
Essential Estate
Planning Guide 



Creating a will is one of the most important ways to protect your loved
ones. Effectively managing your estate plan protects your assets and
ensures that your family has everything they need in case anything should
happen to you.  

At Scott Murray & Associates, we specialize in listening to you and
creating a plan to make you feel secure. This guide will walk you through
the central components of estate planning, providing practical advice to
help you make informed decisions. 
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Wills
A will is a legal document outlining
how your assets will be distributed
after your death. It allows you to
appoint guardians for minor
children and specify your final
wishes. For a will to have any
power, it must be submitted to
probate, so it’s important to work
with attorneys with experience in
estate planning.

Timeline and Tasks
A trust is a legal arrangement in
which one party, known as the
trustor or grantor, transfers
ownership of assets to another
party, the trustee, to manage for
the benefit of a third party, the
beneficiary. This setup allows for a
more structured and controlled
distribution of assets.

What is Estate Planning? 
Estate planning involves creating a strategy for managing and distributing
your assets after death. It's paramount to transfer wealth smoothly, ensure
your wishes are honored, and protect your loved ones from legal, financial,
and time complications. Our team creates wills, trusts, living wills, and
power of attorney documents, depending on your needs.

Key Documents for Estate Planning 
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Types of Trusts
Revocable Trust

The trustor can alter or dissolve
the trust during their lifetime.
It offers flexibility but does not
typically protect from creditors.

Irrevocable Trust
Once established, the trust
cannot be modified or
terminated without the
beneficiary's consent.
Offers tax advantages and
asset protection from creditors..

Benefits of Using a Trust in  Estate Planning

Avoiding Probate
Assets within a trust typically bypass the probate process, resulting in
faster distribution to beneficiaries..

Privacy
Trusts are private documents, unlike wills, which become public after
death.

Control
The trustor can specify how and when the assets are distributed, providing
greater control over the estate.
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Power of Attorney (POA) 
This legal document authorizes someone to act on your behalf in financial,
legal, or medical matters if you are living but unable to make or
communicate decisions.  

Healthcare Directive 
Also known as a “living will” or healthcare POA, a living will is a legal
document that delineates your preferences regarding medical treatment
when you cannot communicate your decisions due to incapacity or illness.
It primarily serves as a mechanism for estate planning by ensuring your
healthcare wishes are respected, alleviating the burden of decision-making
from your loved ones during difficult times.
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Key Components of a Living Will

Medical 
Preferences
Outlines specific
treatments and 
life-sustaining
measures you do or
do not want, such as
resuscitation,
mechanical
ventilation, tube
feeding, and pain
management.

Healthcare 
Proxy
Identifies a person,
also known as a
healthcare agent, to
make medical
decisions on your
behalf if you become
incapable of doing so.

End-of-life 
Wishes
Provides instructions
on end-of-life care,
including organ
donation preferences
and funeral
arrangements.
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Understanding the Probate Process

Probate is the legal process of
administering a deceased person's
estate. It involves validating the
will, paying debts, and distributing
the remaining assets per the will's
instructions. Some of the
drawbacks to probate are:

1. Timeframe can be eight months
or more, causing delays in asset
distribution.

2. Legal representation and court
costs during probate can be
expensive. 

3. Probate is public, meaning
anyone can access the information,
potentially invading your privacy.

Navigating probate can be
complex. However, careful estate
planning can help streamline the
process. 



smalegal.com

How to Choose an Executor and Trustee 
Select someone trustworthy, organized, and capable of managing financial
matters. Family members or close friends aged 18 and older are generally
the best choice for these positions. Discuss your expectations with them to
ensure they’re comfortable with the responsibilities. 

Including Digital Assets in Your Estate Plan 
Make sure to include online accounts like social media, email, and
cryptocurrencies in your estate plan. Create a comprehensive list of your
digital assets and provide instructions on accessing them. 
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Planning for Special Circumstances 

Minor Children
Appoint a guardian in your will and consider setting up a trust to manage
their inheritance until they reach adulthood. 

Blended Families
Estate planning for blended families may complicate decisions about asset
distribution. Clearly outline your wishes to prevent conflicts. 

Special Needs
Establish a special needs trust to ensure loved ones with disabilities are
cared for without impacting their government benefits. 

Children 18 and Older
Children 18 and older are adults and responsible for their own decision-
making. It’s important for them to have POAs, as parents wouldn’t
automatically be able to make financial and healthcare decisions on their
adult child’s behalf. Additionally, parents of adult children in college may
also want to prepare HIPPA and FERPA forms, which allow medical and
educational information to be shared.  
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Frequently Asked Questions about Estate Planning 

What is the difference between a will and a trust, and which is
more suitable for my situation? 
Generally, our clients get both. A will is more straightforward and less
expensive initially, but it must go through probate. It is a good catch-all if
you are to pass with assets in your individual name. A trust can bypass
probate and offer more privacy, flexibility, and lower costs in asset
distribution. Your choice depends on your specific needs and goals. 

How often should I update my estate plan? 
Review your estate plan every 3-5 years or after significant life changes,
such as marriage, divorce, retirement, death of a loved one, or the birth of a
child. 

What happens if I die without an estate plan in place? 
If you die intestate (without a will), state laws will determine how your
assets are distributed, which may not align with your wishes. 

How can I protect my digital assets in my estate plan? 
Include detailed instructions on accessing and managing your digital
assets and consider appointing a digital executor. 
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What is the role of an executor, and how do I choose one? 
An executor administers your estate according to your will. Choose
someone responsible, trustworthy, and capable of handling financial
matters. 

Do I need an attorney to create my estate plan, or can I do it
myself? 
While DIY options exist, consulting an attorney ensures your estate plan is
comprehensive, legally sound, and tailored to your unique circumstances. 

How can I ensure my minor children are cared for in my
absence? 
In your will, appoint a guardian and a standby guardian, and consider
establishing a trust to manage their inheritance responsibly. 



Estate planning is critical in safeguarding your family's future and
ensuring your wishes are honored. At Scott Murray & Associates, we craft
personalized estate plans that address your unique needs and
circumstances. Contact us today to schedule a consultation and take the
first step toward peace of mind. 
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