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Estate Planning Basics



Estate Planning

Generally speaking, an Estate Plan is a written strategy for 
the distribution of assets after you are gone. Proper estate 
planning can have positive financial impacts during your 
lifetime, of course, but most importantly it provides the means 
for the efficient transfer of assets to your beneficiaries.

While you may not think of yourself as wealthy enough to 
have an estate plan, everyone will eventually have an estate. 
An estate plan — in other words, having everything in order 
ahead of time — is simply a way to help ensure your wishes 
are followed.
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Why is Estate Planning Important?

An estate plan gives you control over what will happen to your assets 
upon your death. Without one, it’s out of your hands, and often out of 
your loved ones’ hands as well.

• Establish who your beneficiaries are.

• Name guardians for minor children.

• Ensure smooth transfer of assets ownership.

• Minimize taxes.

• Limit probate.

Your estate is made up of all the assets (and debts) owned by you. This 
includes real estate, bank accounts, stocks, life insurance, and personal 
property, such as jewelry and cars. You don’t need to own anything 
expensive in order to have an estate — if there is any money, property or 
debts in your name at all, you have an estate.

Without a plan for your estate (called dying “intestate”), your state’s probate 
court will oversee the administration of your estate and make all decisions 
regarding the distribution of your assets. The court’s decisions may likely not 
match your wishes, nor be in the best interest of your beneficiaries.

Estates are very complex, and tax laws are ever-changing. Consider enlisting 
the help of a financial professional to help with your estate planning needs.
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Tools Used in Estate Planning

 Wills

Wills truly are the cornerstone of estate planning, and alone, they’re the 
simplest form of an estate plan. Everyone should have a Will. It’s through a 
Will that your wishes and plans are laid out during your life and carried out 
after your death. Wills generally include four categories of information:

1)  Designation of beneficiaries (who will receive your assets after  
your death).

2)  Designation of an executor (the person who will carry out your wishes).

3) How and when your beneficiaries will receive the assets.

4)  If you have any children under age 18, a Will is where you will appoint 
their guardianship in the event of your passing.

 Gifts

Gifting is a common estate planning strategy. Gifting may allow you 
to decrease the overall size of your estate prior to your death, while 
transferring assets to your beneficiaries while you are still living.

Other benefits of a gifting strategy can be:

• Witness your loved ones benefit from your gifts today.
• Transfer assets at current value, not a potentially higher future value.
• Make payments to education institutions on behalf of others. 
• Make gifts to qualified charities to receive income tax deductions. 

In order to prevent abuse, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) places limits 
on the amount of money you can gift each year and over your lifetime. 
These limits may change each year; seek advice from your own personal 
legal or tax counsel.
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 Trusts

Trusts are a bit like a container that you can put your assets into — assets 
like real estate, life insurance policies or investments. Those assets then 
become property of the trust — not you.

Trusts may allow you to:

• Minimize estate taxes.
• Distribute assets before or after death.
• Fund a favorite charity.
• Provide for loved one with special needs.

Assets in a revocable trust can be passed on to your beneficiaries outside 
the probate process. These assets will be considered part of your estate, 
for estate tax purposes. With an irrevocable trust, you give up ownership 
of the assets, and those assets are excluded from your estate.

 Life Insurance

In the estate planning process, life insurance can serve many different 
purposes depending on the needs of the policy owner and how beneficiary 
designations are set up. 

Upon your death, life insurance proceeds can be used to:

• Pay debts owed by your estate.
• Distribute monies to your beneficiaries outside of the estate.
• Fund a trust for the benefit of others.
• Pay off estate taxes, leaving estate intact for beneficiaries.

For some, life insurance can be used to equalize an estate. For example, 
one child may want ownership of a specific asset (family business or 
residence) while another would not. Life insurance proceeds can be used 
to provide the second child with funds equal to the value of the assets 
received by the first child.

4



Estate Planning Considerations

“What’s mine is yours.” 

Use a simple Will to bequeath all possessions 
to a single person or divide your possessions 
equally among several.

“In you I trust.” 

Use a trust as a supplement to your Will to remove 
one or several assets from your estate for the 
benefit of one or more people or organizations.

“I’ll pick up the tab.”

Use life insurance in conjunction with your Will to 
help pay for any estate related costs on behalf of 
your beneficiaries. 

“Gift that keeps on giving.”

Make monetary gifts to your beneficiaries each year  
while you are living while lowering your taxable estate.

5



“Working together.”

Estate planning tools can work in tandem to help you distribute assets 
to your beneficiaries in an efficient manner.

Beneficiaries

Gifts

Will

Probate Trust Life 
Insurance

In Life After Death

Estate Plan
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