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It is important to plan for changes in home 
finances as we age or experience the loss of 

a loved one. This session will help you to better 
know your finances now and think about the 
possible changes you will need to make in the 
future. In this session, participants will:

• Understand their expenses and income
now, and in the future

• Be able to plan for housing costs as they age

• Learn about long-term care insurance

• Learn about the costs for a funeral and
about prepaying for those costs

• Learn what happens to their money when
they die

• Understand elder financial abuse and
exploitation

• Know how to prevent Identity theft/scams

Handling Financial 
Changes

You can pick and choose which items to work on, depending on what is most useful to you and 
relevant to your situation.
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Financial Services Inventory

Bank/Credit Union Accounts
List your bank/credit union account information (include checking, savings, certificates of deposit and money market accounts).

CHECKING ACCOUNTS

Company Name Website Log-In/Password Account Number Address/Phone Beneficiary Name(s)

Because this document contains account access information, be sure to keep it in a secure location, e. g., a safe deposit box or locked fireproof 
box, and only share it with one or two trusted people.

SAVINGS, MONEY MARKET SAVINGS, CERTIFICATES OF DEPOSIT

Company Name Website Log-In/Password Account Number Address/Phone Beneficiary Name(s)
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Credit Cards
List the names of the persons you have named in your end-of-life planning documents.

Loans
List any outstanding loans you currently have including mortgage, auto and personal loans.

Company Name Website Log-In/Password Account Number Address/Phone In Whose Name

Type of Loan Company Name Website/Phone Log-In/Password Account Number In Whose Name
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Retirement Accounts
List any retirement accounts you have including 401(k)s, 403(b)s, 457s IRAs and self-employed retirement accounts.

Account Type Company Name Website/Phone Log-In/Password Account Number Beneficiary Name(s)
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Real Estate/Business Interests
List any real estate you currently own.  Under “Ownership”, note whether the property is tenancy in common, joint, or single ownership.

Property Location/Address Owner Name(s)
Ownership

(tenancy in common,  
joint, or single)

Date Purchased Purchase Price
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Stocks, Bonds/Other Securities
List any stocks, bonds, mutual funds, or other securities you currently own that are not part of a retirement account.

Type 
(stock, bond, etc.)

Website/Phone Log-In/Password ID Number Date Purchased Purchase Price
Misc. Information 

(name of owner, # of 
shares, maturity date)
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Education Savings Accounts
List any 529 Accounts, Education IRA/Coverdell or Custodial Accounts.

Account Type Institution/Trustee Website/Phone Log-In/Password Account Number Beneficiary Name(s)

Health Insurance
List accident, disability, major medical, long-term care and Medicare policies.

Type
(health, long-term 

care, disability, etc.)
Person(s) Insured

Name of Company 
Providing Insurance

Website/Phone Log-In/Password Policy Number
Coverage 
Amount
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Property Insurance
List your insurance policies that you carry on property such as home, vehicle, land, and boats.

Life Insurance
List any life insurance policies you carry.  Don’t forget any policies you carry through your employer.

Person(s) Insured
Company Name/

Agent
Policy Type 

(whole, term, etc.)
Website/Phone Log-In/Password Policy Number

Beneficiary 
Name(s)

Insured Property Company Name/Agent Website/Phone Log-In/Password Policy Number Coverage Amount



SPENDING PLAN
Fixed Estimated Actual

Mortgage/Rent

Water/Sewer

Cell Phone

Cable/TV/Internet

Trash

TOTAL

Variable Estimated Actual

Food (Groceries)

Eating Out

Electricity

Personal Items

Prescriptions

Health Care

Car (Gas)

Car (Maintenance)

Car (Insurance)

Public Transit

Clothing

Gifts

Entertainment

Streaming Services 

Pets

Savings

Child/Dependent Care

TOTAL

Debts Total  
Amount

Monthly 
Estimated 
Amount

Actual 
Amount

Vehicle Payment

Medical Bills

Past Due Bills

Credit Card 1

Credit Card 2

Credit Card 3

TOTAL

Income Estimated Actual

Social Security

Paycheck

Paycheck

Other

TOTAL

Estimated Actual

Total Income

Total Expenses 
(fixed, variable, debts)

REMAINING 
( + or - )

Month:

AHEADplanning
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Income and Expenses Planning Worksheet
Worksheet directions
Use this worksheet to record current income and expenses and then begin to consider future transitions.  
What might your income look like in 5 or 10 years? What about potential changes in expenses?

Monthly income Now
Likely to change?  

( + or - )
Future

Paycheck

Social Security

Retirement Fund Withdrawals

Pensions

Other

Other

TOTAL INCOME

Continued on following page.
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Income and Expenses Planning Worksheet
Monthly expenses Now

Likely to change?  
( + or - )

Future

Mortgage/rent

Property taxes

Home (repairs, maintenance, appliances)

Utilities (electricity, LP/gas)

Landline/cell phone

Satellite/internet/bundle

Groceries

Eating out

Household (paper goods, cleaning, 
electronics, small appliances, etc.)

Clothing

Auto (loan, insurance, maintenance, gas)

Other transportation (ride service, bus)

Insurance (home, life, umbrella, etc.)

Health insurance

Out-of-pocket expenses (medical, dental, 
eye, pharmacy)

Child/grandchild (tuition, childcare)

Entertainment/habits (online streaming, 
sports, smoking, books, gambling)

Personal (care hair, nails, gym)

Pets

Gifts/donations

Savings (emergency, retirement, health)

Debt (credit cards, personal loans)

Other

Other

TOTAL EXPENSES
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Funeral Costs and Pricing Checklist

Funeral costs include basic services fee for the funeral 
director and staff, charges for other services and 

merchandise, and cash advances. Make copies of the 
checklist at the end of this article. Use it when you shop 
with several funeral homes to compare costs.

Funeral fees
The Funeral Rule allows funeral providers to charge 
a basic services fee that customers have to pay. The 
basic services fee includes services that are common 
to all funerals, regardless of the specific arrangement. 
These include funeral planning, securing the necessary 
permits and copies of death certificates, preparing the 
notices, sheltering the remains, and coordinating the 
arrangements with the cemetery, crematory or other 
third parties. The fee does not include charges for 
optional services or merchandise.

Charges for other services and merchandise includes 
costs for optional goods and services such as transporting 
the remains; embalming and other preparation; use of 
the funeral home for the viewing, ceremony or memorial 
service; use of equipment and staff for a graveside 
service; use of a hearse or limousine; a casket, outer 
burial container or alternate container; and cremation or 
interment.

Cash advances are fees charged by the funeral home for 
goods and services it buys from outside vendors on your 
behalf, including flowers, obituary notices, pallbearers, 
officiating clergy, and organists and soloists. Some 
funeral providers charge you their cost for the items they 
buy on your behalf. Others add a service fee to the cost. 
The Funeral Rule requires those who charge an extra fee 
to disclose that fact in writing, although it doesn’t require 
them to specify the amount of their markup. The Rule 
also requires funeral providers to tell you if there are 
refunds, discounts, or rebates from the supplier on any 
cash advance item.

Calculating the actual cost of a funeral
The funeral provider must give you an itemized 
statement of the total cost of the funeral goods and 
services you have selected when you are making the 
arrangements. If the funeral provider doesn’t know the 
cost of the cash advance items at the time, he or she 
is required to give you a written “good faith estimate.” 
This statement also must disclose any legal cemetery 
or crematory requirements that you purchase specific 
funeral goods or services.

The Funeral Rule does not require any specific format for 
this information. Funeral providers may include it in any 
document they give you at the end of your discussion 
about funeral arrangements.

Services and products
Embalming
Many funeral homes require embalming if you’re 
planning a viewing or visitation. But embalming generally 
is not necessary or legally required if the body is buried 
or cremated shortly after death. Eliminating this service 
can save you hundreds of dollars. Under the Funeral Rule, 
a funeral provider:

• may not provide embalming services without 
permission.

• may not falsely state that embalming is required by 
law.

• must disclose in writing that embalming is not 
required by law, except in certain special cases.

• may not charge a fee for unauthorized embalming 
unless embalming is required by state law.

• must disclose in writing that you usually have the 
right to choose a disposition, like direct cremation or 
immediate burial, that does not require embalming if 
you do not want this service.

• must disclose in writing that some funeral 
arrangements, such as a funeral with viewing, may 
make embalming a practical necessity and, if so, a 
required purchase.

This article is part of a series from the FTC: 
Shopping for Funeral Services

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0070-shopping-funeral-services
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0070-shopping-funeral-services


Funeral Costs and Pricing Checklist  |  2

planning AHEAD

Caskets
For a “traditional” full-service funeral:

A casket often is the single most expensive item you’ll 
buy if you plan a “traditional” full-service funeral. Caskets 
vary widely in style and price and are sold primarily 
for their visual appeal. Typically, they’re constructed of 
metal, wood, fiberboard, fiberglass or plastic. Although 
an average casket costs slightly more than $2,000, some 
mahogany, bronze or copper caskets sell for as much as 
$10,000.

When you visit a funeral home or showroom to shop for 
a casket, the Funeral Rule requires the funeral director 
to show you a list of caskets the company sells, with 
descriptions and prices, before showing you the caskets. 
Industry studies show that the average casket shopper 
buys one of the first three models shown, generally the 
middle-priced of the three.

So it’s in the seller’s best interest to start out by showing 
you higher-end models. If you haven’t seen some of the 
lower-priced models on the price list, ask to see them 
— but don’t be surprised if they’re not prominently 
displayed, or not on display at all.

Traditionally, caskets have been sold only by funeral 
homes. But more and more, showrooms and websites 
operated by “third-party” dealers are selling caskets. You 
can buy a casket from one of these dealers and have it 
shipped directly to the funeral home. The Funeral Rule 
requires funeral homes to agree to use a casket you 
bought elsewhere, and doesn’t allow them to charge you 
a fee for using it.

No matter where or when you’re buying a casket, it’s 
important to remember that its purpose is to provide 
a dignified way to move the body before burial or 
cremation. No casket, regardless of its qualities or cost, 
will preserve a body forever. Metal caskets frequently are 
described as “gasketed,” “protective” or “sealer” caskets. 
These terms mean that the casket has a rubber gasket 
or some other feature that is designed to delay the 
penetration of water into the casket and prevent rust. 
The Funeral Rule forbids claims that these features help 
preserve the remains indefinitely because they don’t. 
They just add to the cost of the casket.

Most metal caskets are made from rolled steel of varying 
gauges — the lower the gauge, the thicker the steel. 
Some metal caskets come with a warranty for longevity. 

Wooden caskets generally are not gasketed and don’t 
have a warranty for longevity. They can be hardwood 
like mahogany, walnut, cherry or oak, or softwood like 
pine. Pine caskets are a less expensive option, but funeral 
homes rarely display them. Manufacturers of both 
wooden and metal caskets usually offer warranties for 
workmanship and materials.

For cremation:
Many families that choose to have their loved ones 
cremated rent a casket from the funeral home for the 
visitation and funeral, eliminating the cost of buying 
a casket. If you opt for visitation and cremation, ask 
about the rental option. For those who choose a direct 
cremation without a viewing or other ceremony where 
the body is present, the funeral provider must offer 
an inexpensive unfinished wood box or alternative 
container, a non-metal enclosure — pressboard, 
cardboard or canvas — that is cremated with the body.

Under the Funeral Rule, funeral directors who offer direct 
cremations:

• may not tell you that state or local law requires a 
casket for direct cremations, because none do;

• must disclose in writing your right to buy an 
unfinished wood box or an alternative container for a 
direct cremation; and

• must make an unfinished wood box or other 
alternative container available for direct cremations.

Burial vaults or grave liners
Burial vaults or grave liners, also known as burial 
containers, are commonly used in “traditional” full-
service funerals. The vault or liner is placed in the ground 
before burial, and the casket is lowered into it at burial. 
The purpose is to prevent the ground from caving in as 
the casket deteriorates over time. A grave liner is made 
of reinforced concrete and will satisfy any cemetery 
requirement. Grave liners cover only the top and sides 
of the casket. A burial vault is more substantial and 
expensive than a grave liner. It surrounds the casket in 
concrete or another material and may be sold with a 
warranty of protective strength.

State laws do not require a vault or liner, and funeral 
providers may not tell you otherwise. However, keep in 
mind that many cemeteries require some type of outer 
burial container to prevent the grave from sinking in 
the future. Neither grave liners nor burial vaults are 
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designed to prevent the eventual decomposition of 
human remains. It is illegal for funeral providers to claim 
that a vault will keep water, dirt, or other debris from 
penetrating into the casket if that’s not true.

Before showing you any outer burial containers, a funeral 
provider is required to give you a list of prices and 
descriptions. It may be less expensive to buy an outer 
burial container from a third-party dealer than from a 
funeral home or cemetery. Compare prices from several 
sources before you select a model.

Preservation processes and products
As far back as the ancient Egyptians, people have used 
oils, herbs and special body preparations to help preserve 
the bodies of their dead. Yet, no process or products have 
been devised to preserve a body in the grave indefinitely. 
The Funeral Rule prohibits funeral providers from telling 
you that it can be done. For example, funeral providers 
may not claim that either embalming or a particular type 
of casket will preserve the body of the deceased for an 
unlimited time.

Funeral pricing checklist

Make copies of this page and check with several funeral 

homes to compare costs.

“Simple” disposition of the remains:
Immediate burial  

Immediate cremation  

If the cremation process is extra, how much is it?  

 

Donation of the body to a medical school or hospital  

 

“Traditional,” full-service burial or cremation:
Basic services fee for the funeral director and staff  

 

Pickup of body  

Embalming  

Other preparation of body  

Least expensive casket  

Description, including model #  

Outer Burial Container (vault)  

Description  

Visitation/viewing — staff and facilities  

Funeral or memorial service — staff and facilities  

 

Graveside service, including staff and equipment  

 

Hearse  

Other vehicles  

Total  

Other services:
Forwarding body to another funeral home  

Receiving body from another funeral home  

Cemetery/mausoleum costs:
Cost of lot or crypt (if you don’t already own one)  

Perpetual care  

Opening and closing the grave or crypt  

Grave liner, if required  

Marker/monument (including setup)  
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Prepaying for Your Funeral

Millions of Americans have entered into 
contracts to arrange their funerals and prepay 

some or all of the expenses involved. Laws of 
individual states govern the prepayment of funeral 
goods and services; various states have laws to help 
ensure that these advance payments are available 
to pay for the funeral products and services when 
they’re needed. But protections vary widely from 
state to state, and some state laws offer little or no 
effective protection. Some state laws require the 
funeral home or cemetery to place a percentage 
of the prepayment in a state-regulated trust or to 
purchase a life insurance policy with the death 
benefits assigned to the funeral home or cemetery.

If you’re thinking about prepaying for funeral goods 
and services, it’s important to consider these issues 
before putting down any money:

• What are you are paying for? Are you buying 
only merchandise, like a casket and vault, or are 
you purchasing funeral services as well?

• What happens to the money you’ve prepaid? 
States have different requirements for handling 
funds paid for prearranged funeral services.

• What happens to the interest income on money 
that is prepaid and put into a trust account?

• Are you protected if the firm you dealt with goes 
out of business?

• Can you cancel the contract and get a full 
refund if you change your mind?

• What happens if you move to a different area 
or die while away from home? Some prepaid 
funeral plans can be transferred, but often at an 
added cost.

Be sure to tell your family about the plans you’ve 
made; let them know where the documents are 
filed. If your family isn’t aware that you’ve made 
plans, your wishes may not be carried out. And if 
family members don’t know that you’ve prepaid 
the funeral costs, they could end up paying for the 
same arrangements. You may wish to consult an 
attorney on the best way to ensure that your wishes 
are followed.

This article is part of a series from the Federal 
Trade Commission: 

• Shopping for Funeral Services

• The FTC Funeral Rule

• Funeral Costs and Pricing Checklist

• Types of Funerals

• Choosing a Funeral Provider

• Buying a Cemetery Site

• Planning Your Own Funeral

• Funeral Terms and Contact Information

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0070-shopping-funeral-services
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0300-ftc-funeral-rule
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0301-funeral-costs-and-pricing-checklist
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0302-types-funerals
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0303-choosing-funeral-provider
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0304-buying-cemetery-site
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0305-planning-your-own-funeral
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0306-funeral-terms-and-contact-information
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Planning for Housing Costs as You Age

Housing and healthcare costs make up the largest 
share of expenses for most older adults so planning 

ahead is a good way to help prepare for whatever comes 
along.

Aging in place
Around 70% of people age 65 and older will need some 
form of long-term care services and support. When 
thinking about staying in your home here are some 
things to consider:

• What modifications would I need to make to my 
home if I encounter a health problem or mobility 
constraint ( e.g., retrofitting stairs)? What are the 
likely costs of that remodeling?

• What transportation options are available in my area 
if I’m not able to drive? Thinking ahead for how you 
will travel to medical appointments and the grocery 
store can help you decide if staying in your home is 
right for you. 

• What supports already exist in my community to 
help? Having a strong informal support network 
of friends, family, connections through a place of 
worship, and social or community groups can be 
a major factor in successfully aging place. Also 
consider formal support networks like senior 
community centers, congregate meal programs, 
your local Aging and Disability Resource Center, and 
others. To find information about services available 
to older adults in your community, use the Eldercare 
Locator at 1-800-677-1116 or https://eldercare.acl.gov/
Public/Index.aspx.

• What are the costs for home health care in my area 
and how much can I afford? This online tool provides 
cost estimates specific to your geographic area for a 
variety of long-term care options,  e.g., home health 
care, assisted living facilities, nursing home care, and 
others. It features future cost projections as far out 
as 2070 so that you can estimate what your expenses 
will be when you actually need them. 

The National Aging in Place Council has created The 
Costs of Aging Handbook to help you evaluate whether 
or not staying in your home is the right decision for you 
and your family. You can download a copy at https://
www.ageinplace.org. Some people use their home equity 
or a reverse mortgage to fund the increased costs of 
remodeling or home health care that can come with 
aging in place. To decide if those are viable options for 
you, access the Use Your Home to Stay at Home guide from 
the National Council on Aging: https://ncoa.org/article/
use-your-home-to-stay-at-home. 

Moving to a seniors housing community
“Seniors housing community” is the general term 
for group living establishments for older adults that 
include categories like independent living, assisted 
living, memory care, and nursing homes. The Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services (DHS) has created a guide 
to Finding and Choosing an Assisted Living Facility: 
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/guide/assisted-living.htm 
where you can learn about the types of facilities that DHS 
certifies, find statewide directories, and access resources 
for choosing a facility. 

Costs and services provided by facilities differ widely. 
Three options exist for paying for long-term care: long-
term care insurance, accumulating sufficient wealth 
to pay costs out of pocket, and spending down assets 
to qualify for Medicaid assistance. Other factors like 
location and social or cultural fit are also important in 
this decision.

How will you know when it is time to make a housing 
transition? Think about your current health and how it 
might change over the next few years, the household 
tasks and personal care tasks you will need help with, 
and who might be able to provide that extra help. You 
can also consider how a move might impact your quality 
of life, or the quality of life of people helping you in your 
home. Planning ahead, and discussing your concerns and 
preferences with loved ones, can help you be prepared to 
move when the time is right.

https://eldercare.acl.gov/Public/Index.aspx
https://eldercare.acl.gov/Public/Index.aspx
https://www.genworth.com/aging-and-you/finances/cost-of-care.html
https://www.ageinplace.org/
https://www.ageinplace.org/
https://ncoa.org/article/use-your-home-to-stay-at-home
https://ncoa.org/article/use-your-home-to-stay-at-home
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/guide/assisted-living.htm
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Long Term Care Insurance
Should I or Shouldn’t I?

In general, long term care refers to a broad range of services needed by people for an extended period 
because of a chronic illness or disability. Every day, counselors with the Medigap Helpline at the Board on 

Aging and Long-Term Care hear from consumers who wonder if they should buy long term care insurance 
(referred throughout this publication as LTC insurance). It is a very important question for people who 
want to plan for their needs should they become disabled. The decision will have significant financial 
consequences. A decision to buy is a decision for a lifetime. Simply put, that means to reap any benefits 
from such an insurance policy you must keep it in force for the rest of your life.

Issues to consider before purchasing long term care insurance
Unlike health insurance, everyone does not need 
insurance for long term care. You should weigh 
the value of what you want to protect against the 
cost of protecting it. The Board on Aging and Long-
Term Care has identified the following factors to 
consider helping you determine if it would be wise 
to purchase LTC insurance:

• What are your chances of needing long term 
care? Your chances are greater if you have a 
family history of certain diseases such as stroke, 
heart attack, Parkinson’s disease or Alzheimer’s 
disease. Many people can avoid or delay a 
nursing home stay if they have family members 
living nearby who are able to provide care.

• What is your reason for considering LTC 
insurance? LTC insurance is often considered 
to be asset protection insurance. Do you have 
sufficient assets to protect that will justify the 
large expense of LTC insurance premiums, 
and is it important for you to protect your 
assets? Can you afford enough insurance to 
truly protect your assets or will you be simply 
delaying their depletion? A couple should have 
a net worth of at least $100,000, not including 
their home or automobile, and a single person 
should have at least $50,000 before spending 
money on LTC premiums. With less than this 
amount, you do not need LTC insurance.1 

• Can you afford to pay the premiums for LTC 
insurance out of your income without tapping 
into savings? No more than 7% of your annual 
adjusted gross income should be spent on LTC 
insurance premiums.2 Be prepared to handle 
future premium increases. Although premium 
increases cannot be based on your age or health 
condition, insurance companies can and will 
increase premiums.

• Will you qualify for Medical Assistance to 
help pay for nursing home care? In Wisconsin, 
spousal impoverishment protection allows the 
spouse of a nursing home resident to retain the 
first $52,000 of the couple’s countable assets, 
and as much as $128,420 if their total countable 
assets exceed $252.8403. Exempt assets include 
the couple’s home, automobile, personal 
belongings, and money set aside for burial 
expenses. On the other hand, a single person 
entering a nursing home can keep only $2,000 
in countable assets. These figures apply in 2019 
and are indexed for inflation for future years. 

• What other financial vehicles might be more 
appropriate for funding long term care? Mutual 
funds, annuities, life insurance long term care 
riders, reverse mortgages? You may want to 
consult a financial planner to help you with 
these decisions. What is the likelihood of ever 
seeing a benefit from the premiums you will 
pay? Weigh the value of what you want to 
protect against the cost of protecting it. #94 Rev 4/19

“This publication has been created or produced by the State of Wisconsin 
Board on Aging & Long-Term Care with financial assistance, in whole or in 
part, through a grant from the Administration for Community Living (ACL).”
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• Are you considering this insurance because 
of possible tax advantages? Many long-term 
care insurance salespeople are encouraging 
older people to consider this insurance for 
the possible tax advantages. There are two 
problems with this, however. First, the tax 
advantages are only a possibility for consumers 
who buy a policy that meets federal standards, 
not Wisconsin standards, and these federal 
standards do not have as strong consumer 

protections as the Wisconsin standards. Second, 
payment of these premiums will result in any 
tax deduction on your federal income tax only 
if: (1) you have any tax liability; and (2) you 
itemize deductions; and (3) the total medical 
expense deduction you claim, including the 
federally tax-qualified LTC insurance premium, 
exceeds 7.5% of adjusted gross income (analysis 
developed by the Coalition of Wisconsin Aging 
Groups).

Ideal features of long term care insurance
If you have come to the conclusion that LTC 
insurance will be a smart commitment, now what? 
To compare the various products on the market, the 
Board on Aging and Long-Term Care provides the 
following points to guide you:

• Nursing home policies cover only institutional 
care. Home health care policies cover only home 
or community-based care. Policies labeled LTC 
insurance include benefits for both nursing 
home and home health care services. To cover 
the broadest range of long term care services, 
purchase an LTC insurance policy rather than 
nursing home insurance or home health care 
insurance.

• Be sure the policy includes alternate care 
facility coverage. This benefit extends coverage 
to assisted living facilities and community-
based residential facilities (CBRF’s). Some 
policies will limit coverage to facilities with a 
minimum number of residents. Policies with 
low minimums, such as 4 residents, will allow 
the greatest range in choice of facilities where a 
benefit will be payable.

• Purchase an inflation protection rider to assure 
that a policy continues to have a meaningful 
level of protection in the future.

• Predicting future long-term care needs is very 
difficult. Policies which pay benefits out of a 
pool of money are more flexible than those 
that assign a maximum benefit amount to each 
covered long-term care service.

• An assessment of care needs will be performed 
when a need for long term care arises. It is best 
to have the assessment done by a physician, 
nurse, or social worker who is not employed by 
the insurance company.

• Consider only companies that are financially 
sound. Several organizations provide financial 
ratings of insurance companies. Because many 
years may pass between purchasing a policy 
and filing a claim, and because claim amounts 
could be quite high, consider only companies 
which are placed in the highest possible regard 
by the rating organizations.

• Delivery of long term care services is changing 
radically and many LTC insurance companies 
periodically revamp their products to include 
additional covered services. Check whether 
a policy gives you a written assurance that if 
future policy upgrades are made, you will be 
given an opportunity to decide whether you 
would like to upgrade your policy regardless of 
your health circumstances.

• What type of claims appeal process does the 
insurer use in the case of disputed claims? 
Does the claims appeal process involve an 
independent third party to arbitrate disputed 
claims? Or does the insurance company have 
the final word in disputed claims cases?

For a discussion of your personal insurance needs, 
the Board on Aging and Long-Term Care encourages 
you to contact the Medigap Helpline, 1-800-242-
1060.

1. Kiplinger’s Personal Finance Magazine, 
March 1996 

2. Wisconsin Administrative Code 3.46 
Appendix 2 

3. Wisconsin State Statutes 49.455
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What happens to my financial accounts when I die?

Unless you have a living trust or have assigned 
beneficiaries to your accounts, your assets will end 

up in probate. Probate is the court-supervised process 
of verifying any last will and testament made by the 
deceased person. Probate includes finding a person’s 
assets, figuring out the value of the assets, paying their 
final bills and taxes, and distributing what’s left of the 
estate to their rightful beneficiaries. If there is no will, 
a judge will decide who receives any remaining assets 
according to your State’s intestate inheritance laws—and 
the judge’s orders may not match your wishes.

Financial accounts with assigned beneficiaries will be 
paid directly to your specified recipients, will not be 
included in probate, and will not be used to pay off any 
of your debt after you die. To avoid a lengthy hold-up of 
paying out your financial assets to survivors, submit and 
update beneficiary forms for accounts with a financial 
institution or agency. You may also want to name a 
secondary beneficiary on your accounts in case the 
primary beneficiary passes away before you.

If you don’t have named beneficiaries on your financial 
accounts, then any accounts that are unknown to your 
heirs or undocumented could end up as unclaimed 
property in your State’s Department of Treasury. That’s 
why it’s so important to have updated records of all your 
financial accounts—and—other end-of-life documents—
and that your loved ones know where to find this 
information.

This overview covers the basics for many common 
financial accounts. See the resources listed for more 
information. Consult an attorney for more complicated 
financial situations that could involve setting up a living 
trust or the Uniform Transfer to Minors Act (UTMA) that 
covers inheritances for children.

Financial institutions

Checking, savings accounts, money market 
accounts, certificates of deposit
You can include in your will who gets what, but to avoid 
delays in the probate process, instruct your financial 
institutions and investment firms to make your accounts 

immediately transfer-on-death (TOD) to your designated 
heirs. The financial institution would release the money 
to the named beneficiary when they present a copy of 
your death certificate and identification. The Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation or National Credit Union 
Share Insurance Fund will continue to insure an account 
as if the deceased person was alive for an additional six 
months after their death. After six months, the FDIC and 
NCUSIF coverage stops.

Financial institutions also offer pay-on-death (POD) bank 
accounts, also called a “Totten trust.” A POD account 
is one where you name a beneficiary who inherits the 
account funds after your death and the funds do not 
go into probate. The account beneficiary does not have 
any rights to the account until after you die, and you are 
free to withdraw money, close the account, or switch 
beneficiaries just like with any other savings or checking 
account. An existing savings or checking account can be 
turned into a POD account by completing the financial 
institutions paperwork. 

Individuals could also use a POD account to prepay 
funeral services by naming your chosen funeral home 
as the recipient of the funds upon your death. This 
arrangement lets the funds avoid probate and makes 
funds available immediately for funeral costs. It’s 
also important to tell your likely survivors about any 
arrangements you make with a funeral home, so they 
don’t pay for services at a different home.

Savings bonds
On the death of the original bond owner, the co-owner 
or beneficiary becomes the owner. A will is not needed, 
however, it’s important to register your bonds online 
at TreasuryDirect.gov. The U.S. Government stopped 
issuing paper savings bonds in 2012. A savings bond 
may be transferred either in full or in part to another 
TreasuryDirect account while the bondholder is still alive. 

Registrations for Series EE and I Bonds, both electronic 
and paper bonds, can vary, so it’s a good idea to find 
out how to register each type of bond. There are three 
basic Savings Bond registrations for individuals: single 
ownership where the bond becomes part of the estate 

http://TreasuryDirect.gov
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when the person dies; one owner with another person 
listed as a Payable-on-Death beneficiary; and two owners 
with one owner listed as primary and the co-owner listed 
as secondary. 

If the person who died has an online TreasuryDirect 
account, heirs can contact the Bureau of Fiscal Service 
directly. They will put a hold on the account and give 
specific instructions for the situation.

Other savings accounts

Health savings account (HSA)
This is a type of savings account that lets you set aside 
money on a pre-tax basis to pay for qualified medical 
expenses. You can name a beneficiary or beneficiaries 
on your HSA account. If your surviving spouse is the 
beneficiary, the HSA becomes the spouse’s property 
and provides the same tax benefits that come with the 
account. If the beneficiary is not your spouse, the HSA 
is transferred to your beneficiary and changed to a 
taxable account with taxes due in the year of your death. 
Charities can also be made a beneficiary of an HSA and 
will receive the funds tax free. 

529 accounts
A 529 plan is an investment account that offers tax 
benefits when you use the funds to pay for qualified 
education expenses. You can name an account 
beneficiary when you open a 529 account. Some 529 plans 
have rules of succession to determine who inherits your 
account if you have not named someone; otherwise, the 
account will go through probate. Your beneficiary has 
all the rights associated with the account, including the 
right to request a refund. 

Retirement accounts
As with other financial accounts, it’s important to name 
and update beneficiaries for all retirement accounts. 
While you don’t pay income taxes on money you 
contribute to an Individual Retirement Account (IRA) or 
pay taxes on qualified withdrawals from a Roth IRA, your 
heirs do not receive the same tax advantages when they 
inherit your retirement accounts. There are different tax 
rules for a surviving spouse than the rules for a non-
spouse who inherits an IRA. An IRA owner can also name 
a tax-exempt charity as beneficiary.

If you leave an IRA to your surviving spouse, they will 
have several options, including taking ownership of 
your account, rolling your funds into their own IRA, or 
remaining a beneficiary of the account. If you choose an 
IRA beneficiary who is not a spouse, the beneficiary is 
free to withdraw any of the funds at any time without 
penalty. The funds inherited by a non-spouse will be 
taxed when they are withdrawn from the IRA and that 
all the funds must be taken out of the account within 
10 years of inheriting the account. There are exceptions 
to the 10-year withdrawal rule if the beneficiary is a 
surviving spouse, a disabled or chronically ill person, a 
child who hasn’t reached the age of majority, or a person 
not more than ten years younger than the IRA account 
owner.

Pensions
You can designate a beneficiary for your pension while 
you are still working by filing the required documentation 
with the pension management company. Once you retire 
and begin to collect your pension, public and private 
employee pensions will typically offer different benefit 
options that could include a designated survivor. The 
survivor benefit option you choose will affect any pension 
benefits received by your beneficiary after you die. 
Pension programs for military and federal government 
employees will continue to pay benefits to qualifying 
widows and widowers. 

Social Security death benefits
A lump-sum Social Security death benefit of $255 is 
available to a surviving eligible spouse or dependent child 
under 18. When there is no survivor, no payment is made. 
An application for the payment must be filed within 
two years of the death. Payment is made directly to the 
surviving spouse or entitled child, never directly to the 
funeral home.

Social Security survivor’s benefits
If, at the time of your death, you were living with and 
caring for an unmarried child (and, under certain 
circumstances, a stepchild or grandchild) under age 18, 
each is entitled to survivor benefits equal to 75 percent 
of what you would have received each year when you 
would have reached full retirement age. Your spouse also 
can receive a survivor benefit while caring for a child 
under age 16. The maximum payout per family is 150 to 
187 percent of your annual benefit amount. Widows and 
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widowers age 60 and older are also entitled to survivor 
benefits. Different rules and amounts apply to disabled 
spouses and children.

Use the Social Security Administration’s website’s 
retirement calculator to see what survivor benefits your 
family would receive. Maximum benefits vary based on 
your age and earnings history, but for 2021 the maximum 
amount for top earners is about $2,300 a month per 
surviving child and spouse, with a family maximum 
survivor benefit of about $5,400 per month.

Life insurance policies
Life insurance pays a death benefit if you die while the 
policy is in effect, in exchange for premiums you pay 
before your death. There are two main types of coverage: 
term life and permanent, or whole, life. You can use the 
death benefit to protect against financial hardships, such 
as loss of your income, funeral expenses, medical, or 
nursing care expenses, after your death. 

Your beneficiary is the person or organization you name 
to receive your life insurance policy’s death benefit. You’ll 
need to know the Social Security or tax identification 
number for all beneficiaries. Experts advise you not to 
name a minor child as a beneficiary since insurance 
companies won’t pay a minor. Instead of naming a minor, 
consider leaving the money to your estate or setting up a 
trust.

It’s important to check and update your life insurance 
beneficiaries whenever there’s a life transition. If you 
listed your spouse as beneficiary of a life insurance 
policy, then later divorced and forgot to update it, your 
former spouse will receive your life insurance even if 
you’ve remarried. Because life insurance—and retirement 
accounts—are considered legal contracts, the beneficiary 
agreement you have on file will override any wishes 
expressed in your will.

With most permanent life policies, you can surrender 
your policy while you’re still alive and collect a calculated 
cash-value payout that accumulates based on how much 
you’ve paid and for how long. If you’re diagnosed with a 
terminal illness and are expected to die within 12 to 24 
months, an accelerated death benefit rider allows you to 
collect part or all your death benefit before you die to pay 

medical bills, cover lost wages, and other expenses. Many 
life insurance companies offer this feature for little or no 
additional cost, but what they offer varies by company, so 
read the fine print.

Debt and outstanding bills
Creditors can and do collect the remaining amount 
owed on a loan, credit card, unpaid taxes, or medical 
bills from a person’s assets during probate. If a debt is 
solely owned by the person who dies and there isn’t 
enough money in their estate to pay all their debts and 
bills, then some of their debts will go unpaid. When debt 
goes through probate, creditors have 12 months from the 
time probate forms are filed to make a claim. If an asset 
goes directly to a family member, however, a creditor can 
go after a beneficiary beyond 12 months to collect any 
debt attached to that asset. Executors can use the assets 
in your estate to pay off a loan, taxes, or liens before 
property, such as a car or home, is passed on to a family 
member.

By law, family members do not usually have to pay the 
debts of a deceased relative from their own money, with 
a few exceptions. A person may be responsible for the 
deceased person’s debt if they:

• Are the deceased person’s spouse and live in a 
community property state, such as Wisconsin. This 
applies to all debts incurred by one spouse during 
marriage, whether the other spouse was responsible 
for the debt or not. Spouses are not responsible for 
debts incurred before the marriage.

• Co-signed for the debt, like a car loan, student loan, 
or mortgage. Joint owners named on a mortgage 
who didn’t co-sign the loan aren’t automatically 
responsible for payments but may choose to take 
over the debt to prevent the lender from repossessing 
the home.

• Are a joint owner or account holder, such as on a 
credit card. Authorized users of a credit card aren’t 
responsible for the credit card balance unless they 
are a spouse in a community property state.

• Were legally responsible for settling the estate and 
didn’t follow certain state probate laws.

https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/estimator.html
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/estimator.html
http://www.wripa.org/probate-faqs.html
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Medicaid recovery
After you die, federal law requires state Medicaid 
programs to seek repayment for the cost of certain 
long-term care, including nursing homes, home care 
services, and community-based long-term care programs. 
According to the Wisconsin Estate Recovery Program, 
recovery is made from the estates of members during 
probate, from the estates of their surviving spouses, from 
certain non-probate property, and from liens placed on 
their homes.

For more information

Financial institutions
• Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 

https://www.fdic.gov/resources/consumers/index.
html 

• National Credit Union Administration 
https://www.ncua.gov/consumers 

Health Savings Account (HSA)
• https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/health-savings-

account-hsa

• https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p969.pdf 

IRA Distributions
• https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p590b.pdf

Life Insurance
• Wisconsin Office of the Commissioner of Insurance 

https://oci.wi.gov/Pages/ConsumersHome.aspx 

Savings Bonds
• U.S. Treasure Direct—Death of a Savings Bond Owner 

https://www.treasurydirect.gov/indiv/research/
indepth/ebonds/res_e_bonds_eedeath.htm 

Social Security Benefits
• https://www.ssa.gov

Consumer Federal Trade Commission—Debts and 
Deceased Relatives
• https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/debts-and-

deceased-relatives

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/medicaid/erp.htm
https://www.fdic.gov/resources/consumers/index.html
https://www.fdic.gov/resources/consumers/index.html
https://www.ncua.gov/consumers
https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/health-savings-account-hsa
https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/health-savings-account-hsa
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p969.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p590b.pdf
https://oci.wi.gov/Pages/ConsumersHome.aspx
https://www.treasurydirect.gov/indiv/research/indepth/ebonds/res_e_bonds_eedeath.htm
https://www.treasurydirect.gov/indiv/research/indepth/ebonds/res_e_bonds_eedeath.htm
https://www.ssa.gov
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/debts-and-deceased-relatives
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/debts-and-deceased-relatives
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