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Guide 
 

  
 

Easy guide to make sure your 
affairs are in order to ease the 

burden on your loved ones 
The thought of ones own mortality is not a pleasant subject, but it is still 
important to plan for what happens after death. It is essential to make sure 
that those close to you who have been left behind can handle your estate 
without significant decision-making burdens and that they are provided for 
through your estate plan. An estate plan can provide your loved ones with 
clarity and understanding into your final wishes and can also lower the 
estate taxes they will incur if your estate plan is provided correctly. 
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Step 1: Create a Living Will/Advance Heath Care Directive 

 

 Execute any legal DNR, DNI or DNH 

 

 HIPAA release 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2: Create a Durable Power of 

Attorney/Financial Power of Attorney 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture cite: http://www.85086magazine.com/before-you-hit-the-elliptical-machine-make-a-resolution-to-get-your-legal-documents-in-shape-recommends-local-

judge-gerald-a-williams/ 

An advance heath care directive is used in the event that you 

become incapacitated before your death. It tells the doctors 

and your personal representative what your last wishes were 

in regards to your health. An AHCD can also avoid someone 

to be legally declared a guardian or legally given 

conservatorship over you because you have already listed 

the person you want to make decisions on your behalf. 

HIPAA protects your medical information, however, in the 

case you are incapacitated, it may protect information that 

your family needs to make medical decisions. It is important 

to execute a HIPAA release in case you are incapacitated and 

your medical decisions and records need to be accessed to 

your family members.  

Make and locate any copies of these documents and 

give them to either your personal representative or 

your physician or both, as well as keep a copy in your 

records. 

This happens a lot when people are near the end of their life. They will be declared legally mentally 

incompetent to make financial and medical decisions, and if they have executed a DPOA, then the 

named representative can make decisions for them while they are alive but no longer able to do it 

themselves. 

It is important to execute a power of attorney so your personal representative can handle your financial affairs in the 

case you are legally declared incompetent to handle them yourself. 

This is more important than people give it credit for because a lot of decisions need to be made and access needs to be 

given to your personal representative so they can handle your affairs when you are no longer able to do so yourself, but 

while you are still living. 

An advance health care directive or a living will has to 

be executed according to the law before it will be 

legally effective, so contact an attorney to make sure 

everything is in compliance with the law. 

http://www.85086magazine.com/before-you-hit-the-elliptical-machine-make-a-resolution-to-get-your-legal-documents-in-shape-recommends-local-judge-gerald-a-williams/
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Step 3: Make a List of Personal Effects 

 
 Belongings inventory 

 

 

 Decide if there is anything you need to sell before death  

 

 
• House 

• Car  

• Furniture 

• Land 
• Guns/firearms  
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Check inside and outside home of any item worth 

$100 or more, this can include the house itself   

If you have a terminal disease and you do not have long 

to live, it may make it easier on your loved ones if you 

sell some of your belongings before you pass (or lack the 

mental capacity) so they do not have to deal with the 

stress of selling your property.  

If you do not have a terminal disease, it may be easier to 

determine who is to get these things in advance so they 

do not have to sell them, or the person that gets it can 

sell it and get the proceeds on their own terms after you 

pass. 

Houses are where most people have the most 

assets. Selling the house can give you a better idea 

of how much is in your estate and how to divide 

the proceeds. However, if you sell your house 

solely for estate planning, there may not be a place 

for you to reside for the remainder of your life, 

remember, sell only what you can live without in 

your remaining days.  

If you own guns/firearms you can leave them to beneficiaries in your will, if you choose to give them away or sell them 

before your death, check with an attorney to make sure you are in compliance with federal law or the law of your state. 

This list may be longer than you expect, but it is important to 

have an idea of what you own currently. This will also help you 

to designate beneficiaries of certain personal items, and it will 

help you to have a better estimate of what your estate is worth.  

Art, computers, power tools, 

jewelry, furniture, firearms, 

etc. 

https://www.stor-it.com/blog/your-three-stage-guide-to-hosting-a-successful-garage-sale/
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Step 4: Make a List of Other Assets 

 

 Income 

 Salaries  

 Benefits  

 Stock benefits  

 Life insurance  

 Government benefits 

 

 

 

 Out of state assets  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 After determining assets, take note of liquidity of estate  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Picture cite: https://www.hashmicro.com/blog/asset-management-tips-for-businesses/ 
 

List all known assets clearly with contact information to the people with access to these assets, or 

passwords to gain access to these accounts.  

Is the estate entitled to any death benefits under the 

social security act, veterans acts or any pension or profit 

sharing plan 

 

Any personal representative can tell you that it can be hard to deal with out of state banks. Locating and listing all of 

those accounts, titles, deeds or property outside of the state you reside in (where you are domiciled) may help ease 

that burden. If you really want to make it easier for your out of state assets to be handled, you can sell it if it is a 

physical property or transfer it to an in state bank if it is an account. This last option may take more time and effort on 

your part, but it would lighten the load of your personal representative  

As an estate planning tool, it is important to take some sort of inventory 

of your estate before you divide it into inheritance shares so you can 

make sure everyone is getting what you planned for them to get, not too 

much less and not too much more due to an estimating error.  

If you have a terminal disease, you may 

want to start to liquidate your estate so 

it is easier to access and distribute upon 

your passing. 

If the PR has a list, it will be 

easier for them to get these 

benefits, or to know they are 

there at all.  

Analyze assets to make sure the estate can cover any debts, funeral and administration expenses, taxes 

etc.  

Check the law in that state to make sure your family (PR) can access these assets easily  

https://www.hashmicro.com/blog/asset-management-tips-for-businesses/


A Personal Representative will be in charge of notifying 

all necessary persons of your passing, tracking down all 

your assets and distributing those assets to the proper 

beneficiaries. Following this guide will help you to make 

the Personal Representative’s job easier in handling 

your affairs in the event of your death. 

Estate Planning Guide 

Step 5: Designate Beneficiaries 

 Write and execute a Last Will and Testament 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Have you named a Personal Representative (PR)?  

 

 

 Guardian for children and pets  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture cite: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/animals-and-us/201707/why-kids-pets-are-better 

Take a moment to think about who you want to leave your belongings to, and what each item will mean to that person.  

When someone dies without a will, they are determined to have died intestate, and at that point the court determines 

their best guess of your wishes to distribute your estate based on predetermined shares by law. A Last Will and 

Testament can help you to clearly list beneficiaries and to avoid dying intestate. A will can be made and executed 

without the assistance of an attorney, but it is strongly recommended to obtain counsel to help you in this step of your 

estate planning. Anything executed on your own should be signed in the presence of two disinterested witnesses.  

If you have already prepared and executed a Will, is it up to date?  

You can name this person in your Will, 

but make sure they are willing to be your 

Personal Representative because it can 

be a lot of work. 

 

You can designate in your Will 

who will get guardianship of 

your children, or who is to 

take care of your pets when 

you pass.   

Life events can change your beneficiary designations, so you should be reviewing or 

updating your will every two years or after a life changing event (death of a beneficiary, 

acquisition of new priceless artifact)  

For single parents it makes it easier to name the guardian in the will, and it will make it easier for that named 

person to receive guardianship after you pass, and in the case that there is a dispute over who will take care of 

the children.  

.  

While most things in your estate can 

wait, children and pets need to be 

taken care of immediately, so it is 

good to have a plan for them once you 

are gone.  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/animals-and-us/201707/why-kids-pets-are-better
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 Make sure any codicils or last wishes letters all match, and name which takes precedent if they do not agree  

 
 Non-probate assets  

• Trusts   
 

 

 

 
• Inter vivos gifts  
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As you may have executed more than one Will, added a codicil over the years, updated different non-probate 

beneficiary accounts, or wrote a last wishes letter that makes certain designations, make sure that all of the effects 

that are supposed to go to a specific beneficiary are going to the correct beneficiary. Even if all of your documents 

match up, it is best to designate which of the documents is to take precedent if they do not agree.   

Trusts avoid probate and can make it easier for your 

beneficiaries to take possession of the property gifted 

to them.   

Gifts that are given throughout your life as a way of estate 

planning does not have to go through probate. The idea is if it is 

already given away during your lifetime, it will not have to be 

distributed through a will or any other type of planning device.  

 

Trusts can also be a good way to have a plan for any 

possessions or assets to be held in safe keeping for any 

underage minors or for individuals that are not capable 

of making financial decisions.  

There are a lot of different kinds of trusts (special 

needs, inter vivos, revocable, irrevocable, 

charitable, asset protection, etc.) but they take 

time and care to be done right, so an attorney 

may be worth it if you want to do this type of 

estate planning  

Make sure this paperwork is all in one place with 

the correct tax identification.  

If it is a substantial gift, your 

beneficiaries may still have to pay some 

sort of income tax, check with your 

attorney.  

However, if you don’t know when you will die, or if 

it is possible you will live a long life after these gifts 

are made, then you may have given a gift too early 

and you don’t have enough to support yourself in 

your final days.  

https://www.fool.com/taxes/2019/12/14/gift-tax-in-2020-how-much-can-i-give-tax-free.aspx
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• Annuities 
 

 

 

 

 

• Joint tenancies 

 
 

• Joint accounts  
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Joint tenants with rights to survivorship is just what it sounds like. Two or more people own something 

together, and when one of them dies, the other(s) have ownership solely. The survivor would have to use the 

death certificate to get the title passed entirely into their name.   

Usually a way to fund retirement, annuities have their own 

named beneficiary that they will pay the funds that were 

going to be paid to you, but now they will go to the 

specific person(s) you have named.  

The benefit of a joint account is that any accounts that are held by you and someone else jointly, that person 

will still have immediate access to this account in the days after your death since they are also a named owner 

of that account. The potential downside to this account is that someone will have joint access to this account 

and can access it as much as they want before your death 

This is something you own jointly, so if you 

don’t want it to pass ownership until you 

die, this is not the right tool for that type of 

plan.  

If you don’t check on your assets often, or after someone 

who is also a joint tenant with you dies and you gain full 

ownership, this type of estate planning would not work for 

you because now there is no one to survive you to take 

ownership, so it would have to be devised some other way.  

https://www.paladinregistry.com/advisor/Nicholas.Terezis/just-say-no-to-annuities


Estate Planning Guide  

Step 6: Locate Records and Keep in Accessible Place 

 
 Last Will and Testament  

 Birth certificate  

 Social security card  

 Marriage license  

 Bank savings/checking account information  

Picture cite: https://infolinx.com/products/physical-records-management/ 

Everything that is an important record (what you think is important and what is listed here) should be located and stored in a 

safe place, preferably all together in a fireproof box, of which your personal representative can easily access, or already has 

access to. Copies can be made of the less sensitive material and given to your personal representative so they have those 

records on hand in case you are mentally incapacitated and matters of your estate need to be handled.  

This should include the name of the bank, account numbers, an estimate of what is in each account and contact 

information for that bank or bank representative.  

 
One of the hardest things for personal representatives to deal with after the death of a loved one is tracking down 

all of the recurring payments that are charged to different banks every month and shutting those payments off.  

One way to mitigate this issue is to list all of the recurring payments for each of your bank accounts, provide 

contact or log-in information for all of those payments.  

 

 

 

 

If you know you don’t have much time 

left, taking the time to shut off or cancel 

those payments for the future may help 

your personal representative distribute 

your estate more easily.  

If you still want those payments to occur up until the 

time of your death, it would be nice for your 

representative to have the types of payments that 

will be occurring, and account and log in information 

for all of those payments after you pass.  

• Recurring payments you likely have (and may have forgotten about)  
o Rent   
o Utilities  

 Cable, Internet, Water, Power, Trash/sanitation  
o Phone Bill 
o Monthly subscriptions  

 Netflix/streaming services 
 Amazon Prime 
 Barkbox/Chewy   
 Wine of the month club  
 Cleaning service/yard care  

 

 Audio book membership 
 Newspaper 
 Clothing membership 
 Timeshare 
 Food subscriptions 

https://infolinx.com/products/physical-records-management/
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 Any deeds/property titles  

 Debts owed to estate  

 

 

 Life insurance policies  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 List of debts  

• Mortgage  

• Liens  
• Loans  

o Including loans taken on a 401K, personal loans, auto loans, student loans, lines of credit 

• Unpaid credit cards  

 

 
 Business related records 

 
 

 
 Any investment accounts  

 

 

 

 

 

These are sums due to you and eventually your estate on any promissory notes, loans, or accounts receivable. List 

contact information on who owes those debts and how to collect. 

List any current policies with the account numbers, amount you are insured for and contact information for the agent 

you have been working with.  

 

 

 

• Car title  

• Heavy equipment titles  

• Property deeds  
o Mineral rights, water rights  

NOTE: 

Do you need to purchase life insurance?  

If you already have insurance, you may or may not need 
to purchase more. If you do not have life insurance, 
certain disease diagnoses may limit the type of life 
insurance available to you at this time, for example: 
long-term care policy, disability policy or life policy. 
Speak with your insurance agent to see what applies to 
you. 

Sometimes life 

insurance policies pay 

out in advance, see if 

you can gather that 

information or if that is 

an option for you. 

For each of your debts, list how much is owed, who it is owed to, and contact information 

for that entity. If the debt is a lien, list what that lien is attached to. 

You can run a free credit check to find open credit cards you forgot about and subsequently close that account. 

This can include any bought or sold business agreements. Have a copy and location or contact information for these 

types of business records 

To make it easier for your personal 

representative, list not only the investment 

account itself, but the contact information for 

other people who may have access to these 

accounts as well (i.e. Financial Advisor). 

Keep up with those accounts, businesses buy and sell each other 

all the time, your account may have been sold with a company or 

the name may be different, it is important to have all the current 

information for accounts that your personal representative will 

need to have access to.  
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 Any retirement plans/benefits  

  

 

 

 

 
 

 Safe deposit box  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Tax returns  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have current account numbers and copies or known location of documents listed.  Example: 401k , IRA, etc. 

Should you consolidate these accounts? It may be easier for your personal representative to deal with a single 

retirement account, so it may be in your best interest to consolidate these accounts into one single, easily accessible 

account. However, there are sometimes fees associated with taking out/closing an account, check with your financial 

advisor or attorney to make sure this is a good option for you.  

Your personal representative will need to be able to get access to your safe deposit box (if you have one). First, disclose 

if you do indeed have a safe deposit box, and where the box is located, and where the keys of that box are located. 

Next, if anyone else has keys or access to the box, name them and list contact information. 

Your personal representative will need to file your last year of income taxes and let the government know that there will 

be no more taxes filed on your behalf. To make this easier on your personal representative, provide all info related to 

the most recent year if before April 15 as well as the previous 3-4 years of tax paperwork like W-2 or 1099, and keep it all 

in an accessible place.  

If you file your taxes every 

year it could alleviate the 

burden for your personal 

representative to have to 

file your income taxes for 

you for previous and current 

years. 

If you have a trust, and it has its 

own business/ income tax ID 

number, you should list this for your 

personal representative, so they 

can correctly file taxes on behalf of 

your trust after you have passed.  

Your personal representative will by law be able to gain 

access to the safe deposit box without the keys, but 

there is generally a drilling fee that may be more than 

what the contents of the box are, so disclose where the 

keys are to your personal representative so they do not 

have to go through that burden.  

If you are worried about the box being accessed before 

your death, you can keep a record of where they keys are 

hidden in the documents that will not be accessed 

before the date of your death, this way they will remain 

hidden until you have no use for them anymore.  

https://www.aigdirect.com/about-life/why-life-insurance/life-insurance-for-parents
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 Contracts or leases  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 Collect and list all relevant accounts and passwords  
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List any contracts or leases you have signed that are still enforceable so your personal representative can inform those 

parties of your death. Locate a record of the terms of each contract you have signed, and leave a copy for your personal 

representative, if you cannot find a copy of the contract, make a list of contracts you believe may still be enforceable, 

and contact information with the other party. 

• Rent contracts,  

• Phone contracts  

• Internet  
• Cell phone  

• Cable etc.  

Anything that requires a password that only you know can present a problem after you pass. Having a secure list of all 

the accounts you can think of and their relevant passwords can ease the burden on your personal representative having 

to contact the companies directly with a death certificate to gain access. This can all be solved if there is a current most 

up to date list of accounts and passwords stored in a secure place that will be accessed by your personal representative 

after the time of your death. 

• Bank accounts  
Investments  

• Social media  
• Email accounts  
• Recurring payments on credit cards  
• Utilities providers  
• Creditors 

https://www.inc.com/emily-canal-irs-tax-deadline-july15-coronavirus.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/life/2017/11/17/web-users-have-an-average-7-social-media-accounts-says-study-.html
http://www.leblanclawandmediation.com/mediation-services/handshake-over-contract/
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Step 7: List Important Contact Information 

 

Step 8: Determine Status of Residence 

 

Step 9: Make Any Necessary Business Arrangements 

 

 

 

Picture cite: https://www.iconfinder.com/icons/4484415/alert_contact_emergency_person_phone_icon 

While we try our best to create a plan for our 

estate, there will be matters left forgotten that 

will still need to be handled by a personal 

representative. Making a list of relevant people 

in your life can make these matters easier for 

your personal representative to identify and 

contact to resolve the forgotten complications. 

 Attorney  

 Physician  

 Financial advisor  

 Accountant  

 Insurance agent  

 Employer benefits agent  

 Realtor 

 

After you die your personal representative will have to deal with your last place of residence. This can include safeguarding it 

while it is empty, forwarding mail, canceling newspaper service, canceling unneeded utilities. There is not much you can do 

about this before you die, but by providing a note of the status of your residence, it may ease the immediate burden on your 

personal representative.  

For example: listing the companies and contact information of all the monthly utility providers (cable, internet, 

newspaper, water etc.); listing the plants that you wish to continue to be watered; listing if you are particularly worried 

about break ins; garage codes and location of keys to the property; and anything else you find pertinent in your own 

place of residence that your personal representative will need to know immediately following your death. 

This may not be applicable if you have decided to sell your house and/or are living with relatives or in assisted living. 

If you own or are invested in a business, that business needs to have a plan for after you pass as well. You can name people to 

take ownership of the business, but that does not ensure its survival after your demise. Taking the time to talk with an attorney 

or a business advisor can help to make sure your business interests will be handled according to your last wishes.  

Business survival plan  Sell or transfer interests? Partnership interests 

https://www.iconfinder.com/icons/4484415/alert_contact_emergency_person_phone_icon
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Step 10: Intent/Personal Information Letter 

 
 What to include in your letter: 
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This letter is beneficial to loved ones left behind after your death. Whether you die suddenly or have a terminal disease, a 

personal information letter can help to better explain your life, what you accomplished and acknowledging those left behind.  

This letter can help your loved ones write your obituary, or you can write your own obituary and include it as a section of the 

letter. 

If you have a very specific distribution, it may be helpful for your loved ones to understand why you left certain 

things to certain people and not others if you provide an intent letter to go along with those gifts. 

 Date of birth, place of birth, family members, spouse, 

parents, siblings, children, grandchildren 

 Schools attended, degrees and dates of graduation  

 Religious affiliation  

 Voluntary/civic participation  

 Military service and honors  

 Professional and social orgs and offices held  

 Awards, recognitions, accomplishments  

 Any other information  

 If you have a certain illness, this letter may look more like a 

life review letter. In that case, think about including the 

following in your letter 

• Acknowledge people in your life  

• Their accomplishments  

• Remembering key moments  

• Asking for forgiveness  

• Forgiving others  

• Saying “thank you”  

• Saying “I love you”  

• Saying “goodbye” 

https://www.everplans.com/articles/checklist-pre-planning-your-funeral-or-memorial-service
http://jennifermathews.com/5061/letter-to-a-dear-friend-facing-death-of-loved-one/
http://jennifermathews.com/5061/letter-to-a-dear-friend-facing-death-of-loved-one/
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Step 11: Last Wishes 

 

 Notices  

 

 Handling remains  

 Remembrance service  

 Cost of funeral or memorial  

 

 

Picture cite: https://www.everplans.com/articles/checklist-pre-planning-your-funeral-or-memorial-service 

 

Providing a personal representative with your last wishes can make it less overwhelming in the days following your passing. 

From handling remains to a remembrance service, the more you think about and plan ahead of time the less burden is put on 

your loved ones.  

This includes a list to notify certain people of your death. If there is someone that you want to be notified, having a list of 

notices may make it easier for your personal representative to reach out to everyone you cared about to notify them of 

your passing.  

• Funeral home or crematory to be used  

• Determine treatment of remains  
o Entombed, buried, cremated, donated  
o Purchase or disclose the purchase of a burial plot, crypt or 

cremation niche for an urn  
o Where remains are to be kept  

 Cemetery or mausoleum  
 Next to or near certain individual(s)  

o Marker selection  
 Make arrangements or disclose prior arrangements for marker or headstone  

• Certain designs, colors, emblems, etc.  

• Certain engravings  
o Casket or urn selection  

 What the casket is made out of (wood, metal, certain decorations)  

• Funeral or memorial  
o At a certain place  
o Open or closed casket  
o No remains present 
o Or burial site service 

• The service should: 
o Be open to  

 (the public, family and friends, only ___)  
o Include military honors  
o Include a wake  

 

• Family members  • Friends  • Organizations  

• What clothes you want to wear  

• Buried with certain personal items or jewelry  

• Items to be displayed in, on, or around at viewing and 
retained for family or friends  

• Name those to give (or pick to give) eulogy, homily, or 
words of comfort  

• Musical selections 

• Scriptures, poems, readings, etc. to be read  

• Flowers or other contributions instead of flowers  

• Where costs will be paid from (certain accounts, death benefits etc.)  

• List how much you want to spend on the service, or if it is not to exceed a certain amount 
 

https://www.everplans.com/articles/checklist-pre-planning-your-funeral-or-memorial-service
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