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Dear client:
It has been wonderful working with you. We 

are pleased that your estate plan is completed, and 
simultaneously saddened that we will not be seeing 
much of you for a couple years. Please remember to 
get in touch with us if there are major life changes. In 
any event, you should probably make an appointment 
in five or six years just to check on what is new — 
either in your life or in the  world of estate planning.

In the meantime, we would very much like it if 
you would help us out. It will make things much easier 
for us (and for your family) if you will take these 
additional steps:

Please talk with your family. The best way to 
minimize disappointment and disputes after your 
death is to let everyone know what to expect in advance. 
Be prepared to discuss issues with your family, too. 
You may even make changes to your estate plan based 
on those conversations — we will be happy to have 
follow-up discussions as needed. There is no legal 
requirement that you either share or withhold copies, 
but there are good practical reasons to let them in on 
the plans.

Recently we had a client who carefully prepared 
her advance medical directives. She told the son 
she named as her agent what she wanted, and she 
completed all the documents correctly. When she 
fell ill, her daughter (who had not maintained much 
contact) could not believe her mother would want to 
refuse medical care. She initiated legal proceedings 
to force continued aggressive treatment. She was 
not successful, but the cost and heartache were both 
considerable — and brother and sister no longer 
speak to one another. Mom could have avoided that 
outcome, we think, if she had discussed her wishes 
with both children.

Coordinate your beneficiary designations. If your 
will leaves everything to your children equally, but 
your life insurance names only your oldest daughter as 
beneficiary, your daughter gets the proceeds regardless 
of your will. Is that what you intend? If so, make it 
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clear. If not, change the beneficiary designation to 
match your will. Different considerations are involved 
with life insurance, IRAs, and other kinds of policies; 
please ask us for assistance in getting your beneficiary 
designations arranged.

In a recent case in our office, a mother told her 
three children that they and her long-time companion 
were named as equal beneficiaries on her IRA account. 
When she died it turned out that the companion was 
the only beneficiary. Did mom intend that result, or 
was it an oversight? An excellent relationship with the 
grieving companion is endangered by this outcome. If, 
in fact, mom wanted to split the account among the 
four people most important in her life, that will not 
be the result.

In our recent example, even if all four 
beneficiaries were to agree that the account should 
have been split, it is not as easy as just doing that. 
Income tax consequences mean that the children 
would receive considerably less than their mother 
apparently intended. Even if everything can be 
worked out harmoniously, there will be legal expenses, 
not to mention a period of uncertainty and unease. 
Please talk with your family, and even show them the 
documentation. Don’t leave them uncertain about 
whether you really intended the result your documents 
indicate.

Don’t tinker with your beneficiary designations, 
documents or titles. If someone at your bank says 
you should make all your accounts into “Payable on 
Death” (POD) accounts, please talk to us first. If we 
have helped you name a trust as beneficiary on your 
IRA and your accountant tells you that’s a mistake, 
please talk to us before you change it back.

Please do not put your children’s name on 
your house, or your bank account, “just in case.” We 
prepared your documents to take care of “just in case,” 
and your changes may undo the value and effect of 
the documents we prepared for you. We are happy to 
discuss the effect of the change in title; if your banker 
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tells you that we “just don’t know how banks work,” 
remind him that he is not the expert on how the law 
works. There is nothing that prevents us from meeting 
with you, your insurance agent and/or your broker all 
at once; we can then discuss and reach agreement on 
what should happen to effect your wishes.

Prepare a personal property list. Almost every 
will we prepare includes a provision that allows you 
to designate individual items of personal property 
(like family heirlooms, antique furniture, favorite 
paintings, etc.) that should be left to specific 
individuals. We encourage you to complete that list, 
even if it remains a work in progress. It need not 
list every item in your house, but time and again we 
have seen the outright joy on the faces of friends and 
family members (and particularly, we might note, on 
the faces of grandchildren) who received an individual 
item from such a list. It can convey a special message 
to your loved ones.

Some years ago we handled the estate of a woman 
whose personal property list ran to more than fifty 
pages. She felt strongly about each item on the list; 
you probably do not have that many specific bequests 
you wish to make. If your list is only three items long, 
that is fine. And once again, we urge you to show it to 
your family; your son may surprise you by telling you 
that he doesn’t actually have any interest in grandma’s 
antique cedar chest, and you should know that now so 
that you can leave it to your granddaughter instead.

Prepare a list of assets and directions. It really 
helps if you have left a roadmap for the person who 
handles your estate. You know perfectly well where the 
life insurance policy you bought in 1955 is located, 
and how often the statement from that little bank in 
Ohio arrives. Your daughter does not, and if she is 
handling your estate she will spend countless hours 
looking for those kinds of information. You can 
make her job much easier if you give her some clues 
and direction. She also will need to make decisions 
about your funeral, your obituary and even what (if 
any) music will be played. If you have told her what 
you want, her job will be so much less stressful, and 

the other family members can hardly criticize her for 
following your directions.

When you signed your estate planning documents, 
we gave you a form called “What My Family Should 
Know.” It is not the only way to gather this information, 
but it can be a useful starting point. If you can not 
locate the form, do not hesitate to contact us for a 
new copy; even if you have partly completed it and just 
want to start over or make a few changes, we will be 
happy to give you another blank copy. Just ask.

Incidentally, we would really like it if your 
online login and password information was available 
somewhere. Whoever handles your estate (whether after 
your death or after you have become incapacitated) 
will be able to check (and close) your e-mail account, 
get up-to-date information from your online bank 
and brokerage services, and complete many steps that 
take much longer if they must be done solely by mail. 
There is a balance to be struck, of course; you need 
to keep that information confidential while you are 
still alive and capable, but available to the one person 
who needs it when you are not able to pass it along in 
person. Let us know if you need help with this project; 
we might have some ideas about how to manage the 
competing interests.

Feel free to update our information. Many of 
our clients send us periodic updates of their assets, 
titles and information. We do not charge to glance 
at those forms as they arrive, and that means there 
is at least one other place your family might look for 
roughly current information. We will simply hold the 
information in your file, to be updated again when we 
next hear from you.

We hope you enjoy perfect health, and that your 
estate plan turns out not to have been needed. This 
is one instance in which it is good if it turns out you 
didn’t need to expend the funds. But please help us so 
that if something should happen, we can make your 
estate plan work the way you intended. And we’re 
looking forward to seeing you in five years (or sooner) 
to update.

 


