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You probably don’t like thinking about the end 
of your life; no one does. But the reality is: that 
time will come for everyone. It may be difficult to 
manage your own affairs due to health-related 
issues leading up to yours or a spouse’s death. 
Ideally, someone who loves you will take care of 
you and these matters when it becomes necessary. 

But, the authority to handle your affairs isn’t 
automatic for anyone. Even if the necessary legal 
documents have been drawn up, they may not 
provide all the information your family needs. 

Here’s a brief guide to the official documents 
you should consider preparing as well as other 
information you should track so your family will be 
able to honor your wishes.
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FIXED INDEXED ANNUITIES  
offer growth potential that  

is tied to an external,  
premeditated market index.

Financial Documentation
At a minimum, you should consider having a will 
that states how you want your financial assets 
distributed after your death. You need a will even 
if you have a trust, because you likely have assets 
outside of the trust.

You should also consider a durable power of attorney 
to allow someone to handle your financial and legal 
matters if you are incapacitated. 

To help your family pay bills or settle the estate, keep a 
list of your account numbers and financial institutions. 
If there are any automatic charges, list them so your 
family can ensure they either continue to be paid or 
are canceled, whichever is appropriate. Also, make 
sure to track safe deposit boxes (and their keys!).

Keep a list of your debts and liabilities, like mortgages 
or financial judgments, as well as other benefits you 
may have. These would include pensions and 401(k)s 
from former employers. To ensure your family knows 
your employment history, document it. Knowing 
your education history may also be helpful.

If you have life insurance, keep a list of policy 
numbers, the issuing companies and their contact 
information. List all other insurance policies you have 
including home owners, auto or long-term care.

Should your family have to interact with the IRS, keep 
a detailed file of your past tax returns and estate taxes.

Conversations

Talk to Your Lawyer: It is possible to draft a will 
and power of attorney on your own, but the 
consequences of a mistake can be severe. Talk to 
your attorney to make sure the documents drafted 
will be legally valid and enforceable. Your attorney 
can also recommend any other legal steps you 
should take to protect yourself and your heirs, as your 
situation might have specific needs.

Talk to Your Financial Advisor: Now that you’ve 
gathered a list of all your assets, debts and other 
financial data, you should review your financial 
situation with a financial professional to discuss 
life insurance and explore whether a fixed income 
annuity may be appropriate for you.

Talk to Your Family: If you’re not dividing assets 
equally, you may want to let your family know in 
advance, along with your reasons, so there isn’t a 
court battle later. Make sure the person who will 
be the executor is willing to perform that duty. 
Give a copy of the power of attorney form to the 
appropriate person; they won’t be able to act on your 
behalf without it. Make sure your family knows where 
you keep the latest version of your will.
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Medical Documentation
If you are unable to make your own health care 
decisions, someone will have to decide what care 
should be given. If no documents are prepared 
stating who has that authority, doctors may have 
difficulty determining whom in your family can 
speak on your behalf, and conflicts can arise if family 
members differ in opinions. 

A health care power of attorney, sometimes called 
a health care proxy, names the person who can 
make medical decisions for you when you cannot. 
The document will also state your wishes in general 
terms. The durable power of attorney mentioned 
under financial documents does not grant authority 
over health matters.

A living will, or advance directive, states what 
medical treatment should be given (or withdrawn) 
if you have a terminal condition. Most commonly, 
this relates to treatments like CPR or use of a 
ventilator to assist breathing.

If you would like to donate your organs after your 
death, fill out an organ donor form or denote it on 
your driver’s license.

Future generations may benefit from knowing your 
medical history; it will help them communicate 
with your doctors and may help them personally if 
there are any genetic diseases. So, keep a list of your 
doctors and any medications you currently take.

Conversations

Talk to Your Doctor: Your doctor can help you 
understand treatments like ventilators and help you 
decide your wishes. Letting your doctor know your 
wishes will also help your doctor have conversations 
with your family when decisions need to be made. 
Your doctor can fill out another form with you, 
the Physician Orders for Life Sustaining Treatment 
(POLST), which is an additional means of detailing 
your wishes.

Talk to Your Lawyer: A living will and health care 
power of attorney are legal documents. Your lawyer 
can make sure they are drafted properly to ensure 
doctors, hospitals and other medical facilities accept 
them as valid.

Talk to Your Family: Deciding what medical care 
to give a loved one is a heart-wrenching decision 
for your family. Make it easier for them by letting 
them know your wishes in advance. Give copies 
of the health care power of attorney form to the 
appropriate person.
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Personal Documentation
Your family will need to know what steps to take 
after your death. Document your burial or cremation 
wishes. If you’ve made pre-arrangements with 
a funeral home, make sure they know whom to 
contact. Also, make sure your family knows which 
cemetery you want to be buried in and where the 
deed to your burial plot is.

If you are planning to be buried in a military 
cemetery, your family will need records of your 
military service to make arrangements. If you are a 
naturalized citizen, be sure to have your citizenship 
documents readily available for them.

If you have any sort of collection, whether stamps, 
coins, or anything else, put together a document 
detailing the contents and identifying any valuable 
items. Unless someone has shared your hobby 
with you, the value of these items are likely to be 
a mystery to the rest of your family. Include any 
appraisals you may have had done, and note the 
location of those documents.

Keep a list of your online accounts, including 
information needed to access them like logins and 
passwords and what you would like to happen to them.

If you’ve been living alone, document how home 
mechanical systems work—like the alarm or 
sprinklers. Also document who performs routine 
household services like mowing the lawn. If you have 
property in a storage unit, note the address and unit 
number, as well as the location of the keys.

Conversation

Talk to Your Family: Let your family know your 
wishes in advance, as well as any details that will help 
them make final arrangements. Make sure they know 
where to find any necessary papers. Talk to them 
about your life and past in general. They will learn a 
lot about you when going through your documents, 
so address any issues or secrets you may have in 
person. This can help you leave a positive legacy.

It’s easy to think estate planning is all about what 
happens to your money, but that’s not really true. In 
reality, estate planning is all about what happens to 
your family. Review your plan periodically to make 
sure it reflects your current situation, and make sure 
your family has all the documents they need to 
handle your affairs during a difficult time.
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