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Estate Planning is a process designed to 

help you plan for the management of your 

financial affairs during life and the orderly 

and efficient distribution of your assets in 

accordance with your wishes upon your 

death. Your particular estate planning 

needs will depend on your age, health, life 

stage, goals, the types of assets you own, 

level of wealth, and many other factors.

What is Estate Planning?



Who Needs Estate Planning?
The short answer is that everyone needs an estate plan to some degree, 
whether you are a retiree planning for the distribution of your assets at 
death, have substantial wealth and are interested in minimizing estate and 
income taxes, or are a young professional accumulating assets but wanting 
to provide for your family in the event of your disability or death. Believe it 
or not, everyone already has a default estate plan even if they do not take 
the time to create formal estate planning documents like a will or a trust. 
However, without a formal estate plan, the laws in the state where you live 
will determine who will be appointed to manage your affairs during your 
lifetime if you become incapacitated and who will receive your property 
upon your death. If you have concerns that a court may appoint someone 
you don't want, or may distribute your assets in a way that is inconsistent 
with your wishes, then you need an estate plan.

Even if you are indifferent to the rules prescribed by state law, you still may 
want to create an estate plan for other reasons. Designing your estate plan in 
the form of a living or revocable trust can avoid the delays and complications 
otherwise associated with transferring your estate via the court process 
known as probate. If you are concerned that your family members or 
loved ones may have difficulties managing financial assets or are not yet 
financially responsible, you may want to create an estate plan to provide 
for the professional oversight and management of your assets after your 
death. If making a charitable bequest at death is important to you, know that 
charitable organizations will not receive any of your estate under state law.

Finally, having a well written and up-to-date estate plan can streamline 
the administration of your affairs and avoid delays, expenses, and often 
family conflict.

An estate plan 
can allow you 

to protect assets 
for your spouse, 

children, 
grandchildren 

and other 
family members 
so you can have 
confidence that 
your wealth is 

not wasted.

"
"



Estate Plan Building Blocks
No single estate planning document can accomplish all of your goals, so it is important to have an 
understanding of the key documents you may need to accomplish your objectives. An estate plan can 
help you and your family address the following questions:

1. Who will make decisions for you and manage your affairs if you become incapacitated, and 
who will administer your affairs upon death?

2. How will your assets be distributed after your death?

Situations That May Require More 
Specialized Estate Planning

1 You have a disabled child or family member who may be financially dependent for an 
extended period of time.

2 You have a blended family and are concerned that your estate distribution objectives may 
not be effectuated as you desire.

3 You have a child who is or may someday become divorced, and have concerns that the 
child’s ex-spouse will take control of the assets you leave your child after you are gone.

4 You are interested in transferring wealth to your children or family members during 
your lifetime.

5 You own a closely-held business.

6 You intend to leave a substantial charitable legacy.

7 You are concerned that assets you leave to your children or family members may not be 
protected from their current or future creditors.

8 Your estate may exceed the federal estate tax exemption amount or exceeds your resident 
state’s estate tax exemption amount.



Planning for Your Incapacity: Power of Attorney 
Documents and Advance Directives
When people think about estate planning, the 
main question that comes to mind is, “Who will 
get my assets after I die?” What many people 
often overlook is the possibility that they may 
have a life event, such as an accident, illness, 
or loss of mental capacity, that causes them to 
become unable to manage their financial affairs 
or make their own health care decisions.

A Power of Attorney for Property, or General 
Durable Power of Attorney, is a document that 
allows you to name an agent who has the legal 
authority to make financial decisions on your 
behalf and access your financial assets for your 
benefit if you are unable to do so. If you do not 
have a Power of Attorney for Property, a court 
must appoint a conservator or guardian to manage 
your affairs if you become incapacitated. A court 
appointed guardian or conservator may need to 
get court approval before making any transactions 
on your behalf and may also need to submit 
financial accountings to the court on a periodic 
basis, which can cause unnecessary expenses and 
public disclosure of your personal situation.

A Power of Attorney for Health Care is similar 
to a Power of Attorney for Property, except that 
instead of your agent having the legal authority 

to make financial decisions, your agent will have 
the legal authority to make health care decisions 
on your behalf if you are unable to do so. In 
addition to a Power of Attorney for Health Care, 
you may want to consider executing a Living 
Will Declaration. A Living Will is a document 
that allows you to give clear directions to your 
physician regarding end-of-life decisions, so you 
can remove the burden of making such decisions 
from the shoulders of your family members.

With both a Power of Attorney for Property and 
Power of Attorney for Health Care, it is important 
to determine if the agents you name are willing and 
able to handle the responsibilities they may take 
on in the future. Keep in mind that the person you 
name to handle your financial affairs and the person 
you name to make health care decisions do not have 
to be the same. It's also important to remember 
that asking someone to be your agent doesn't mean 
they will be willing and able to act.  For this reason, 
it is best to name multiple agents. Just because you 
name a person as an agent does not mean that they 
are legally obligated to accept the appointment. 
Think carefully about who is best able to handle 
your particular needs, and periodically review your 
documents and make adjustments if needed.



Planning for the Distribution of Assets 
After Your Death: Wills, Trusts, and 
Other Non-Probate Transfers
Before you determine how you want your assets to be distributed upon your 
death, it is important to develop a basic understanding of how different types 
of assets pass to your loved ones at death.

Probate is the court-supervised process of distributing individually titled 
assets to your heirs or beneficiaries upon your death (i.e. assets that do not 
pass by joint ownership, beneficiary, or trust). The probate process can be 
time consuming and can delay the distribution of your assets to your loved 
ones for months or even years depending on the complexity of your estate. 
The probate process can also be expensive because people often hire 
attorneys to help them navigate legal formalities. Another drawback is that 
you lose privacy when your assets pass through probate because the process 
is a court proceeding, which is part of the public record.

A Last Will and Testament is a foundational estate planning document that 
allows you to control the disposition of your assets at death. A will also allows 
you to name guardians for minor children. If you do not name guardians in your 
will, the court will decide who the guardians of your minor children will be, which 
may not be in accordance with your wishes. You can create a Testamentary Trust 
in your will to provide asset protection for children or grandchildren; however, 
any assets passing under your will must go through probate.

A Revocable Living Trust is a document that allows you to control the 
disposition of your assets at death but avoids probate because the legal 
ownership of the trust property is vested in a trustee who has the authority 

• Joint Property – Avoids probate by automatically passing to the 
surviving owner upon the death of the first owner.

• Assets with Named Beneficiaries or Transferees – Avoid probate 
because they are automatically paid to your named beneficiary 
upon your death.

 � Examples – Life insurance, IRAs, 401(k)s, 403(b)s, Annuities, 
Payable on Death (POD) accounts, Transfer on Death 
(TOD) accounts.

• Assets Individually Titled in Your Name – Pass through probate or 
via a Small Estate Affidavit upon your death.

• Assets Titled to a Trust – Avoid probate.



Avoiding a Mess
After you implement your estate plan, it is important to stay organized. Store 
your estate planning and other important documents (like birth certificates 
and marriage certificates) in a secure location like a safe deposit box at a 
bank or in a fire-proof safe at home. You should also consider filling out 
Savant’s Estate and Trust Administrators Guide (or similar document) 
to give your family direction on who to contact after your death, what 
assets you own, how the assets are titled, where important documents 
are located, and other important instructions you wish to convey. 
Writing down why you made certain decisions in your estate planning 
documents can also solidify your intent and avoid family conflict. These 
simple steps can save time and expense and promote family harmony.

Implementing Your Estate Plan
A well-executed estate plan may involve more than just the legal documents 
your attorney will create for you. It may also include coordination with your 
other professionals including your accountant or financial advisor and may 
require you to re-title your assets or update your beneficiary designations. If 
your estate plan is not properly implemented, your assets may be distributed 
in a manner that is not aligned with your wishes or that creates unexpected 
income tax or estate tax liability for your children, family members, or other 
loved ones. It is also important to review your estate plan periodically (every 
three to five years) or if you experience a significant life event like a divorce, 
death of a spouse or child, or relocate to a different state so you can make 
appropriate updates.

to distribute the trust property in accordance with the trust instrument. 
A trust also allows you to plan for the continuity of your financial affairs and 
management of the trust assets in the event you become incapacitated during 
life. When you die, your Revocable Living Trust becomes irrevocable and all of 
the trust provisions must be followed by your trustee. Your trustee will have a 
fiduciary duty to the trust beneficiaries and will be responsible for interpreting 
the trust terms, making distributions to the beneficiaries, providing annual 
accountings, preparing and submitting tax filings, investing trust assets in 
a prudent manner, and defending trust property from lawsuits. Your family 
members may be apprehensive about taking on these responsibilities, so you 
may want to consider naming a corporate trustee, which is a professional trust 
company to manage the trust after your death.

If your estate 
plan is not 

properly 
implemented, 

your assets may 
be distributed 
in a manner 
that is not 

aligned with 
your wishes.
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About Savant Wealth Management
Savant Wealth Management is a leading independent, fee-only firm that has been serving clients for more than 
30 years. Since inception, we have been committed to one key principle: all financial advice should be offered in 
the best interest of the client. We offer our clients wise counsel to help them achieve their financial goals. 

As a trusted advisor, Savant offers investment management, financial planning, tax and consulting, retirement 
plan, and family office services to financially established individuals and institutions.

Savant Wealth Management (“Savant”) is an SEC registered investment adviser headquartered in Rockford, Illinois. Past performance may not be 
indicative of future results. Different types of investments involve varying degrees of risk. Therefore, it should not be assumed that future performance 
of any specific investment or investment strategy, including the investments and/or investment strategies recommended and/or undertaken by Savant, 
or any non-investment related services, will be profitable, equal any historical performance levels, be suitable for your portfolio or individual situation, 
or prove successful. Savant is neither a law firm, nor a certified public accounting firm, and no portion of its services should be construed as legal or 
accounting advice. You should not assume that any discussion or information contained in this document serves as the receipt of, or as a substitute for, 
personalized investment advice from Savant. A copy of our current written disclosure Brochure discussing our advisory services and fees is available upon 
request or at www.savantwealth.com. The scope of the services to be provided depends upon the needs of the client and the terms of the engagement.
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