Estate Planning Essentials Checklist
Estate planning ensures that your wishes are honored and your family is protected. Here is a simple checklist of essential documents everyone should have in place.

✅ 1. Last Will & Testament
A Will is a legal document that clearly states:
· Who will inherit your assets after your death.
· Who will serve as guardian for your minor children.
· Who will manage your estate through probate (Executor).
Why it matters:
If you pass away without a Will, state law—not you—will decide who inherits your property and who cares for your children.
However, a Will is the “road map” through Probate.  We recommend our clients not go through probate.  See below for ways to NOT go through Probate.

✅ 2. Durable Power of Attorney (Financial)
Allows someone you trust (your “agent”) to:
· Manage your finances, which is crucial if you become incapacitated or unable to handle your own affairs.
· Pay bills, manage investments, handle banking, or deal with real estate on your behalf.
· When done correctly, allows us to plan for Medicaid and protect much of your life savings.
Why it matters:
Without this, your family might need a court-appointed guardian—costly, stressful, and time-consuming.  And if not done correctly, you can lose your entire estate to the cost of long term care.



✅ 3. Healthcare Power of Attorney
Appoints someone to make medical decisions for you if you cannot. This includes:
· Consenting to or refusing medical treatments.
· Choosing medical providers or facilities.
· Managing end-of-life care decisions.
Why it matters:
It ensures your medical care reflects your wishes even if you can't communicate them yourself.

✅ 4. Advance Healthcare Directive ("Living Will")
Clearly states your wishes regarding end-of-life care, such as:
· Life-support treatments.
· Artificial nutrition or hydration.
· Pain management.
Why it matters:
It gives your family and medical staff clear guidance during difficult decisions, minimizing conflicts and ensuring your preferences are honored.

✅ 5. HIPAA Authorization
Gives trusted individuals permission to access your private medical information.
Why it matters:
It enables family members or trusted persons to talk freely with your doctors during a medical crisis.

✅ 6. Revocable Living Trust (Optional but Highly Recommended)
A trust that manages your assets during your lifetime and distributes them privately upon your death. A trust can:
· Help your heirs avoid probate court.
· Provide greater privacy and flexibility in managing your assets.
· Offer ongoing asset management if you become incapacitated.
· Leave assets to the beneficiaries in “protective” trusts.
· Please note that this trust DOES NOT protect your assets from Medicaid spend-down.
Why it matters:
A trust can simplify and speed up the transfer of assets to your heirs, reducing costs and stress.

✅ 7. Beneficiary Designations (Life Insurance & Retirement Accounts)
Review and update beneficiaries regularly for:
· Life insurance policies.
· Retirement accounts (IRAs, 401ks, etc.).
· Payable-on-death bank accounts.
· Does avoid Probate but leaves the assets to the beneficiaries with no “protections”.
Why it matters:
Beneficiary forms override your Will, ensuring assets go directly to intended recipients quickly and privately.

Final Thoughts
Estate planning is not just about money—it’s about peace of mind for you and your loved ones. Use this checklist as a starting point to get your affairs in order.
Next Steps:
· Contact a trusted Estate Planning or Elder Law Attorney that understands also the issues of Long Term Care to review or create your documents.
· Regularly revisit your documents after major life events like marriage, divorce, births, or retirement.
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