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I’m Chris Ragain, a CPA with years of experience helping 
individuals, families, and business owners navigate the 
complex world of taxes, investments, and financial planning.

I created Sentinel Wealth & Tax because I saw too many 
people have issues that I could help solve—simply because 
they didn’t feel comfortable reaching out to work together. 

My goal is to change that.

If you're reading this, you're likely thinking about your If you're reading this, you're likely thinking about your 
finances, your future, or your family's well-being—but maybe 
something's holding you back from taking the next step.

Let me start by saying this: meeting with me is easy. There's 
no pressure, no judgment, and no hard sell. Just a 
conversation.

I hear these concerns all the time. And I get it. But here's the 
truth: you don't need to have anything figured out before we 
talk. That’s my job—to help you sort through the unknowns, 
uncover opportunities, and build a plan that feels right for 
you.

Whether you're planning retirement spending, managing a Whether you're planning retirement spending, managing a 
windfall, preparing for a life transition, or trying to plan for 
unforeseen events, our first meeting is simply a chance for 
you to ask questions and get answers—from someone who’s 
on your side.

Whether you choose to move forward or not, you’ll walk Whether you choose to move forward or not, you’ll walk 
away with more clarity than you had before—and that alone 
is worth your time.

No pressure. No pitch. Just a conversation.

You might be telling yourself:

“I should have done this years ago.”

“My finances are a mess—I’m embarrassed.”

“I’m not sure what I need, so I’m afraid to ask.”

“I don’t want to be sold something.”

“I’m just not ready yet.”
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Introduction: 
Strategies, Concerns, and Solutions for 
Navigating the Next Chapter

The death of a spouse marks one of life’s most The death of a spouse marks one of life’s most 
significant transitions—emotionally, 
practically, and financially. Whether the loss 
was expected or sudden, it often leaves 
surviving spouses navigating a complex and 
unfamiliar set of responsibilities, especially 
when it comes to estate planning.

This guide is specifically for widows and This guide is specifically for widows and 
widowers. It aims to provide practical advice, 
planning strategies, and peace of mind. 
Whether you have adult children or extended 
family, or you’re managing this chapter solo, 
the right estate plan can provide clarity, 
protection, and control over your future.

Estate planning after the loss of a spouse is not just 
about distributing assets—it's about taking control of 
your life and legacy. You may now be solely responsible 
for decisions that were once shared, and you may also 
face changes in income, tax filing status, and legal 
authority.

Key differences to consider:

If these items are not addressed, your estate may be 
distributed in ways you did not intend, and your own 
care decisions may be left to chance.

You may now be a sole decision-maker for financial 
and healthcare matters.

Your estate plan must reflect your new individual 
status and goals.

Beneficiaries, powers of attorney, and healthcare 
directives may need immediate updates.

Chapter 1: 
Why Estate Planning Is Different 
for Widows and Widowers The initial steps following the death of a spouse involve 

more than just grieving. There are time-sensitive actions 
that should be taken to protect your estate and begin 
transitioning control of accounts and responsibilities.

Checklist for widows/widowers:

Tip: If you worked with a financial advisor or tax preparer 
as a couple, meet with them again to review the 
transition and what comes next. If not, now is the time to 
assemble a professional team.

Obtain multiple copies of the death certificate.

Notify Social Security and relevant pension 
administrators.

Retitle jointly held property, such as real estate or 
vehicles.

Close or consolidate joint accounts as needed.

Update account beneficiaries on retirement accounts Update account beneficiaries on retirement accounts 
and insurance policies.

Meet with an estate planning attorney or CPA.

Chapter 2: 
The First Steps After Loss
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You are no longer part of a joint estate. This shift has 
legal implications, and your documents must reflect 
your new reality.

Key documents to update:

For widows and widowers without close family, it’s especially 
important to choose trusted friends or professionals to serve 
as decision-makers in your documents.

1. Will – If your spouse was your primary beneficiary or 
executor, it’s time to name a new one.

2. Trusts – Revise joint revocable trusts or create a new 
individual trust.

3. Power of Attorney – Ensure you name someone you 
trust to act for you if you become incapacitated.

4.4. Healthcare Directive – Designate a person to make 
medical decisions if you are unable to.

5. Beneficiary Designations – These override your will, so 
check retirement accounts, annuities, and life insurance.

Chapter 3: 
Updating Your Legal Documents

After losing a spouse, income may change significantly. 
You might face a reduction in Social Security benefits, 
pension payouts, or required minimum distributions.

Strategies to consider:

If you’ve inherited IRAs or other assets from your spouse, 

there are special rules for widows and widowers:

Sentinel Wealth & Tax can help you model out the best 
approach for your specific situation, considering taxes, 
income needs, and legacy goals.

Shift to conservative investments that preserve 
capital while generating income.

Rebalance portfolios to reflect your new risk 
tolerance and income needs.

Use tax-efficient withdrawals from IRAs or 
brokerage accounts to fund retirement expenses.

You may roll inherited IRAs into your own to delay 
required minimum distributions.

Or you can keep them as inherited IRAs with a 
different RMD schedule, depending on your age.

Chapter 4: 
Managing Investments and 
Income Streams
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Becoming widowed impacts your tax situation 
significantly.

Changes to consider:

Tax strategies to explore:

Tax planning becomes a core part of your estate plan. The 
earlier you act, the more options you may have to reduce 
your lifetime tax burden.

In the year of your spouse’s death, you can still file jointly.

The following year, you may qualify for "Qualifying 
Widow(er)" status (if you have a dependent).

Eventually, you will file as single, which can mean higher 
tax brackets.

Roth conversions while you're in a lower bracket.

Harvesting gains in non-retirement accounts at a lower 
capital gains rate.

Charitable giving strategies, such as qualified 
charitable distributions (QCDs) from IRAs, to reduce 
taxable income.

Chapter 5: 
Tax Planning After Loss

If you have children or grandchildren, your estate 
planning needs to reflect how and when they will receive 
assets—and how to protect them from risk.

Options to consider:

Discuss with your children your intentions around:

Trusts that delay inheritance until a child reaches a 
certain age or milestone.

Special provisions for children with disabilities or 
high-risk financial behavior.

Appointing backup guardians for minor 
grandchildren, if needed.

Inheriting property

Being named as a power of attorney or healthcare 
proxy

Your preferences for medical care and end-of-life 
decisions

Open conversations now can avoid conflict later.

Chapter 6: 
Planning for Those With Family
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Many widows and widowers are navigating this season 
without nearby family. That’s okay—but it makes formal 
planning even more critical.

Considerations:

Without close family, don’t assume someone will “just 
take care of things.” A detailed and updated estate plan 
is your best defense against confusion, delay, or court 
involvement.

Designate trusted friends, attorneys, or fiduciary 
professionals as POA or healthcare agents.

Use a professional trustee or corporate executor if 
needed.

Write out your wishes in a Legacy Letter for 
non-legal matters (e.g., who should take care of 
your pets, special belongings, digital accounts).

Chapter 7: 
Planning for Those Without Family

As you look ahead, housing may become one of the 
biggest financial and lifestyle questions.

Questions to ask:

Don’t wait until a crisis to decide where and how you want 
to live.

Strategies:

Do you want to age in place?

Is downsizing financially and emotionally right for you?

Do you need to plan for assisted living or memory care?

Use life insurance proceeds or home equity to fund 
future care.

Consider a long-term care plan with the help of a 
financial advisor.

Explore Medicaid planning options if resources are 
limited.

Chapter 8: 
Housing and Long-Term Care
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Your documents should be easily accessible in case of 
emergency—but also secure.

Organize:

Create both a physical “Legacy Binder” and a digital 
backup. Sentinel Wealth & Tax offers a service called 
Legacy BluePrint that helps clients create and store 
these records securely, so nothing is lost or forgotten.

Legal documents (wills, POAs, trusts)

Deeds and titles

Account lists and passwords

Insurance policies

Funeral or burial preferences

Chapter 9: 
Digital and Paper Organization

Conclusion: Peace of Mind Is the Ultimate Gift

As a widow or widower, you don’t have to go through this 
process alone. At Sentinel Wealth & Tax, we specialize in 
guiding clients through life transitions with clarity, 
compassion, and experience.

We offer:

Estate planning is not just about what happens after you’re gone—it’s about creating stability, control, and comfort while you’re 
still here. As a widow or widower, you have already faced one of life’s hardest changes. The good news is, with thoughtful 
planning, the next chapter can be one of empowerment and peace of mind.

Whether your journey includes family, close friends, or a community of professionals, the right plan will reflect your values and 
protect what matters most.

Whether you’re just starting to rebuild or want to make 
sure your estate is in order, we are here to support you 
every step of the way. And we never rush decisions—every 
conversation is easy, helpful, and at your pace.

Retirement and income planning

Estate planning reviews

Investment and tax strategy design

Legacy BluePrint organization for secure document 
storage

Ongoing supportOngoing support for healthcare, housing, and 
transition planning

Chapter 10: 
How Sentinel Wealth & Tax Can Help
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