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End-of-life planning is one of the most 
significant gifts you can give your loved 

ones. It is all about thinking ahead for what’s 
to come and communicating your final wishes 
with those you leave behind. It involves 
serious thought about who you want to make 
decisions on your behalf, who should inherit 
your possessions, and who should be in control 
when you are gone. A complete end of life plan 
covers planning for both illness and death, 

and each category has tasks and documents 
specific to that situation. Taking time now to 
organize pertinent information and important 
documents, and sharing that information with 
your loved ones, will help reduce some of the 
burden for your survivors. The hardest part is 
often just getting started. In this section, you 
will find worksheets that will help you identify 
your wishes and gather and organize your end-
of-life plan and supporting documents.
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End-of-Life Planning Checklist
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Use this checklist as a guide for creating your plan. Each task correlates to the topic  
for which it will be used. 

If you have completed most of the tasks on this checklist, you are on your way to a  
well-thought-out plan and, hopefully, some peace of mind. It is important to revisit your 
wishes frequently and keep all end-of-life planning documents current and timely. 

Complete the My Wishes Questionnaire (see Final Wishes section) to assist in decisions 
regarding your health care choices, final wishes, heirs, POAs and Personal Representative.

Determine the person(s) with whom you want to share your end-of-life plan, along 
with when and how you will do it. See Starting the Conversation tip sheet.

Decide on a place to centralize your planning documents and information. (This can be 
as simple as a 3-ring binder or a file box or cabinet). Because of the sensitivity and con-
fidentiality of these documents, you may want to consider keeping these in a secure 
locked location. Make sure your personal representative knows the location and can 
access when needed.

Keep the following completed worksheets in the front section of your binder or file 
box in a folder titled Tools For Survivors.

Checklist: Following the Death of a Loved One

Contacts

Security Codes/Digital Accounts

Important Document Locations

Financial Services Inventory (see Handling Financial Changes section)

Make tabs for the following categories to store all supporting documents and file 
behind your worksheets.

• Medical

• Legal 

• Financial/Property

• Insurance

• Wishes/Funeral Arrangements

Go through your belongings

Purge

Identify recipients of heirlooms

Begin listing all important business and personal contacts on the Contacts form.

Complete the Security Codes/Digital Accounts form.

Start finding items listed on the Important Document Locations form and log their 
location.
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Gather information from bank accounts, credit cards, insurance, retirement accounts, 
loans and other financial accounts and log on the Financial Services Inventory.

Review for current beneficiary information and make changes if necessary.

Use the Spending Plan and Income and Expenses Planning Worksheets to think 
about changes that might be necessary as your financial situation evolves.

A
D

VA
N

C
E 

D
IR

EC
T

IV
ES

Recruit agents for Power of Attorney for Health Care and Power of Attorney for Finance 
to act on your behalf if you are incapacitated.

Complete Advance Directive forms:

Wisconsin Living Will

Power of Attorney for Health Care

File POA forms for Health Care under the “Medical” tab

Power of Attorney for Finance and Property

File POA forms for Finance under the “Financial” tab

Give copies of your POA for Health Care, Living Will, and POA for Finance to your 
agents. Also give copies of POA for Health Care to your doctor/hospital.
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Start gathering the names, addresses and birth dates of all people you plan to name in 
your will.

Recruit your personal representative who will be in charge of executing your estate 
after you pass. Don’t forget to ask if they are willing to do it. See Choosing Personal 
Representatives and Powers of Attorney worksheet.

Refer to the Steps To Creating A Will handout and gather all documents you will need.  
Most of the information you will need will be from the Contacts, Financial Services 
Inventory and the Important Document Locations worksheets. If you are using an 
attorney, the more prepared you are, the less costly it will be.

Complete a Distribution of Tangible Personal Property if you wish to designate who 
gets personal belongings such as keepsakes, furniture, jewelry, etc. (optional).

Find a resource for creating your will (attorney), or if you are doing it yourself, make 
sure to follow the necessary steps to insure its validity.

Consider filing your original will with the Probate Court in your county of residence. 
There will most likely be a one-time fee to file the will and it will be placed in a sealed 
envelope and given a file number.

Determine what to do with copies of your will. Some attorneys recommend not 
making copies of your will to avoid confusion in later years if changes were made. This 
is up to you.
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Using the My Wishes Questionnaire (see Final Wishes section) as your guide, ponder 
how you want things to go if you are incapacitated and unable to make decisions.

Review options for palliative/hospice care available in your area.

Contact local hospice providers to explore their services to make an informed 
decision. 

In-home care

Grief support

Costs

Make sure your wishes are in writing and are shared with your loved ones.

Double check your advance directive documents are up to date.
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Complete the Funeral Planning Checklist.

Complete the Wisconsin Authorization For Final Disposition (optional): 
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/forms/advdirectives/f00086.pdf

Review the Contacts list and make sure the people you wish to be notified upon your 
death are included.

Create an Ethical Will (optional).

Notes

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/forms/advdirectives/f00086.pdf
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Resources for Support
Whether you’re Planning AHEAD for you or for someone you care about, preparing for the end of life 

can bring up strong feelings, such as discomfort, sadness, anxiety, and grief. It’s okay to reach out 
for support if emotions arise that are difficult to manage. In addition to those in your personal support 
network such as counselors, family, and friends, here are resources that can be accessed around the 
clock when you need to talk.

Other sources of support

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255; suicidepreventionlifeline.org

• HOPELINE (Center for Suicide Awareness): Text “HOPELINE” to 741741;  
centerforsuicideawareness.org/hopeline

• Aging and Disability Resource Centers (ADRC): Connect with your local hospital, hospice, funeral 
homes, and Aging and Disability Resource Centers (ADRC) to find grief support resources in your 
area. To find an ADRC in Wisconsin, visit dhs.wisconsin.gov/adrc/consumer/index.htm.

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) National Helpline:  
SAMHSA is a treatment, referral and information service for individuals and families facing mental 
and/or substance use disorders. 1-800-662-HELP (4357); www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline

• 211: Dial 211 to connect to social services and local support. www.211.org

• Veteran’s Crisis Line: 1-800-273-TALK (8255); Crisis Chat—text: 8388255

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

List people in your life, such as counselors, family, and friends  
that can provide support:

https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://centerforsuicideawareness.org/hopeline/
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/adrc/consumer/index.htm
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline
https://www.211.org/
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Starting the Conversation About End-of-Life Care

Planning for your loved one’s final days is hard, but it’s 
an invaluable gift to caregivers and family members. 

These discussions can be among the richest and most 
intimate that friends and family share. Studies show that 
when there is meaningful conversation about end-of-life 
choices, surviving family members and friends report 
feeling less guilt and less depression and have an easier 
process of grieving. Thinking through these issues before 
a medical crisis—at the kitchen table rather than in the 
intensive care unit—will help you and your loved one 
make decisions based on what is valued most, without 
the influence of stress and fear.

As you prepare for a conversation with your 
loved one, ask yourself these questions:
1. What do I need to think about or do before I feel 

ready to have the conversation?

2. What particular concerns do I want to be sure to 
bring up? Examples might be getting finances in 
order, specific wishes for care or distribution of 
important items. 

3. Who could I have a practice conversation with? 
Examples could include a trusted friend or 
professional, or writing a letter to a loved one or even 
yourself.

4. Who should be part of the discussion? The list could 
include not just particular family members but also 
friends, doctors, caregivers, members of the clergy or 
others.

5. When would be a good time to talk? Ahead of 
important life events? Around a family gathering? 
When is everyone rested and relaxed?

6. Where would you and your loved one feel 
comfortable talking? Around the kitchen table? At 
a favorite park? On a hike or at a place of worship? 
Choose a setting that will be conducive to an 
intimate, open, safe conversation.

7. What do you want to be sure to say? List the three 
most important things that need to be included in 
the initial discussion.

Breaking the ice
Here are some ways to begin the conversation:

• “I need your help with something.”

• “I am concerned about the future. Will you help me?”

• “I was thinking about what happened to _________, 
and it made me realize _________.”

• “Even though we are ok right now, I’m thinking  
about _________ and I would like to be prepared.”

• “I am taking a class with UW–Madison Extension, and 
my homework is to _________.”

• “I saw a video from AARP and it made me realize that 
we hadn’t talked about _________.”

Remember:

• You don’t have to cover everyone and everything 
right off the bat. Be patient and give others time to 
think about what is being said.

• Remember that nothing is set in stone. You and 
your loved ones can revisit issues as circumstances 
change.

Keep going

The initial conversation will hopefully be the first of 
many. Think about how it went, and how you would like 
future talks to go. For example:

1. What do you want to remember about it and what do 
you want your loved one to remember about it?

2. Is there anything you need to clarify?

3. What do you want to be sure to talk about, or ask 
about, next time?

4. Another important follow-up to the conversation is 
putting what you talked about in writing.
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Starting the Conversation About End-of-Life Care (Continued)

Things you control in a difficult conversation
When the conversation is difficult, experiment with 
putting your focus on some of the things that you can 
control. These take practice. 

• What boundaries you set

• The words you choose to use

• How well you listen to understand the other person’s 
perspective

• The attitude you bring to the conversation

Coming to a difficult conversation from a place of 
openness and curiosity—with a genuine interest in 
coming to a shared understanding with your loved one—
will help the conversation be as smooth and productive 
as possible.

Adapted from:

Center for Creative Leadership (2021). 
https://www.ccl.org

Goyer, A., & Markowitz, A. (2021). How to Start a 
Conversation About End-of-Life Care. AARP.
https://www.aarp.org/caregiving/basics/info-2020/end-of-life-
talk-care-talk.html

Project, T. C. (2021). Your Conversation Starter Guide.
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/ConversationStarterGuide.pdf

The School of Conflict. (2019).
https://www.schoolofconflict.com/about

https://www.ccl.org
https://www.aarp.org/caregiving/basics/info-2020/end-of-life-talk-care-talk.html
https://www.aarp.org/caregiving/basics/info-2020/end-of-life-talk-care-talk.html
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/ConversationStarterGuide.pdf
https://theconversationproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/ConversationStarterGuide.pdf
https://www.schoolofconflict.com/about
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The immediate aftermath of the passing of a loved one can feel overwhelming. In addition to dealing with 
feelings of grief and loss, many financial and legal tasks need to be completed. The following checklist can 
help ensure that nothing gets overlooked. Remember that in many cases these tasks can be divided among 
family members.

Immediately
Get a legal pronouncement of death, if no doctor is present, you will need to contact someone to do this.

If the person dies at home under hospice care, call the hospice nurse, who can declare the death and 
help facilitate the transport of the body.

If the person dies at home without hospice care, call 911, and have in hand a do-not-resuscitate 
document if it exists. Without one, paramedics will generally start emergency procedures and will 
take the person to an emergency room for a doctor to make the declaration of death.

Arrange for transportation of the body. If no autopsy is needed, the body can be picked up by a 
mortuary (by law, a mortuary must provide price info over the phone) or crematorium.

Apply for a burial permit if required (refer to local registrar or a funeral director and reference Family 
Disposition of Human Remains (https://dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00774.pdf). 

Notify the person’s doctor or the county coroner.

Notify close family and friends. Ask them to contact others.

Handle care of dependents and pets.  

Identify a few friends and/or family members who can check in with you to see how you are doing during 
the day, and the days afterward.

Plan your meals for the next few days (friends and family may be able to help).

Take care of yourself:

• Make plans to incorporate movement into your day and the days that follow (gentle stretching, 
walking, activities you enjoy).

• Identify three affirmations, meditations, or prayers that provide a source of strength.

• Locate local grief resources.

C H E C K L I S T
Following the Death of a Loved One

https://dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00774.pdf
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Within a few days after death
Check to see if the decedent left specific instructions regarding burial and ceremony preferences on an 
Authorization for Final Disposition form. If not, refer to the Funeral Planning Checklist to help you with 
the details. 

Finalize arrangements for funeral and burial or cremation. Select the day and time of the service. If the 
person was in the military or belonged to a fraternal or religious group, contact that organization; it may 
have burial benefits or conduct funeral services.

Ask a friend or family member to go with you to the mortuary. 

Prepare an obituary and submit it to local paper(s). Consider where the decedent grew up and where they 
lived most of their life.

If the deceased lived alone, ask a friend or relative to keep an eye on the person’s home, collect mail, 
throw food out, and water plants.

Obtain 10–15 copies of the Death Certificate. You will need them for financial institutions, government 
agencies, and insurers.

For information about obtaining death certificates you may contact the Wisconsin Vital Records Office 
directly at either (608) 266-1371 (automated) or (608) 266-1373 (service counter) or go to  
www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/vitalrecords/record.htm 

Report the death to Social Security if the person was receiving social security benefits.

In most cases the funeral director will report the death to Social Security for you if they have the 
person’s social security number. If you are told that you need to contact Social Security on your own, 
contact the Social Security Administration to inform them of the person’s passing: 1-800-772-1213 
(TTY 1-800-325-0778) or www.ssa.gov. If the deceased was your spouse, you will receive a letter from 
Social Security informing you how your benefit will be adjusted.

Up to 10 days after death
If you have a will and it was prepared by an attorney, schedule an appointment to meet with the attorney 
to go over the terms of the will. He or she will inform you as to whether it has to go through probate. 

If necessary, the estate’s executor or personal representative should open a bank account for the 
deceased’s estate.

Cancel credit cards of the deceased or notify the credit card company if you, as the survivor, want 
to retain use of the credit card. Joint credit cards will usually be frozen upon the death of one of the 
cardholders, so be sure to have a card in your name only.

Arrange to change any joint bank accounts into your name if you are the surviving spouse or partner. If 
you haven’t opened an account for the estate of the deceased, wait to remove your spouse’s name from 
the account until all checks in the name of your spouse have cleared. 

If the deceased was working, contact the employer for information on pension plans, union death 
benefits, employer-sponsored life insurance policies, and/or any health benefits. 

Contact the health insurance company to terminate benefits for the deceased and continue benefits for 
other family members.

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/vitalrecords/record.htm
http://www.ssa.gov
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Up to 10 days after death (continued)

If the deceased’s house is vacant, ask police to periodically check the property.

Contact the insurance company for all life insurance policies. You will need to provide the policy number 
and a certified copy of the death certificate and fill out a claim form. If the deceased is listed as the 
beneficiary on any other policy, arrange to have the name removed.

If the deceased was a veteran, contact Veterans Affairs to stop payments and ask about applicable 
survivor benefits.

Seek the advice of an accountant or tax advisor about filing the deceased’s tax return for the year of the 
death. Keep monthly bank statements on all individual and joint accounts that show the account balance 
on the day of death; you will need this information if you have to file an estate tax return.

Contact the postal service to stop or forward mail.

If the deceased had an investment advisor, contact them for information on holdings. Arrange to change 
stock, bond, and mutual fund holdings into your name.

If you are the surviving spouse/partner and live in the same house as the deceased, contact utilities and 
service companies to have the accounts changed to your name:

Electricity

Gas

Water, sewer, and trash

Internet/cable

Land line phone

Cell phone

Homeowner’s association

Streaming services (e.g., Netflix, Amazon Prime)

If the deceased owned a car, transfer the automobile title into your name at the State Department of 
Motor Vehicles at https://wisconsindot.gov/pages/dmv/vehicles/title-plates/heir.aspx, or if the estate is 
probated, through Probate Court.

Make sure that important bills, such as mortgage and utility payments, continue to be paid on time and 
in full. If you aren’t able to make full payments, contact the relevant company to explain the situation and 
make arrangements.

Cancel newspapers and magazines to which the deceased was subscribed.

Cancel organization memberships the deceased was a member of.

Decide what to do with social media sites on which the deceased had an account. Refer to the Security 
Codes and Digital Accounts form for details.

https://wisconsindot.gov/pages/dmv/vehicles/title-plates/heir.aspx
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Up to 10 days after death (continued)

Register the deceased on Do Not Contact lists:

Register the deceased on the national do not call list at https://donotcall.gov

To get the deceased’s name taken off mailing lists for offers of credit and insurance,  
go to www.optoutprescreen.com 

To stop receiving unsolicited mail in the person’s name, consumers can register at the Direct 
Marketing Association’s (DMA) consumer website at www.DMAchoice.org for a processing fee  
of $2 for a period of ten years.

In addition, DMAchoice online offers registration for DMA’s eMail Preference Service to reduce your 
unsolicited commercial email.

Documents you may need to complete these tasks
• Death Certificates (10–15 certified copies) 

• Social Security Card 

• Marriage Certificate 

• Birth Certificate 

• Birth Certificate for each child, if applicable 

• Insurance Policies 

• Deed and Titles to Property 

• Stock Certificates 

• Bank account statements

• Honorable Discharge Papers for a Veteran (DD214) 

• Recent Income Tax Forms and W-2 Forms 

• Automobile Title and Registration Papers 

• Loan and Installment Payment records and/or Contracts

Source: A Checklist of Tasks after a Death
https://www.milwaukee.va.gov/docs/A_Checklist_of_Tasks_after_a_Death_Wisconsin.pdf

Notes

https://donotcall.gov
http://www.optoutprescreen.com
http://www.DMAchoice.org
https://www.dmachoice.org/static/about_dma.php
https://www.milwaukee.va.gov/docs/A_Checklist_of_Tasks_after_a_Death_Wisconsin.pdf
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Contacts
Personal Representative, Powers of Attorney For Health Care and Finance
List the names of the persons you have named in your end-of-life planning documents.

Name Assigned Role Address Phone Email

Personal Representative

POA-Health Care

POA-Finance

Emergency Contacts
List your spouse, children/dependents, living parents, grandparents and other relatives or close friends you would like to receive a notification in 
case of an emergency.

Name Relationship To You Address Phone Email
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Contacts
Personal Contacts
List the names of family and friends that you wish to be notified upon your passing.

Name Relationship To You Address Phone Email
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Contacts
Personal Contacts (Continued)

Name Relationship To You Address Phone Email
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Contacts
Business Contacts
List the important names, addresses, phone numbers, and emails that may help survivors in dealing with your affairs.

Entity Contact Name Address Phone Email

Accountant/Tax Preparer

Attorney

Banker

Clergy

Dentist

Financial Planner/ 
Investment Advisor

Funeral Home

Employer (if you have one)

Insurance Agent

Medical Specialist

Physician
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Contacts
Business Contacts (Continued)

Entity Contact Name Address Phone Email
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Volunteer Commitments and Club Affiliations

Name of  
organization

Role or type of 
participation 

 (e.g., volunteer, officer, 
committee member, etc.)

Organization  
contact person

Contact  
email

Contact  
phone

Need-to-know information 
(e.g., location of minutes,  

club checkbook, etc.)
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Security Codes and Digital Accounts

Security Codes
Today, everything we do is online. Providing access to your security codes and digital accounts can help save your personal representative and 
family time and frustration. Update this section frequently, especially the passwords.

Type (alarm system, garage, etc.) Security Code/Password

Because this document contains account access information, be sure to keep it in a secure location (e.g., a safe deposit box or a locked fireproof 
box), and only share it with one or two trusted people.
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Security Codes and Digital Accounts (Continued)
Digital Accounts
List any personal email accounts, social media accounts, digital media storage accounts (photos, videos, music), streaming services,  
rewards programs or personal URLs.

Account Type Username Password
How the account should be 
handled (e.g., closed, “friends/

followers” notified)
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Important Document Locations

Document Location of original document Location of copies

Birth Certificates

Note: If you have misplaced your  
original birth certificates,  
replacements can be obtained at: 
www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/vitalrecords 

Death Certificates

Marriage Certificates

Wills/Trusts

Advance Directives:

• Power of Attorney for Finance

• Power of Attorney for Health Care

• Authorization for Final Disposition

• Living Will (AKA Declaration to 
Physicians)

When a loved one passes away, survivors can feel overwhelmed by feelings of loss and by all of the tasks that 
need to be completed related to finances, funeral arrangements, transferring accounts, etc. into the names of 
survivors, taking care of financial tasks will often involve needing to refer to specific documents and it’s very 
helpful to have them pulled together in one spot, like a file cabinet or file box, so that you don’t have to spend 
time searching for them. 

Here is a list of potential important documents that you may want to gather together for easy reference. You 
may have others that are not on this list; we’ve left blanks at the end where you can add those.

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/vitalrecords
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Important Document Locations (Continued)

Document Location

Bank Accounts:

• Checking

• Savings

• CDs

• Safe deposit boxes

Retirement Accounts:

• IRAs (traditional and Roth)

• Pensions

• 401(k)s, 403(b)s, 457s,  
self-employed retirement plans

Other investments/accounts:

• Stocks, bonds, mutual funds, 
money market accounts

Outstanding loans and credit cards
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Important Document Locations (Continued)

Document Location

Utility bills: 

• Electric

• Heating (gas, oil, electric)

• Cable/internet

• Phone (cell and land line)

Note: Many people no longer receive paper 
copies of these bills but having a printout 
for each showing the name and contact 
information for the billing company can be 
helpful.

Newspaper / Magazine Subscriptions

Streaming services like Netflix, Hulu, 
Amazon Prime, etc.

Vehicle Titles

House Deeds 

Property Tax Documents
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Important Document Locations (Continued)

Document Location

List of Security Codes/Digital Accounts 
Usernames & Passwords

Note: We’re all told how we need to 
protect these and keep them secure, but 
it’s important to let at least one trusted 
person know how to find them so that 
they can access accounts in the event of an 
emergency.

Insurance Accounts:

• Health

• Life

• Auto

• Home

• Others that the deceased had (e.g., 
disability, liability, identity theft, 
long term care, funeral/burial, etc.)

Other (e.g., DD214 if deceased was a 
veteran):
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Glossary

Adjusted Gross Income
A term used on federal and state tax returns that refers to the amount 
that remains after certain allowable tax deductions are subtracted from 
your gross annual income.

Advance Directive

A document you complete that describes, in writing, your choices 
about the medical treatments you want, or do not want, if you become 
incapacitated and cannot express your wishes. It allows you to express 
your feelings about how health care decisions should be made for you and 
who you designate to make those decisions on your behalf. Anyone who is 
of sound mind and age 18 or older may complete these forms.

Affidavit
A sworn statement or written declaration witnessed by an authorized 
official such as a notary public.

Agent A person authorized to act on behalf of another.

Aging in Place

The process of staying in your own home as you grow older instead 
of moving to an outside facility. This can include creating a budget, 
discussing living options with your family, connecting with home health 
services and identifying necessary home modification projects.

Assisted Living

A type of housing arrangement designed for people who need various 
levels of medical and personal care. Living spaces can be individual 
rooms, apartments, or shared quarters. The facilities generally provide a 
home-like setting and are physically designed to promote the resident’s 
independence while providing care when necessary.

Authorization for  
Final Distribution

A document which allows you to designate a representative who will 
have the legal authority to make decisions regarding your funeral 
arrangements and the disposition of your body.

Beneficiary
A term used to describe the person(s) you choose to receive the proceeds 
from your will, trust, life insurance and retirement accounts when you die.

Bereavement The period of time during which grief and mourning occur after a death.

Codicil A change you make to your will.
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Cremation
The process of reducing the body to bone fragments using high heat 
and flame. Bone fragments are processed in a machine to make them a 
consistent size and then are placed in temporary or permanent urn.

Death Doula
A non-medical person trained to care for someone holistically (physically, 
emotionally and spiritually) at the end of life.

Decedent Person who has died.

Direct Burial
A type of burial that usually costs less than a full-service funeral, done 
shortly after death, usually in a simple container. No viewing or visitation 
is involved, so no embalming is necessary

Estate A term used to describe the property of someone who has died (decedent).

Ethical Will

A centuries-old practice that outlines a person’s hopes, dreams, values, 
and life lessons, meant to be shared with loved ones while still alive, as 
well as something to leave behind in the form of a letter or journal. (not a 
legal document).

Fiduciary

A person or organization that acts on behalf of another person, putting 
their clients’ interests ahead of their own, with a duty to preserve good 
faith and trust. Being a fiduciary thus requires being bound both legally 
and ethically to act in the others best interests.

Green Burial

A type of burial where the body is buried with a biodegradable material 
(plain wood, cardboard, wicker casket or a natural cloth shroud). There 
are specific site rules for green burials, so check with local ordinances for 
details before deciding.

Green (Bio) Cremation

The process of accelerating body decomposition by using water, an alkali-
based solution, and pressure. The cremated remains may be placed 
in a grave, niche or crypt, or be disposed by any other lawful manner 
according to Wisconsin law. As of September 2021, this process is not yet 
available in Wisconsin.

Grief

A normal and natural emotional response to the loss of someone or 
something important to you. It can include sadness, longing to be with 
the person or thing that was lost, thoughts and memories of the lost, 
anxiety and anger.
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Heir A person who inherits property when a person dies.

Home Funeral

A legal alternative practice to traditional funerals where the family takes 
care of everything on their own without hiring a funeral director. This 
may include doing the necessary paperwork, making caskets, urns and 
shrouds, etc. and disposition of the body.

Hospice Care
A type of care intended to help someone with a terminal illness live as 
well as possible for as long as possible, increasing quality of life.

Intangible Assets
Personal property that involves contracts with others and includes assets 
such as bank account, stocks, bonds, insurance policies and retirement 
benefit accounts.

Intestate
A term to describe what happens when a person dies without a will to 
dictate who gets what of their belongings. If there is no will, the court will 
decide who gets what property.

Joint Tenancy
A term used to describe when property is owned jointly by two or more 
parties. When one owner dies, their share automatically passes to the 
other(s).

Legacy Project 
A way to reminisce and leave behind a memorial using interviews, audio 
recordings, photo albums, scrapbooks, cookbooks or music playlists.

Liminal Space 
The time between the “what was” and the “next.” It is a place of transition, 
a season of waiting, and not knowing.

Living Will 

A type of advance directive that states the specific types of medical care 
that a person wishes to receive if they are no longer able to make medical 
decisions because of a terminal illness or being permanently unconscious. 
A living will usually has instructions about whether to use certain 
treatments to help keep a person alive, such as the use of dialysis (kidney) 
machines, breathing tubes, feeding tubes, and CPR.

Long Term Care Insurance 

A type of private insurance coverage that provides nursing-home care, 
home-health care, and personal or adult daycare for individuals age 65 
or older or with a chronic or disabling condition that needs constant 
supervision.
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Marital Property
Property (including all income and possessions) a couple acquires during 
their marriage.

Memorial Service
A celebration of life, with or without a burial, that offers an opportunity 
for honoring the memory of someone who has died.

Mourning
A public or external response to the death of a loved one. Examples 
include preparing for a funeral, wearing black, or sharing memories or 
stories about a loved one.

Non-Probate Property

Property in an estate that does not have to go through the probate court 
because it passes according to written beneficiary designations. Examples 
include life insurance, POD accounts, living trusts and joint tenancy with 
survival rights.

Organ, Tissue,  
Eye Donation

The process of surgically removing an organ or tissue from one person 
(the organ donor) and placing it into another person (the recipient) 
because the recipient’s organ has failed or has been damaged by disease 
or injury.

Palliative Care

Specialized medical care that can be provided along with curative 
treatment for people living with a serious illness. The goal is to focus 
on providing relief from the symptoms and stress of the illness and to 
improve quality of life for both the patient and the family.

Personal Representative
A person chosen or appointed to administer and manage the estate of 
someone who has died (also known as an executor in some states).

Power of Attorney
A legal document giving the authority to act for another person in 
specified or all legal or financial matters.

POD (Pay on Death) Beneficiary form associated with bank accounts.

Probate
The court proceeding where ownership of a decedent’s property is 
transferred, and taxes and bills are paid.

Probate Property
Property of a deceased person that has no clear order of who should 
receive it that must transfer through a probate court. When you die, the 
court looks at to your will to see who should receive it. 

Required Minimum 
Distribution (RMD) 

The minimum amounts that you must withdraw annually from your 
traditional IRA, 401(k), 403(b) or other retirement savings plan once you’ve 
reached the mandatory age for making withdrawals.
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Tangible Assets
Personal property that has physical substance that can be touched, held 
and felt. Examples include furniture, vehicles, baseball cards, cars, comic 
books, jewelry, and art.

TOD (Transfer on Death) A beneficiary form associated with brokerage accounts.

Traditional Full-Service 
Funeral or Burial 

A type of funeral/burial that includes a viewing or visitation and formal 
funeral service, use of a hearse to transport the body to the funeral site 
and cemetery, and burial, entombment, or cremation of the remains. 
Depending on the cemetery, a burial vault or liner may be necessary.

Trust 

A trust is a legal instrument that holds and manages assets for the benefit 
of the grantor (you). In a trust, the grantor is the person who puts assets 
into the trust. A trustee is the person who manages the assets in the trust 
and the beneficiary is the person or persons who receive the revenue or 
benefit from the trust.

Will
A will is a legal document that tells the probate court who you choose to 
be in charge of your estate, what should happen to your probate property, 
and if you have minor children, your choice for legal guardian.
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