whom I do business that 
I have become incapacitated or have died. The following sections will help you:

o	 Insurance. Turn to Section 18 for information about my insurance agents and policies. The information 
there will help you claim benefits, cancel, or continue coverage as appropriate.

o	 Bank and Brokerage Accounts. Turn to Section 19 for financial institution contact information and details 
about my bank and brokerage accounts. 

o	 Retirement Plans and Pensions. Turn to Section 20 for information about my retirement and pension plan 
accounts, including contact information for the administrators.

o	 Government Benefits. Turn to Section 21 for details about my Social Security and other government 
benefits, including contact information for each agency. 

o	 Service Providers. Turn to Section 10 for information about service providers, including medical, 
personal, and household care providers.

o	 Other:

o	 Other:

o	 Other:

o	 Other:

Instructions
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Review Current Bills and Accounts

o	 Credit Cards and Debts. Please review my current bills to be sure they are paid on time. Cancel and close 
accounts as necessary. See Section 22 for more information.

o	 Secured Places and Passwords. Turn to Section 23 for help with locked or password-protected products, 
services, and accounts.

Additional Notes

Month 1 and Beyond
Following is a list of tasks that you should initiate in the first month or two following my incapacity or death.

Take Inventory

o	 Real Estate. Turn to Section 25 for details about any real estate that I own or rent.
o	 Vehicles. Turn to Section 26 for information about all vehicles that I own.
o	 Other Income and Personal Property. Turn to Section 27 for information about important sources of 

income or items of personal property not described elsewhere in my planner.
o	 Other Information. See Section 28 for any other details that I feel you need to know.

Cancel Memberships

o	 Memberships. Over time, you will want to cancel my memberships with various organizations. See 
Section 9 for contact information.

Prepare Tax Returns

o	 Taxes. Section 24 will help you gather the information you need to prepare my final tax returns.

Additional Notes
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Where to Get Help

As you work through the steps you must take to wrap up my affairs, 
you will find a number of sources for help. Where applicable, the 
various sections of my planner list lawyers, accountants, or others who 
can help with each task. 

For general guidance, you may want to turn to The Executor’s Guide: 
Settling a Loved One’s Estate or Trust, by Mary Randolph (Nolo). It provides 
a detailed explanation of an executor’s or successor trustee’s duties.

Instructions
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Biographical Information

In this section, you will find important personal information about me and those closest to me. You may 
need these vital statistics for a number of tasks, such as preparing my death certificate, writing my obituary, 
and filing tax returns.

Residence Information

Name

Address

Telephone

Resident of city since:

Resident of state since:

Self and Parents

Self Mother Father Stepmother Stepfather

First Name 

Middle Name 

Last Name

Maiden Name

Date of Birth

Birthplace (City, State, County, 
Country)

Location of Birth Certificate

Location of Adoption Documents

Social Security Number

Location of Social Security Card

Driver’s License Number and State

Military Service: Country  
and Branch
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Self Mother Father Stepmother Stepfather

Military Rank

Military Induction Date

Military Discharge Date

Military Citations

Location of Military Documents

Date of First Marriage

First Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Second Marriage

Second Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Third Marriage

Third Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Death

Location of Death Certificate

Other

Self and Parents, continued

Biographical Inform
ation
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Spouse or Partner

Spouse #1 Spouse #2 Spouse #3

First Name 

Middle Name 

Last Name

Maiden Name

Date of Birth

Birthplace (City, State, County, 
Country)

Location of Birth Certificate

Location of Adoption Documents

Social Security Number

Location of Social Security Card

Driver’s License Number  
and State

Military Service: Country  
and Branch

Military Rank

Military Induction Date

Military Discharge Date

Military Citations

Location of Military Documents

Date of First Marriage

First Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Divorce Documents

Date of Second Marriage

Second Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death
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Spouse #1 Spouse #2 Spouse #3

Location of Documents

Date of Third Marriage

Third Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Death

Location of Death Certificate

Other

Children

Child #1 Child #2 Child #3 Child #4 Child #5

First Name 

Middle Name 

Last Name

Maiden Name

Date of Birth

Birthplace (City, State, County, 
Country)

Location of Birth Certificate

Location of Adoption Documents

Social Security Number

Location of Social Security Card

Driver’s License Number and State

Spouse or Partner, continued

Biographical Inform
ation
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Child #1 Child #2 Child #3 Child #4 Child #5

Military Service: Country and Branch

Military Rank

Military Induction Date

Military Discharge Date

Military Citations

Location of Military Documents

Date of First Marriage

First Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Second Marriage

Second Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Third Marriage

Third Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Death

Location of Death Certificate

Other

Children, continued
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Siblings

Sibling #1 Sibling #2 Sibling #3 Sibling #4 Sibling #5

First Name 

Middle Name 

Last Name

Maiden Name

Date of Birth

Birthplace (City, State, County, 
Country)

Location of Birth Certificate

Location of Adoption Documents

Social Security Number

Location of Social Security Card

Driver’s License Number  
and State

Military Service: Country  
and Branch

Military Rank

Military Induction Date

Military Discharge Date

Military Citations

Location of Military Documents

Date of First Marriage

First Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Second Marriage

Second Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Biographical Inform
ation
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Sibling #1 Sibling #2 Sibling #3 Sibling #4 Sibling #5

Location of Documents

Date of Third Marriage

Location of Marriage Certificate

Third Spouse’s Name

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Death

Location of Death Certificate

Other

Others

First Name 

Middle Name 

Last Name

Maiden Name

Date of Birth

Birthplace (City, State, County, 
Country)

Location of Birth Certificate

Location of Adoption Documents

Social Security Number

Location of Social Security Card

Driver’s License Number and State

Siblings, continued
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Military Service: Country and Branch

Military Rank

Military Induction Date

Military Discharge Date

Military Citations

Location of Military Documents

Date of First Marriage

First Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Second Marriage

Second Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Third Marriage

Third Spouse’s Name

Location of Marriage Certificate

Date of Divorce, Annulment,  
Legal Separation, or Death

Location of Documents

Date of Death

Location of Death Certificate

Other

Others, continued

Biographical Inform
ation

3



21

Additional Notes

Bi
og

ra
ph

ic
al

 In
fo

rm
at

io
n

3





4
Children

This section lists all young children—whether my own or others—for whom I regularly provide care. For 
my own children, the “Guardians and Property Managers” section just below lists the people who should 
be their primary caretakers following my incapacity or death. 

Guardians and Property Managers
I have named the following people to serve as caretakers for my children. I have also noted the documents 
in which the caretaker has been named—for example, my will, living trust, another trust, or a life insurance 
policy.

Caretaker Child’s Name Child’s Name Child’s Name Child’s Name

Personal Guardian

Alternate

Document

Property Manager

Alternate

Document

Caretaker Child’s Name Child’s Name Child’s Name Child’s Name

Personal Guardian

Alternate

Document

Property Manager

Alternate

Document
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Information About Children
The children listed below rely on me for care and support. Please help to fill in for me until new caregivers 
assume their roles.

Child’s Name and Contact  
Information

Date of Birth Child’s Relationship  
to Me

Type of Care

C
hildren

4
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Additional Care Providers
Here, you’ll find contact information for others who help with the children’s care.

Child’s Name Care Provider or Family  
Member’s Contact Information

Relationship  
to Child

Type of Care
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Child’s Name Care Provider or Family  
Member’s Contact Information

Relationship  
to Child

Type of Care

Additional Care Providers, continued

C
hildren
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Child’s Name Care Provider or Family  
Member’s Contact Information

Relationship  
to Child

Type of Care

Additional Notes

Additional Care Providers, continued
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Others Who Depend on Me

This section provides basic information about people other than children who depend on me for care. 

Information About People Who Depend on Me
The people listed below rely on me for care and support. Please help to fill in for me until new caregivers 
assume their roles.

Person’s Name and  
Contact Information

Date of Birth Person’s Relationship 
to Me

Type of Care
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Additional Care Providers
The following people also provide care for the individuals listed above.

Person’s Name Care Provider’s Contact  
Information

Relationship  
to Person

Type of Care
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Person’s Name Care Provider’s Contact  
Information

Relationship  
to Person

Type of Care

Additional Care Providers, continued
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Additional Notes
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Pets and Livestock

This section lists the animals I own and describes my wishes for their care and placement.

Animal Care

Pet Name, Species, 
and Coloring

Location Food and Water Other Care Veterinarian’s Contact  
Information

Pe
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Pet Name, Species, 
and Coloring

Location Food and Water Other Care Veterinarian’s Contact  
Information

Animal Care, continued

Pets and Livestock
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Wishes for Placement

Pet Name, Species, 
and Coloring

Desired Placement Individual or Organization and Contact Information

Pe
ts
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Pet Name, Species, 
and Coloring

Desired Placement Individual or Organization and Contact Information

Additional Notes

Wishes for Placement, continued

Pets and Livestock

6



7
Employment

In this section, you’ll find information about my current and former employment, whether full-time 
or part-time, paid or volunteer. For every position I’ve listed, I’ve indicated whether or not benefits are 
available if I become incapacitated or die. (These benefits may be detailed elsewhere in this planner—for 
example, in the Insurance or Retirement Plans and Pensions sections—but I include them here so they will 
not be overlooked.)

Current Employment
Please contact my current employers if I become incapacitated or when I die. In addition to collecting any 
benefits due, if I have worked until the time of my incapacity or death, my agent or executor should ask my 
employer for any unpaid wages or commissions, expense reimbursements, or bonuses that are due to me or 
to my estate.

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

7
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Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Position

Start Date

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Additional Notes

Em
ploym

ent
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Previous Employment

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Em
pl
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Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Employer’s Contact Information Current Benefits  
and Location of 
Documents

Last Position

Start and End Dates

Ownership Interest      Yes (         %)                No

Additional Notes

Previous Employment, continued

Em
ploym

ent
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Business Interests

Following is an overview of my current and former business interests. It contains information to help 
you notify the right people (co-owners, employees, and so on) of my incapacity or death. Over time, this 
information will also help you manage or sell my business interests.

Current Business Interests
This section provides detailed information about businesses in which I have a current ownership interest.

Name and Location

Business Name and Type 
of Business

Main Office Address and Telephone Subsidiaries or Branch Offices

Ownership

Business Owners Contact Information Job Title or Position Ownership Percentage

Bu
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ne
ss
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te
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st

s
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Business Owners Contact Information Job Title or Position Ownership Percentage

Ownership, continued

Business Interests

8
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Ownership Documents Location of Documents

Disposition

These instructions will help you manage or wind up my business affairs if I become incapacitated,  
or upon my death.

Disposition of 
Entire Business

o Continue		  o Transfer		  o Sell		  o Liquidate

Disposition of My 
Interest

			   o Transfer		  o Sell		  o Liquidate

Contact Information for Key Individuals

Attorney Accountant

Disposition Notes

Bu
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Title and Location of Documents

Key Employees

This section lists employees who are essential to keeping the business running, or who have special 
agreements with the business.

Employee Name Agreement Location of Documents Other Information

8

Business Interests
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Business Taxes

Business tax records are located as follows:

Current-Year Records

Prior-Year Records

Significant Assets and Liabilities

This section lists important assets and liabilities, to help you manage, transfer, or sell the business.

Assets

Description  
of Asset

Location of Asset Access Information Contact Name 
and Information

Location of Documents

Bu
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Description  
of Asset

Location of Asset Access Information Contact Name 
and Information

Location of Documents

Assets, continued

Business Interests

8
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Liabilities

Description of Liability Contact Name  
and Information

Location of Documents

Bu
si
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ss

 In
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re
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s
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Description of Liability Contact Name  
and Information

Location of Documents

Additional Notes

Liabilities, continued

Business Interests

8
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Prior Business Interests
My prior business interests are outlined below. My investments, rights, and responsibilities in these 
businesses have been fully resolved and terminated; no additional expenses will be incurred and no income 
realized. I have described these business interests for your reference, in case you have questions or receive 
any future claims.

Business Name and 
Type of Business

Main Office Address  
and Telephone

Ownership and  
Dissolution Documents

Location of  
Documents

Contact Information

Business Name and 
Type of Business

Main Office Address  
and Telephone

Ownership and  
Dissolution Documents

Location of  
Documents

Contact Information

Bu
si

ne
ss

 In
te

re
st

s

8
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Business Name and 
Type of Business

Main Office Address  
and Telephone

Ownership and  
Dissolution Documents

Location of  
Documents

Contact Information

Additional Notes 

Business Interests

8
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Memberships

Following is a list of clubs, groups, programs, and organizations to which I belong. You may need this 
information to notify others of my incapacity or death, complete my obituary, cancel memberships, or 
transfer membership benefits.

Organization Name and  
Contact Information

Membership Number and  
Position Held

Additional Notes

M
em

be
rs

hi
ps

9
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Organization Name and  
Contact Information

Membership Number and  
Position Held

Additional Notes

M
em

berships

9
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Service Providers

My current service providers are listed below. This information may help you manage bills and expenses or 
provide ongoing care for me, my home, or my other property. Over time, you should cancel or modify these 
service arrangements, as necessary.

Health Care Providers

Name and Contact Information Type of Care and Location

Se
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Name and Contact Information Type of Care and Location

Health Care Providers, continued

Service Providers

10
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Name and Contact Information Type of Care and Location

Health Care Providers, continued

10
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Other Service Providers

Name and Contact Information Type of Service and Location

Service Providers

10
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Name and Contact Information Type of Service and Location

Other Service Providers, continued

10
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Name and Contact Information Type of Service and Location

Additional Notes

Other Service Providers, continued

Service Providers

10
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Health Care Directives

In this section, you’ll find information about documents I have made to direct my health care if I am 
incapacitated and unable to speak for myself. 

Health Care Agent
In my health care documents, I have named the person listed below to be my health care agent. My agent will 
supervise my care if I am incapacitated. If he or she is unable to serve, I have named alternates to serve in the 
order listed. 

Health Care Agent

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Health Care Documents
Following is basic information about my health care documents.

If an attorney or other professional helped me prepare a document listed here, I have included contact 
information for him or her. You can consult the listed professional if you have questions about the document 
or need help carrying out its terms.

Document Title

Date Prepared

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Upon my incapacity	 o Other: 

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, 
Title, and Contact 
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

11
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Document Title

Date Prepared

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Upon my incapacity	 o Other: 

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, 
Title, and Contact 
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

Document Title

Date Prepared

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Upon my incapacity	 o Other: 

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, 
Title, and Contact 
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

11
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Durable Power of Attorney for Finances

This section contains information about my durable power of attorney for finances. 
I have also listed any nondurable powers of attorney for finances I have made. Nondurable powers of 

attorney are no longer valid if I become incapacitated. Please destroy them. 
If an attorney or other professional helped me prepare a document listed here, I have included contact 

information for him or her. You can consult the listed professional if you have questions about the 
document or need help carrying out its terms.

Durable Power of Attorney for Finances
The following document is durable, which means it remains effective after I am incapacitated and unable 
to manage my own affairs. All powers granted under the document terminate upon my death. For 
information about who has authority to handle my affairs after death, see Section 17, Will and Trust.

Document Title

Date prepared

Agent’s Name

Alternate Agents’ 
Names

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Upon my incapacity	 o Other: 

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, 
Title, and Contact  
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

12
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Other Financial Power of Attorney
The following documents are not durable, which means that they are no longer valid if I become  
incapacitated. If possible, please locate and destroy all copies of these documents to prevent anyone  
from mistakenly taking action under them.

Document Title

Date Prepared

Agents’ Name

Alternate Agents’ Names

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Other: 

Termination Date o Upon my incapacity or death	 o Other:

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title, 
and Contact  
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

Document Title

Date Prepared

Agent’s Name

Alternate Agents’ Names

Effective Date o Immediately	 o Other: 

Termination Date o Upon my incapacity or death	 o Other:

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:  o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title, 
and Contact  
Information

Location of Original 
Document

Locations of Copies of 
This Document

Additional Notes

12
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Organ or Body Donation

In this section, I have outlined my wishes and any arrangements I have made for donation of my remains. If 
I have chosen to donate my body, organs, or tissues, I have also selected either burial or cremation (outlined 
in the next section) to follow the donation or to be carried out in the event that the donation is not accepted. 
Please review this section along with Sections 14, 15, and 16 prior to making my final arrangements.

After my death, I want to donate my body, organs, or tissues:        o Yes	     o No
If “No,” skip the rest of this section and turn to the next section.

Wishes for Donation

I would like to donate: o  My Body

o  Any Needed Organs or Tissues

o  Only the Following Organs or Tissues:

Arrangements for Donation

Receiving Organization’s 
Name, Address, and 
Telephone Number

Location of Documents

Additional Notes

13
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Burial or Cremation

In this section, I have outlined my wishes and any arrangements I have made for burial or cremation of my 
remains. Please review this section along with Sections 13, 15, and 16 prior to making my final arrangements. 

Disposition of Remains
I have selected either burial or cremation, and have provided details about my wishes.

n  Burial

Check One:

o Immediate

o After Services

Check One:

o Embalm 

o Do Not Embalm

Check One:

o In Ground

o Above Ground 

Burial Organization 
Contact Information

Burial Location and 
Contact Information

Location of Documents

Additional Notes

14
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n  Cremation

Check One:

o Immediate

o After Services

Check One:

o Embalm 

o Do Not Embalm

Check One or All That Apply: 

o Niche in Columbarium	 o Scattered

o In Ground		  o To Individual

Cremation Organization 
Contact Information

Final Location and Contact 
Information

Location of Documents

Additional Notes

Casket or Urn
I would like a casket, urn, or other container to hold my remains:	 o Yes	 o No

Item o Casket o Urn o Other

Material o Wood o Metal o Other 

Type: Type: Type:

Model or Design

Exterior Finish

Interior Finish

Cost Range o Economical o Moderate o Luxury

Approx. $ Approx. $ Approx. $

Additional Notes

14
Burial or Crem
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Item o Casket o Urn o Other

Material o Wood o Metal o Other 

Type: Type: Type:

Model or Design

Exterior Finish

Interior Finish

Cost Range o Economical o Moderate o Luxury

Approx. $ Approx. $ Approx. $

Additional Notes

Item o Casket o Urn o Other

Material o Wood o Metal o Other 

Type: Type: Type:

Model or Design

Exterior Finish

Interior Finish

Cost Range o Economical o Moderate o Luxury

Approx. $ Approx. $ Approx. $

Additional Notes

14
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Headstone, Monument, or Burial Marker
I would like a headstone or marker:     o Yes    o No

Description

Material

Design

Finish

Additional notes

Epitaph
I would like an epitaph or inscription:     o Yes    o No

Item

Inscription

Additional notes

14
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Item

Inscription

Additional notes

Item

Inscription

Additional notes
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Burial or Cremation Apparel
I wish to specify burial or cremation apparel:     o Yes    o No
For items marked “Yes,” please ensure that the clothing or article is removed and given to my executor prior 
to burial or cremation.

Clothing, Accessory,  
or Other Item

Location Remove Before Interment 
or Cremation

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

o   Yes o   No

Additional Notes

14
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Funeral and Memorial Services

In this section, I have outlined my wishes and any arrangements I have made for services or ceremonies 
after my death. Please review this section along with Sections 13, 14, and 16 prior to making my final 
arrangements.

Viewing, Visitation, or Wake
I would like a viewing, visitation, or wake:     o Yes    o No

Type of Service

Location and Contact 
Information

Existing Arrangements 
and Location of  
Documents

Body Present

o   Yes 

o   No

Casket

o   Yes

o   No

Casket

o  Open

o  Closed

Invitees 

o   Public 

o   Private

Timing and Days/Hours

Special Requests

Additional Notes

15

Fu
ne

ra
l a

nd
 M

em
or

ia
l S

er
vi

ce
s



72

Type of Service

Location and Contact 
Information

Existing Arrangements 
and Location of  
Documents

Body Present

o   Yes 

o   No

Casket

o   Yes

o   No

Casket

o  Open

o  Closed

Invitees 

o   Public 

o   Private

Timing and Days/Hours

Special Requests

Additional Notes

Viewing, Visitation, or Wake, continued

15
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Funeral or Memorial Service
I would like a funeral or memorial:      o Yes    o No

Location and Contact 
Information

Existing Arrangements 
and Location of  
Documents

Body and Casket Present

o   Yes 

o   No

Casket

o   Open

o   Closed

Other Items

o   Photo—   Location:

o   Other: 

Flowers Invitees

o   Public

o   Private

Timing and Days/Hours

Type of Service Service Contact Facilitator

o   Religious Name Name

o   Military

o   Other Contact Information Contact Information

15
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Eulogy

Name Name Name

Contact Information Contact Information Contact Information

Music Selections and Musicians

Readings

Pallbearers

Name #1 Name #2 Name #3

Contact Information Contact Information Contact Information

Name #4 Name #5 Name #6

Contact Information Contact Information Contact Information

15
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Name #7 Name #8 Name-Alternate

Contact Information Contact Information Contact Information

Name-Alternate Name-Alternate Name-Alternate

Contact Information Contact Information Contact Information

Graveside Ceremony

o Graveside only

o Following funeral

o None

Transportation to 
Service

Additional notes

15
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Reception or Celebration of Life
I would like a reception or celebration of life:	   o Yes	  o No

Location and Contact 
Information

Existing Arrangements and 
Location of Documents

Invitees 

o Public 

o Private

Food and Drink

Additional Notes

15
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Obituary

Please publish my obituary.	 o Yes 	 o No	

I have already drafted an obituary:    o Yes    (Location: 	 )	 o No
If I have not drafted an obituary, please prepare one using the information and instructions below.

Obituary Overview

Obituary Length o Brief			   o Moderate		  o Article Length

Photograph o Yes   (Location: 	 )	 o No

Publications

Obituary Details

Date and Place of Birth See Biographical Information

Military Service See Biographical Information

Spouse, Children, Grandchildren, 
Parents, Siblings

See Biographical Information

Employment See Employment

Memberships See Memberships

Education

Awards and Achievements

Interests and Hobbies

Values

Flowers o Yes. Send to:

o No. “No flowers, please.”

o No. “In lieu of flowers, please send donations to [the organizations listed below].”

Donations or Remembrances

Other

16
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Additional Notes
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O
bituary
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Will and Trust

In this section, you will find important information about my will. If I have made other estate planning 
documents, such as a living trust, other trusts, or a marital property agreement, you will find those listed 
here as well.

If an attorney or other professional (such as a tax expert) helped me prepare a document listed here, 
I have included contact information for him or her. You can consult the listed professional if you have 
questions about the document or need help carrying out its terms. 

Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

17
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Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

17
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Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

17
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Document Title

Date Prepared

Professional Help An attorney or other professional helped me prepare this document:   

o Yes    o No

Professional’s Name, Title,  
and Contact Information

Location of Original Document

Locations of Copies of This Document

Executor or Successor Trustee

Alternate 1

Alternate 2

Alternate 3

Additional Notes

17
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Insurance

This section lists all my insurance policies. It covers policies that I own and those owned by others that 
cover my life or my property.

My agent or executor should review each listed policy and contact the insurance company to:
•	 claim any benefits due—for example, medical, workers’ compensation, life, or accidental death
•	 cancel policies that are no longer necessary—such as medical, dental, or vision insurance, after my 

death, and
•	 modify policies—for instance, modifying my home or vehicle insurance policies after my death but 

before transferring the property to beneficiaries.

Insurance Policies

Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Medical

No.

Medical

No.

Medical

No.

18
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Medical

No.

Dental

No.

Dental

No.

Vision

No.

Vision

No.

18

Insurance
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Home and Contents, 
Renters’

No.

Home and Contents, 
Renters’

No.

Vehicle

No.

Vehicle

No.

Vehicle

No.

18
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Vehicle

No.

Vehicle

No.

Vehicle

No.

Personal Liability

No.

Personal Liability

No.

18

Insurance
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Malpractice

No.

Malpractice

No.

Errors and Omissions

No.

Errors and Omissions

No.

Disability

No.

18
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Disability

No.

Disability

No.

Disability

No.

Life

No.

Life

No.

18

Insurance
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Life

No.

Life

No.

Accidental Death

No.

Accidental Death

No.

Long-Term Care

No.

18
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Long-Term Care

No.

Other

No.

Other

No.

Other

No.

Other

No.

18

Insurance
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Type of Policy and 
Policy Number

Insurance Company 
Name and Contact 
Information

Policy Owner Description of 
Coverage and 
Status

Location of Policy

Other

No.

Other

No.

Other

No.

Other

No.

Additional Notes

18

In
su

ra
nc

e





19
Bank and Brokerage Accounts

Following is a complete list of my bank and brokerage accounts. See my estate planning documents—that 
is, my durable power of attorney for finances, will, and/or living trust—for complete information about 
managing or distributing the funds in these accounts. Contact each financial institution to arrange account 
access according to the powers granted in my estate planning documents.
If I have named a pay- or transfer-on-death beneficiary for an account, I have included the beneficiary’s 
name with the account information, below. Upon my death, the beneficiary can go to the financial 
institution with a certified copy of the death certificate and collect the assets, without probate proceedings.

At the end of the section, you will also find important contact information in case checks are lost or stolen.

Financial Institution Contact 
Information

Account Number, Description of 
Assets, and Pay- or Transfer-on-
Death Beneficiary

Debit Card and 
Online Access

Location of 
Checkbook, 
Check Stock, 
and Statements
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Financial Institution Contact 
Information

Account Number, Description of 
Assets, and Pay- or Transfer-on-
Death Beneficiary

Debit Card and 
Online Access

Location of 
Checkbook, 
Check Stock, 
and Statements

19
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19
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Financial Institution Contact 
Information

Account Number, Description of 
Assets, and Pay- or Transfer-on-
Death Beneficiary

Debit Card and 
Online Access

Location of 
Checkbook, 
Check Stock, 
and Statements

Additional Notes
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International Check Services
800-526-5380

CrossCheck
800-552-1900

SCAN
800-262-7771

If Checks Are Lost or Stolen
If checks are lost, stolen, or misused, contact these major check verification companies. Retailers who use 
their services will not accept the reported checks.

CheckRite
800-766-2748

Equifax
800-437-5120

TeleCheck
800-710-9898

ChexSystems
800-428-9623

19
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Retirement Plans and Pensions

This section describes my retirement plans and pension benefits. Notify the managing company or 
organization of my incapacity or death. Then evaluate each plan for amounts due to my estate or survivors.

Employer Retirement and Pension Plans

Company Contact Information Description, Status of Plan,  
and Beneficiary

Account Number Location of  
Statements 
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Company Contact Information Description, Status of Plan,  
and Beneficiary

Account Number Location of  
Statements 

Additional Notes

20
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Individual Retirement Accounts and Plans

Financial Institution Contact 
Information

Description, Status of Plan,  
and Beneficiary

Account Number Location of  
Statements 

20
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Financial Institution Contact 
Information

Description, Status of Plan,  
and Beneficiary

Account Number Location of  
Statements 

Additional Notes

20
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Government Benefits

In this section, you’ll find information about any federal or state government benefits that I either currently 
collect or expect in the future. These include any benefits for my family members and survivors.

Social Security Benefits
I have outlined my Social Security benefits below. Upon my incapacity or death, notify the Social Security 
Administration at 800-772-1213 or make an appointment with the local office. You can locate the local 
office by calling the SSA main number or checking the government listings in the phone book.

Review the status of my benefits and ask the SSA representative whether additional benefits are available 
to me or to my family. A one-time death benefit is normally available for qualifying survivors.

Information, publications, and forms are available at the Social Security Administration website,  
www.ssa.gov.

Program Name Account Name and SSN Account Status and 
Payment

Location of  
Documents

Retirement

Disability

Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI)
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Program Name Account Name and SSN Account Status and 
Payment

Location of  
Documents

Family

Survivor

Other Federal or State Benefits
Following is a list of any other government benefits that I currently receive or expect in the future. For each 
program, notify the program administrator of my incapacity or death, review the status of my benefits, and 
discuss whether additional benefits are available to my family or to me.

Program Name 
and Contact 
Information

Program Description Account Name and 
Identification

Account Status and 
Payment

Location of  
Documents

21

G
overnm

ent Benefits
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Program Name 
and Contact 
Information

Program Description Account Name and 
Identification

Account Status and 
Payment

Location of  
Documents

21
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Additional Notes
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Credit Cards and Debts

This section contains information about my bills, credit cards, and other debts. At the end of the section, 
you will also find important contact information in case a credit card is lost or stolen.

Location of Bills
My current, pending bills and records of paid bills are located as follows:

Current Bills 

Records of Paid Bills

Automatic Payment of Bills
The following bills are automatically paid from my bank accounts or by preauthorized charges to my 
credit card accounts. For additional information about banking, see Section 19 of this planner. For more 
information about online accounts and email, see Section 23.

Payee Purpose Approximate 
Amount per Month

Credit Card or Bank 
Account Number

Notice of Charge
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Payee Purpose Approximate 
Amount per Month

Credit Card or Bank 
Account Number

Notice of Charge

Additional Notes

22
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Credit Cards
Following is a list of all my credit cards, including customer service contact information. Note that my 
debit or ATM cards are listed in Section 19, along with the associated accounts.

Issuer Account Number Customer Service  
Telephone

Additional Notes
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Debts I Owe to Others
In addition to the bills and credit cards listed above, I owe the following debts:

Creditor Name and Contact  
Information

Amount Terms of Debt and 
Status of Payment

Location of
Documents

22
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Additional Notes

Debts Others Owe to Me
Payment is due to me on the following debts:

Name and Contact Information Amount Terms of Debt and 
Status of Payment

Location of
Documents 22
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•	T ransUnion  
Fraud Victim Assistance Division 
P.O. Box 6790 
Fullerton, CA 92834-6790 
800-680-7289 
www.transunion.com

•	F ederal Trade Commission 
Identity Theft Clearinghouse 
600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20580 
877-438-4338 
www.consumer.gov/idtheft

Name and Contact Information Amount Terms of Debt and 
Status of Payment

Location of
Documents

Additional Notes

If a Credit Card Is Lost or Stolen
In the event that a credit card is lost or stolen, immediately contact the issuing company, listed above. 

In addition, to minimize the threat of identity theft and fraud, contact the national credit reporting 
organizations, the FTC, and the Social Security Administration. Also file a police report with the local 
police department.

•	E quifax 
P.O. Box 740241 
Atlanta, GA 30374-0241 
800-525-6285 
www.equifax.com

•	E xperian  
P.O. Box 9532 
Allen, TX 75013 
888-397-3742 
www.experian.com

22

Credit C
ards and D

ebts

•	S ocial Security Administration 
Fraud Hotline 
P.O. Box 17768 
Baltimore, MD 21235 
800-269-0271 
www.ssa.gov/oig/hotline
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Secured Places and Passwords

This section provides the information you will need to access property that I manage or store in secured 
places—including online accounts with passwords, physical items secured with combination locks or keys, 
safe deposit boxes, and secret locations.

Products, Services, and Passwords

Product or Service Account Name, User Name, 
or Account Number

Password, Combination, or PIN Location of Key
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23

Secured Places and Passw
ords

Common Passwords

Here are some of my  
common passwords:

Additional Notes

Safe Deposit Boxes
If I am incapacitated. If I am incapacitated and you co-own a safe deposit box with me, your access rights 
are unaffected. If you do not already have access, you will need to meet special requirements before the 
financial institution will open a safe deposit box for you. 

•	I f you are my agent for finances under a durable power of attorney, you will need to present the 
power of attorney document. If the document is a “springing” power of attorney, you will also need to 
present doctors’ statements to verify that I am incapacitated.

•	I f you meet none of these requirements, you will need to obtain a court order to access a safe  
deposit box.

Upon my death. You will need to meet these special requirements before the financial institution will open a 
safe deposit box for you.

•	I f you are a co-owner on the box, your access will continue unimpeded unless the box is temporarily 
sealed (see below).

•	I f you are my executor or successor trustee, you will need to present a certified copy of my death 
certificate and a copy of the will or trust that names you to the job. (There may be a few weeks’ delay, 
if the box is temporarily sealed. Again, see below.) 

•	I f you meet none of these requirements, you will need to obtain a court order to access the safe  
deposit box.

Note that in some states, safe deposit boxes are sealed for a few weeks following the death of the owner so 
the state taxing authority can review the contents. During this time, you will not be able to obtain access to 
the box without a court order. 

Here is a list of my safe deposit boxes:
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Bank Name and Contact 
Information

People With Authorized 
Access

Box Number and  
Location of Keys

Description of Contents



114

Additional Notes

Other Keys
Additional keys are located as follows:

Purpose Location

23

Secured Places and Passw
ords
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Other Assets, Other Locations
These items of personal property are on loan to others, hidden away, stored elsewhere, or known only to 
me—and I want you to be able to locate them after my death. 

Item and Description Location of Asset Location of Documents
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Item and Description Location of Asset Location of Documents

23

Secured Places and Passw
ords



117

Item and Description Location of Asset Location of Documents
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Item and Description Location of Asset Location of Documents

23

Secured Places and Passw
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Additional Notes
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Taxes

The following information will help you prepare any tax returns due while I am incapacitated or after  
my death. 

Tax Professionals
The following attorneys, accountants, or other professionals have helped me with my taxes in the past and/
or are recommended to you for future work. Turn to them if you need assistance with my final tax returns.

Name of Person or Firm Contact Information Notes

24

Taxes
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Location of Tax Records
All receipts and documents related to income tax returns—both current-year records as well as prior-year 
returns—are located as described below.

Location of Current-Year 
Records

Location of Prior-Year 
Records

Additional Notes

24

Taxes
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Real Estate

Following is a list of all the real estate I own or rent, either solely or with others. This information will 
help you to manage the property in the short term and to sell or otherwise transfer the property when that 
becomes necessary.

Property I Own

Property Address Weeks/Year 
Occupancy

Mortgage Company Contact 
Information

Current  
Occupants and 
Contact  
Information

Location of 
Documents
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Property Address Weeks/Year 
Occupancy

Mortgage Company Contact 
Information

Current  
Occupants and 
Contact  
Information

Location of 
Documents

25

Real Estate
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Instructions for Care of Property I Own
Following are special instructions to help you care for the property listed above. If I hire someone to help 
with routine maintenance tasks, you can find that information in Section 10, Service Providers.

Property Address Property Care
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Property Address Property Care

Additional Notes25

Real Estate
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Property I Rent or Lease

Property Address Weeks/Year 
Occupancy

Landlord’s Contact Information Term of Rental 
or Lease

Location of 
Documents
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Instructions for Care of Leased or Rented Property
Following are special instructions to help you care for the property listed above. If I hire someone to help 
with routine maintenance tasks, you can find that information in Section 10, Service Providers.

Property Address Property Care

25

Real Estate
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Property Address Property Care

Additional Notes
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Vehicles

Here is a summary of all vehicles in which I hold an ownership or lease interest. This information will help 
you to manage the interest in the short term and to terminate, transfer, or sell the vehicle over time.

If I have named a transfer-on-death beneficiary for a vehicle I own, I have included the beneficiary’s name 
with the vehicle information, below. Upon my death, the beneficiary can go to the state motor vehicles 
department with a certified copy of the death certificate and transfer the vehicle title, without probate 
proceedings.

Vehicles I Own

Vehicle Type 
(Make, Model, 
Year, and Vehicle 
ID Number)

Creditor Contact Information Garage or Storage Location Transfer-on-
Death Beneficiary

Location of  
Documents

26
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Vehicle Type 
(Make, Model, 
Year, and Vehicle 
ID Number)

Creditor Contact Information Garage or Storage Location Transfer-on-
Death Beneficiary

Location of  
Documents

Additional Notes

26

Vehicles
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Vehicles I Lease

Vehicle Type  
(Make, Model, Year, and 
Vehicle ID Number)

Leaseholder Contact 
Information

Garage or Storage Location Location of 
Documents

26
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Vehicle Type  
(Make, Model, Year, and 
Vehicle ID Number)

Leaseholder Contact 
Information

Garage or Storage Location Location of 
Documents

Additional Notes

26

Vehicles
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Other Income and Personal Property

This section describes sources of income and important items of personal property that aren’t listed in other 
sections of my planner, and it tells you where to find warranty records and maintenance guides for items of 
personal property. It also details any property that I expect to receive in the future.

Other Income
Following is a list of income sources not described elsewhere in my planner: 

Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents
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Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents
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Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents

Additional Notes
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Other Personal Property
The following items of property are particularly valuable to me. For certain items, I have included 
instructions for special handling and/or noted whether I have named a beneficiary in my will or other 
estate planning document.

Item and Description Location and Access Information Special Instructions Location of Documents
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Item and Description Location and Access Information Special Instructions Location of Documents
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Additional Notes

Property I Expect to Receive From Others
Following is a list of property that I expect to receive in the future. However, if I am named to receive 
property under a will, trust, or other estate planning document, and I die before I receive it, the property 
probably won’t pass to my estate. Instead, it will most likely go to the benefactor’s alternate beneficiary.

Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents
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Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents
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Source and Contact Information Description Location of Documents

Additional Notes
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Warranty Records and Product Guides
Warranty information, product guides, and repair records for my personal property are located as follows:
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Other Information

This section includes any information and materials that didn’t fit neatly into other sections of my planner. 
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A
AB trusts, 133, 137-139, 207
Accidental death insurance, 
155

Accountants, 242
Adoption documents, listing 
location of, 31

Adoption records, 27
Advance directive, 74
Agent for finances, 86-89, 168
Agent for health care, 88
Air Force service record, 29
Airlines, frequent flyer miles, 
65, 66-67

Alabama, 75
Alaska, 142, 146, 215
Alternate agent for finances, 
89, 90

Alternate beneficiary, 176
Alternate executor, 141
Alternate health care agent, 77
Alternate personal guardian, 
37, 38

Alternate property manager, 
38, 39

Alternate trustee, 141
American Red Cross, 66
Animals. See  Pets and 
livestock

Annuity, 154
Annulment documents, 28, 32
Antenuptial agreement, 139
APH (Association of Personal 
Historians), 33

Appointment calendar, 22
Arizona, 142, 144, 146, 215, 
216

Arkansas, 142, 144, 215
Army service records, 29
Artwork, 229, 230

Assets
planner section for, 202
See also Personal property; 

Property; Real estate; 
Vehicles

Association of Personal 
Historians (APH), 33

ATM cards, 171, 195, 200
Attorney-in-fact for health 
care, 74, 86

Attorneys
to create trusts, 146-147, 

149, 177
legal referral services, 244
using for planner, 242, 243

B
Bank and brokerage accounts, 
7, 64, 168-171
ATM cards, 171, 195, 200
avoiding probate, 169-170
debit cards, 171
IRAs, 144, 175, 176, 178
joint accounts, 169
location of accounts, 20
location of checkbook and 

statements, 171
lost or stolen checks, 168
payable-on-death account, 

135, 144, 169
PIN numbers, 171, 198, 

200, 201
planner section for, 168, 

170-171
updating planner, 172

Baptismal records, 27
Beneficiary

child as, 38, 157
of life insurance, 38, 156-157
of payable-on-death bank 

and brokerage accounts, 
144

of retirement plans and 
pensions, 144, 175-177

surviving spouse as, 157
of trust, 136
of vehicles, 142
of will, 134

Benefits. See  Employment 
benefits; Government 
benefits; Retirement plans 
and pensions

“Benefit triggers,” long-term 
care insurance, 158, 161

Bill paying, 20, 22, 194-195
See also Debt

Binder, 9-10
bank and brokerage 

accounts, 171
biographical information, 33
burial or cremation section, 

113, 124
business-related materials, 62
caring for children, 39
credit card and debt 

materials, 196
dependents, 43
employment-related 

documents, 53
estate planning documents, 

148
government benefits 

documents, 187
health care directives, 81-82
instructions section, 23
insurance documents, 164
letter to loved ones, 18
memberships, 68
obituary, 129
organ and tissue donation 

arrangements, 97
Other Information section, 

233
personal property materials, 

231
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pets and livestock, 49
powers of attorney in, 90
real estate documents, 221
retirement plans and pensions, 180
safe deposit boxes and other 

secured property, 203
service providers, 72
Social Security documents, 187
tax materials, 210
vehicle documents, 226

Biographical information, 6, 26-33
certified document copies, 27
listing in planner, 31-32
obtaining records, 27-30
updating documents, 33

Biography (personal memoirs), 33
Birth certificate, 6, 27, 31
Birth date, listing in planner, 31
Birthplace, listing in planner, 31
Body disposition, 22

embalming, 103-104
See also Burial; Cremation; Organ 

or body donation
Body donation. See  Organ or body 
donation

Brokerage accounts, 170
See also Bank and brokerage 

accounts
Burial, 7, 101-102

apparel for deceased, 106-107, 112
casket, 104, 105, 110, 118, 120-121
cost of, 101, 102, 156, 157
epitaph, 106, 112
headstones/burial monuments, 

105, 111
markers/monuments, 105-106, 111
organ or body donation and, 95, 

100
planner section for, 109
resources for, 107-108

Burial markers/monuments,  
105-106, 111

Business assets and liabilities, 61
Business disposition, instructions 
for, 59-60

Business interests, 6, 21, 56-62
access to office, 61
accounting method of, 61
assets and liabilities of business, 61

benefit program, 61
disposition of, 59-60
employees, 60
listing in planner, 58-59
ownership information, 59
planner section for, 58-61
prior business interests, 61-62
resources for, 57
taxes, 60-61
updating planner, 62
vendor or customer information, 

61
Business ownership, listing in 
planner, 59

Business property, 219
Business tax records, 60-61

C
California, 142, 144, 146, 215, 216, 
217, 224

CANA (Cremation Association of 
North America), 108

Cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
(CPR), 79, 82

Casket, 104, 105, 110, 118, 120-121
Catholic Church, annulment 
documents, 28

CCH Business Owner’s Toolkit, 57
CD-ROM, how to use, 9, 236-240
Celebration of life, 119-120
Cellular telephone, 200
Cemetery plot

cost of, 102
See also Burial; Cremation; Funeral 

and memorial services
Certificate of citizenship, 30
Certified document copies, 27
Certified Financial Planner (CFP), 
242

Certified Public Accountant (CPA), 
242

Charitable memberships, 65
Charitable remainder trusts, 139
Charitable trusts, 207
Chartered Financial Consultant 
(ChFC), 242

Checking account
location of checkbook, 171
lost or stolen checks, 168

ChFC (Chartered Financial 
Consultant), 242

Children, 6, 21, 36-40
alternate personal guardian for, 

37, 38
alternate property manager for, 

38, 39
as beneficiaries of insurance, 38, 

157
personal guardians for, 36-37, 38, 

132, 133
planner section, 38-39
property management for, 37-38, 

39, 134, 157
updating planner, 40

Church records, 27
Citizenship documents, 30
Civic memberships, 64
Civil union, 216

See also Domestic partnerships
Closely held business, 56
Coalition on Donation, 96
Coast Guard service record, 29
Codicil, 149
Colorado, 142, 144, 215
Comfort care, 78-79
Common law states, 216
Community property, 139, 142, 157, 
175, 215, 217, 218

Community property states, 215, 
216, 217

Community property with right of 
survivorship, 146, 215

Connecticut, 142, 144, 224
Conservatorship, 84
Consumer memberships, 65
Corporation, transferring, 57
CPA (Certified Public Accountant), 
242

CPR (cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation), 79, 82

Credit cards, 7, 193-194
identity theft, 192, 194
lost of stolen, 190
planner section for, 194-196
updating planner, 196

Credit counselors, 194
Credit report, 193
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Cremation, 102-103
apparel for deceased, 106-107, 112
cost of, 103
organ or body donation and, 95, 

100
planner section for, 109-110
resources for, 108
urns, 105, 110

Cremation Association of North 
America (CANA), 108

Cremation societies, 108
Current bills, 20, 22, 194-195
Custodial care facility, 160
Custodianship, property 
management specified, 38

D
Date of birth, listing in planner, 31
Date of death, 32
Death certificate, 6, 22, 30, 32
Debit card, 171
Debt, 7, 190-196

ATM cards, 171, 195, 200
bill paying, 20, 22, 194-195
credit cards, 7, 190, 192, 193-194
credit counselors, 194
debt owed by others, 195-196
evaluating and reducing, 190-192
identity theft, 192, 194
listing creditors, 195
location of bills, 194
planner section for, 194-196
updating planner, 196

Debt reduction, 193-194
Declaration of Trust, 136, 146
Department of Veterans Affairs, 
107, 108

Dependents
children. See  Children
other dependents, 6, 21, 42-43

Directive top physicians, 74
Disability benefits (Social Security), 
183

“Disclaimer” trust, 138
Divorce

documents and records, 28, 32
durable power of attorney and, 91

DNR orders, 79, 82

Documents
certified copies of, 27
paralegals to prepare, 243
professional help with, 243, 244

Domestic partnerships, 32, 91, 132, 
142, 145, 216

Donor card, 96
See also Organ or body donation

Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) orders, 
79, 82

Double indemnity, 155
Driver’s license information, 32
Durable power of attorney for 
finances, 7, 21, 84-92, 134, 169
choosing your agent, 86-89
date of effectiveness, 85-86, 90
ending of, 86
health care directive and, 76-77, 

87-88
living trust and, 87-88, 136-137, 

142
locating, 20, 90
planner section for, 89-90
powers granted by, 85
resources for, 89
“springing” document, 86
updating documents, 91

Durable power of attorney for health 
care, 74, 79-80, 84

E
Educational memberships, 64
Email account, 200
Embalming, 103-104
Employees, 60
Employer retirement and pension 
plans, 179
See also Retirement plans and 

pension
Employment benefits, 52

See also Retirement plans and 
pensions

Employment information, 6, 21, 
52-53

Employment records, 53
Epitaph, 106, 112
Estate planning, 7, 132-149

attorney for, 242, 243

care of minor children, 36-37, 38, 
132, 133

evaluating our needs, 132-134
getting help, 146-147
locating documents, 22
planner section for, 147-148
probate avoidance, 137, 142,  

143-146
resources for, 146-147
for small business owners, 56-57
“small estates,” 142, 143
updating documents, 148-149
See also Trusts; Wills

Estate Planning for Pets Foundation, 
48

Estate taxes. See  Federal estate taxes; 
State estate and inheritance taxes

Ethical wills, 17, 136
Executor, 88, 140-143, 148, 168, 
199

F
Family and friends list, 22
Family benefits (Social Security), 
183-184

FCA (Funeral Consumers Alliance), 
107, 108

Federal estate taxes, 207-208
avoiding, 207
bank and brokerage accounts, 170
exempt amount, 207
getting help, 209
life insurance proceeds, 157-158
marital deduction, 208
planner section for, 209
resources for, 209
retirement and pension benefits, 

175
tax exemptions from, 207, 208
trusts and, 137, 138, 139, 207

Federal Trade Commission (FTC), 
107

FICA tax, 182
Final letter. See  Letter to loved ones
Financial planners, 242
First marriage, 32
“First to die” insurance, 155
Forms, printing out and initialing, 9
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401(k) accounts, 144, 175
403(b) accounts, 175
Fraternal and service membership, 65
Frequent flyer miles, 65, 66-67
Friends, list of, 22
FTC (Federal Trade Commission), 
107

Funeral and memorial services, 7, 
22, 116-124
casket, 104, 105, 110, 118, 120-121
cost of, 101, 102, 156, 157
donations following, 129
epitaph, 106, 112
flowers, 129
military burial, 104, 107, 119, 

122-123
organ or body donation and, 95, 

100
pallbearers, 118-119
planner section for, 109-113,  

120-124
reception or celebration of life, 

119-120, 123-124
resources for, 120
updating planner, 113, 124
viewing, visitation, or wake,  

116-117, 120
See also Burial; Cremation

Funeral Consumer Organization, 
108

Funeral Consumers Alliance (FCA), 
107, 108

Funeral society, 108

G
Generation-skipping trusts, 139
Gifts

of property, 142, 143-144
tax-free, 207

Gift tax
joint bank and brokerage accounts, 

169
transfer of property and, 145

Government benefits, 7, 182-187
other programs, 186
planner section for, 186
Social Security, 7, 30, 32, 182-185
Supplemental Security Income 

(SSI), 183

H
Handwritten will, 136
Hawaii, 216
Headstones/burial monuments, 
105-106, 111

Health care agent, 76-77, 81
Health care declaration, 74, 77-78
Health care directives, 6, 21, 74-82, 
133
choosing health care agent, 76-78
contents of, 78-79
durable power of attorney for 

finances and, 76-77, 87-88
duty of medical personnel to 

honor, 80
effectiveness date for, 75-76
ending of, 76
location of, 20
need for, 75
organ or body donation, 96
in planner, 81-82
requirements for, 75
resources for, 80-81
signing of, 75
types of, 74
updating planner, 82

Health care providers, listing in 
planner, 70

Health care proxy, 74
Holographic will, 136
Home alarm system, 200
Home safe, for planner storage, 10
Hospice, 79
Household furnishing, 229, 230
Humane Society pet care programs, 
47, 48

I
Idaho, 216
Identity theft, 192, 194
Incapacity, 2, 6, 20, 21, 57, 75

safe deposit box, 199, 200
taxes during, 206

Income, 229
Income tax records, 209-210
Indiana, 47, 208
Individual retirement plans, 178, 179
Informal bank account trusts, 169

Informational document copy, 27
Inheritance

spouse’s right to, 216
See also Property ownership

Inheritance taxes. See  Federal estate 
taxes; State estate and inheritance 
taxes

Instructions planner section, 6, 11, 
15, 20-23

Insurance, 7, 152-165
children as beneficiaries for, 38
life insurance, 153-158
location of policy, 164
long-term care insurance, 158-162
planner section for, 163-164
resources for, 162-163
updating planner, 165

Insurance agents, 20, 242-243
Internet Cremation Society, 108
Intestacy, 134
Iowa, 208
IRAs, 144, 175, 176, 178
Irrevocable trusts, 177

J
Jewelry, 229, 230
Joint bank and brokerage accounts, 
169

“Joint” insurance, 155
Joint ownership of property, 142, 
144-145

Joint tenancy, 144
Joint tenancy with right of 
survivorship, 142, 144-145, 215

K
Kansas, 47, 142, 144, 215, 224
Kentucky, 208
Keys, 198, 200, 201, 202

L
Lawyers. See  Attorneys
Legal referral services, 244
Legal separation documents, 28, 32
Letter to loved ones, 6, 11, 14-18

alternatives to, 15, 17-18
putting in planner, 17-18
resources for, 17
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tips for writing, 14-17
updating planner, 18

Life insurance, 153-158
beneficiaries, 38, 156-167
children as beneficiaries, 38, 157
evaluating your needs, 156
location of policy, 164
planner section for, 163-164
resources for, 162
transferring ownership of, 157-158
types and benefits of, 153-155
updating, 165

Life insurance trusts, 139, 207
Life-prolonging treatments, 78

See also Health care directives
Limited liability company, 
transferring, 57

Livestock. See  Pets and livestock
Living trusts, 87-88, 133, 136-137

agent for finances and, 87-88
attorney to create, 146
as beneficiaries of retirement 

account, 176-177
probate avoidance using, 142, 143
wills and, 133

Living trust with marital life estate, 
137

Living will, 20, 74, 136
See also Health care directives

Loans, 191
See also Debt

Lock combinations, 198, 200, 201
Long-term care insurance (LTC), 
158-162, 163

Louisiana, 216

M
Mailbox, 200
Marine Corps service record, 29
Marital deduction, federal estate 
taxes, 208

Marital life estate trusts, 137-139
Marital property agreements, 139, 
217

Marriage
listing prior marriages, 32
See also Domestic partnership; 

Spouses

Marriage certificate, 6, 28, 32
Married couples. See  Spouses
Maryland, 208
Medicaid, 159, 163
Medical directive, 74
Medicare, 159, 163, 182
Membership benefits for survivors, 
65

Memberships, 6, 22, 23, 64-68
benefits for survivors, 65
frequent flyer miles, 65, 66-67
listing in planner, 67-68
refunds of dues, 66
updating planner, 68

Memoirs, 33
Memorial service, 117, 119, 121-122

organ donation and, 95
See also Funeral and memorial 

services
Memorial society, 108
Military documents, listing location 
of, 32

Military funerals and burial benefits, 
104, 107, 119, 122-123

Military records, 28, 32
Minnesota, 47
Missouri, 142, 144, 215, 224
Motor vehicles. See  Vehicles

N
NAIC (National Adoption 
Information Clearinghouse), 27

Names, consistency on documents, 
31

NARA (National Archives and 
Records Administration), 28-29

NAS (National Anatomical Service), 
96

National Adoption Information 
Clearinghouse (NAIC), 27

National Anatomical Service (NAS), 
96

National Archives, 29-30
National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA), 28-29

National cemetery columbarium, 104
National Center for Health Statistics 
(NCHS), 28

National Hospice and Palliative 
Care Organization, 81

Naturalization certificate, 30
Navy service record, 29
NCHS (National Center for Health 
Statistics), 28

Nebraska, 75, 208
Nevada, 142, 144, 146, 215, 216
New Jersey, 208
New Mexico, 142, 144, 215, 216
Nondurable power of attorney for 
finances, 84

“Nonresident” executor, 140
Nuncupative will, 136
Nursing home, 159, 160

O
Obituary, 7, 22, 126-129
Ohio, 142, 144, 208, 215, 224
Oklahoma, 47, 208
Online resources

for adoption records, 27
for birth records, 27
for business owners, 57
for citizenship documents, 30
for credit cards, 193
for credit report, 193
for cremation, 108
for debt counselors, 194
for debt reduction, 193
for estate taxes, 209
for frequent flyer miles, 67
for funerals and burial, 107, 108, 

111, 120
for government benefits, 186
for hospice and palliative care, 81
for identity theft, 194
for life insurance, 162
for long-term care insurance, 163
for military funerals, 119, 123
for military records, 29
for organ, tissue, and body 

donation, 95, 96
for personal memoirs, 33
for pet care, 47, 48
for real estate, 217
for retirement planning, 178
for retitling a vehicle, 225



�  |  get it together

for Social Security, 185
for Social Security records, 30

Operation Hero Miles, 66
Oral will, 136
Organ or body donation, 7, 22,  
94-97, 100

P
Pager, 200
Pallbearers, 118-119
Palliative care, 78-79
Paralegals, 243
Partnership (business), transferring, 
67

Partnership (domestic). See  
Domestic partnership

Passwords, 7, 9, 198, 200, 201
Patient advocate designation, 74
Payable-on-death accounts, 135, 
144, 169

PDA (personal digital assistant), 200
Pennsylvania, 208
Pension Rights Center, 178
Pensions. See  Retirement plans and 
pensions

Permanent insurance, 153-154
Personal digital assistant (PDA), 200
Personal guardians, for children,  
36-37, 38, 132, 133

Personal memoirs, 33
Personal property, 7, 138, 229-231

See also Property
Pets and livestock, 6, 21, 46-49
Pet trusts, 46
“Pickup” tax, 208
PIN numbers, 171, 198, 200, 201
Planner

binder for, 9-10
contents, 6
critical topics for, 8
experts to help with, 242-245
pages for, 8-9
preparing, 8-11
sample forms for, Appendix
for spouses, 7
storage of, 10, 200
telling loved ones about, 12
updating documents, 12

POD designation. See  Payable-on-
death accounts

Postnuptial agreement, 139
Power of attorney for finances. See  
Durable power of attorney for 
finances

Power of attorney for health care, 84
Prenuptial (premarital) agreement, 
139, 217

Presidential Memorial Certificate, 
123

Prior business interests, 61-62
Probate, 134
Probate avoidance

bank and brokerage accounts, 
169-170

retirement accounts, 175
wills and trusts, 137, 142, 143-146

Product guides for property, 231
Professional and civic memberships, 
64

Profit-sharing retirement plans, 175
Property

business interests, 6, 21, 56-62
business property, 219
expected to receive from others, 

230
forms of ownership, 135, 142, 

144-145, 157
gifts of, 142, 143-144
income, 229
leaving in will, 134, 135
marital property agreements, 139, 

217
ownership of. See  Property 

ownership
planner section for, 7, 219-220
property which may not be 

transferred by will, 135
warranty records and product 

guides, 231
See also Personal property; Real 

estate; Vehicles
Property guardian, 134
Property management, for children, 
37-38, 39, 134, 157

Property ownership
changing forms of, 217, 218
community property, 139, 142, 

146, 157, 175, 215, 217, 218

community property with right of 
survivorship, 146, 215

joint tenancy with right of 
survivorship, 142, 144-145, 215

marital property agreements, 139, 
217

planner section for, 219-220
resources for, 217, 218
sole ownership, 214
tenancy by the entirety, 142, 145, 

215
tenancy in common, 214
transfer-on-death ownership, 135, 

142, 144, 215

Q
QTIP trusts, 139, 207

R
Real estate, 7, 214-221

forms of ownership. See  Property 
ownership

planner section for, 219-220
rented or leased, 220
resources for, 217, 218
transfer-on-death ownership, 135, 

142, 215
updating planner, 221

Reception or celebration of life, 
119-120, 123-124

Reciprocal beneficiary relationship, 
216
See also Domestic partnerships

Recreational memberships, 65
Registered domestic partners. See  
Domestic partnerships

Religious and spiritual memberships, 
65

Religious concerns
cremation, 102
organ and body donations, 95

Rescue programs for pets, 47
Residence information, 31
Retirement, planning for, 174, 177
Retirement plans and pensions, 7, 
144, 174-180
alternate beneficiaries, 176
beneficiary, 175-177
planner section for, 178-180
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probate avoidance, 175
updating documents, 180
See also Social Security

Revocable living trusts, 87-88,  
136-137, 142, 143

Roth IRA, 175

S
Safe deposit box, 198-203

access to, 198-200
co-owners, 198, 199
planner section for, 201
for planner storage, 10
sealing, 199

SCORE (Service Corps of Retired 
Executives), 57

“Second to die” insurance, 155
Secured places, 198-203

keys, 198, 200, 201, 202
lock combinations, 198, 200, 201
passwords, 7, 9, 198, 201
PIN numbers, 171, 198, 200, 201
planner section for, 200
safe deposit box, 198-203
updating planner, 203

Securities
transfer-on-death registration of, 

144
See also Bank and brokerage 

accounts
Self-employed individuals, 182
“Self-proving” wills, 134
Separation documents. See  Legal 
separation documents

Service Corps of Retired Executives 
(SCORE), 57

Service providers, 6, 22, 70-72
locating, 20
for real estate property, 219-220

Service record. See  Military records
Simple trust, property management 
specified, 38

Single-premium life insurance, 154
Small businesses, 56
Social memberships, 65
Social Security

cards and records, 30, 32
disability benefits, 183

family benefits, 183-184
planner section for, 186
resources for, 185
retirement benefits, 7, 182-185
Social Security number, 184, 186, 

192
statement of account, 185
survivors benefits, 184

Social Security Administration, 182
Social Security number, 184, 186, 
192

Social Security statement, 185
Sole ownership of property, 214
Sole proprietorship, 57
SPCA pet care program, 47
“Special needs” trusts, 139
Special Olympics, 66
“Spendthrift” trusts, 139
Spouses

AB trusts and, 133, 137-138, 207
as agent for financial affairs, 87
as beneficiary of insurance, 157
as beneficiary of retirement plan, 

175, 176
forms of property ownership. See  

Property ownership
listing in planner, 31
listing prior marriages, 32
marital property agreements, 139, 

217
right to inherit, 216
separate planners for couples, 7
Social Security survivors benefits, 

184
See also Domestic partnership

Springing power of attorney for 
finances, 86

SSI (Supplemental Security 
Income), 183

State estate and inheritance taxes, 208
planner section for, 209
resources, 209

Storing your binder, 10
“Straight life” insurance, 154
Successor trustee, 88, 137, 140-143, 
148, 168, 169, 199

Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI), 183

“Surrender” value of life insurance, 
154

Survivors benefits (Social Security), 
184

Survivorship life insurance, 155

T
Tax documents, 7, 23, 209-210
Taxes, 7, 206-211

basics, 206-207
business tax records, 60-61
FICA tax, 182
gift taxes, 145, 169
planner section for, 209
updating planner, 211
See also Federal estate taxes; State 

estate and inheritance taxes; Tax 
documents

Tax-free gifts, 207
Tax professionals

listing in planner, 209
using, 242

Tax records
location of, 209-210
retention period for, 210

Tax-saving trust, 133
Tenancy by the entirety, 142, 145, 
215

Tenancy in common, 214
TennesSee , 208
Term life insurance, 153
Texas, 47, 145, 170, 215, 216
Tools, 229, 230
Totten trusts, 101, 169
“Transfer-on-death” deed, 144
Transfer-on-death ownership, 135, 
142, 144, 170, 215, 224

Transplant surgery, 94
See also Organ or body donation

Trustee, 136
Trustee-to-trustee transfer, 176
Trusts, 136-140

AB trusts, 133, 137-139, 207
attorney to create, 146-147, 149, 

177
charitable trusts, 207
Declaration of Trust, 136, 146
“disclaimer” trust, 138
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W
Wake, 116-117, 120

See also Funeral and memorial 
services

Warranty records for property, 231
Washington, 47, 216
Whole body donation, 94-95, 96

See also Organ or body donation
Whole life insurance, 154
Wills, 134-136

codicil, 149
executor, 88, 140-143, 148, 168, 

199
getting help, 146-147
handwritten and oral wills, 136
leaving property in, 134, 135
legal requirements for, 134
locating, 20, 22, 148
modifying, 149
naming personal guardians for 

children, 36-37, 38, 132, 133
planner section for, 147-148
property management specified, 

38, 134
property which may not be 

transferred by will, 135
resources for, 146-147
“self-proving” wills, 134
updating planner, 148-149
who should make, 132-134

Wisconsin, 142, 146, 215, 216 ●

getting help, 146-147
informal bank account trusts, 169
irrevocable trusts, 177
life insurance trusts, 139, 207
living trusts, 87-88, 133, 136-137, 

142, 143, 146, 169, 176-177
location of, 20
marital life estate trusts, 137-139
need for, 133
other types of, 139
for pets, 46
planner section for, 147-148
property management specified, 38
QTIP trusts, 139, 207
resources for, 146-147
revocable trust accounts, 169
successor trustee, 88, 137, 140-

143, 148, 168, 169, 199
tax-saving trust, 133
Totten trusts, 101, 169
updating, 148-149

U
Uniform Transfer-on-Death securities 
Registration Act, 144, 170

Uniform Transfers to Minors Act 
(UTMA), 157

Universal life insurance, 154
Urn for cremated remains, 105, 110
U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security, Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS), 30

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
107, 108

U.S. National Archives and Records 
Administration, 28-29

UTMA (Uniform Transfers to 
Minors Act), 157

V
Variable life insurance, 154
Variable universal life insurance, 154
Vehicles, 7, 224-226

leased, 226
leaving to others, 224-225
ownership records, 225
planner section for, 225-226
resources for, 25
retitling, 225
transfer-on-death ownership, 135, 

142, 144, 224
updating planner, 226

Vermont, 216
Veterans

burial and cremation benefits, 104, 
107, 119, 122-123

Presidential Memorial Certificate, 
123

Veterinary school pet care programs, 
47

Viewings and visitations, 116-117, 
120
See also Funeral and memorial 

services
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a binder, it’s easy for you to organize and get to your records. And when the time comes, the 
binder is a portable reference for your family. 

Th e three-inch Get It Together binder comes with 
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35% off the retail price of the New Edition of that book when 

you purchase directly from Nolo. This offer is to individuals only.



Order Form
Name Our “No-Hassle” 

Guarantee
Return anything you buy directly 
from Nolo for any reason and we’ll 
cheerfully refund your purchase 
price. No ifs, ands or buts.

 Check here if you do not wish 
to receive mailings from other 
companies

Address

City

State, Zip

Daytime Phone

E-mail

Item Code Quantity Item Unit Price Total Price

Method of payment Subtotal

Add your local sales tax (California only)
 Check       VISA 

 American Express

 MasterCard

 Discover Card

Shipping: RUSH $12, Basic $9 (See below)

“I bought 3, ship it to me FREE!”(Ground shipping only)

TOTAL

Account Number

Expiration Date

Signature

Shipping and Handling

Rush Delivery—Only $12

We’ll ship any order to any street address in the U.S. by UPS 2nd  
Day Air* for only $12!

*	Order by noon Pacific Time and get your order in 2 business days. 
Orders placed after noon Pacific Time will arrive in 3 business 
days. P.O. boxes and S.F. Bay Area use basic shipping. Alaska and 
Hawaii use 2nd Day Air or Priority Mail.

Basic Shipping—$9

Use for P.O. Boxes, Northern California and 
Ground Service.

Allow 1-2 weeks for delivery. 

U.S. addresses only.

For faster service, use your credit card and our toll-free numbers 

Call our customer service group Monday thru Friday 7am to 7pm PST

	 Phone	 Fax	 Mail 
	 1-800-728-3555	 1-800-645-0895	 Nolo  
			   950 Parker St.  
			   Berkeley, CA 94710

Order 24 hours a day @ www.nolo.com
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