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Creating an estate or inheritance plan is a 
critical component of end-of-life planning.  

If you have people in your life that you cherish, 
plan ahead to minimize future costs and reduce 
the stress of settling your affairs.  In addition 
to controlling who gets what, estate planning 
is the only way to name a guardian of minor 
children or grant authority and rights to a 

committed partner when not legally married.  
Estate planning is the method by which you 
control the distribution of your property through 
beneficiary designations and legal documents 
such as a will or trust.  In this section, you will 
find worksheets that will help you gather the 
information necessary to create a plan for the 
distribution of your personal property.
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Estate Planning Throughout Your Life
Don’t think you need an estate plan until you are older or have accumulated more money? That’s simply 

not true. People at every age should put together an estate plan that fits their needs—that can be 
something very simple for a 30-year-old to a fully funded trust plan for a 70-year-old. Wherever you are in 
the estate planning process, remember to share the information with someone you trust to ensure your 
wishes are understood and will be followed. Here are some typical estate planning items to consider by age:

20’s

• Designate beneficiaries on retirement accounts, insurance and bank accounts

• Complete a healthcare (advance) directive: 
Once you turn 18, your parents no longer have authority to make healthcare or 
financial decisions for you. A healthcare directive specifies which actions should be 
taken regarding your health if you are no longer able to make decisions.

• Choose a Power of Attorney (POA) for Healthcare and Finance: 
This designates who you want to make healthcare and/or financial decisions on your 
behalf if you are unable to do so. Note: They do not have to be the same person!

30’s

• Review beneficiaries previously designated on all retirement accounts, insurance 
and bank accounts and make changes if necessary.

• Review healthcare (advance) directive choices and update if necessary.

• Review POA choices for healthcare and finance.

• Create a will. If you have started a family, own a house and have started to 
accumulate some financial assets, it is important to protect your children and spouse 
by creating a will. A will specifies who will inherit your assets (those that do not have 
beneficiaries already designated), who will take care of settling your estate and who 
will take care of your minor children if you or your spouse are unable to do so.

40’s  
& 50’s

• If you have not already completed your healthcare (advance) directive, POAs for 
healthcare and finance and created a will, now is the time to catch up.  If you have, 
review all documents and update with any changes.

• Talk with your parents about their estate plan to make sure you understand their 
wishes for end-of-life decisions.

60’s  
& up

• With your estate plan complete, you should focus on reviewing or updating your 
plan as appropriate. Review your plan to ensure that it is concise and clear and can 
be executed easily when necessary. If you have not done so, have conversations with 
your loved ones to make sure they understand your wishes.
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Choosing the people that will represent you 
when you are not able to act on your own behalf 

is one of the most important decisions you will 
make in your end-of-life planning. Many people 
automatically select their spouse or first-born child 
because they feel closest to them and automatically 
assume they are the right person for the job. When 
it comes to selecting powers of attorney for health 

care and finance to make decisions while you are 
still living, and personal representatives to handle 
your estate after your death, it is important to 
choose someone(s) that can best represent your 
wishes. It is not necessary to have the same person 
in each role. Consider these key factors when 
making your selection:

Understand the expectations of each role and ask yourself who is capable of doing them.

Look for these characteristics in the people you are considering to take on these roles.

  Do they live nearby?
How close are they to you or your preferred health 
care facility? Keep in mind that a power of attorney 
may need to get to the hospital quickly in an 
emergency.

  Are they trustworthy?
It is important to consider the person’s character 
and values and if they are capable of making 
big decisions in terms of health and/or financial 
matters. Are they likely to follow through on the 
demands of being power of attorney or personal 
representative? Will they follow your wishes? You 
are trusting this person to speak on your behalf, so 
you need to select someone you can count on and 
trust.

  What is their communication style?
Are they assertive or passive? Can they stand up to 
other people and hold their ground under pressure? 
You will want someone who will not back down 
when it comes to supporting your wishes, even 
when emotions are running high. The person you 
select should be able to communicate clearly and 
effectively. In challenging medical and financial 
situations, the person you choose needs to be a 
decisive and strong communicator.

  Are they willing?
Being a personal representative or power of 
attorney for health care and/or finance, can be a 
stressful and demanding responsibility, and not 
everyone is cut out to perform the tasks required. 
Talk to the person(s) you are considering and make 
sure that they feel they could serve in this role. 
Encourage the person(s) to be honest.

Choosing Personal Representatives and Powers of Attorney 

Personal  
Representative

Assembles and inventories 
all property, pays debts and 
funeral costs, prepares final 
tax returns, sells property, 
distributes belongings and 
reports to heirs.

Power of Attorney  
for Health Care

Acts as your “agent” to make 
all health care decisions—
not just those involving life 
support—for you if you lose 
the ability to make decisions 
for yourself.

Power of Attorney  
for Finance

Makes decisions concerning 
your property (including your 
money) for you if you lose the 
ability to make decisions for 
yourself.
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Steps To Making A Will
If you are working with an attorney, they will most likely provide you with a checklist of items they need to 
complete your will. If not, use this guide to gather the documents you need.

Names, contact information, and birth dates of all people, whether or not related to you, who you plan to 
name in your will

The name and contact information of your personal representative

If you have minor children, the names, addresses, and telephone numbers of all possible guardians

The amount and source of your principal income or other income such as interest and dividends

Details and beneficiaries of your retirement benefits

The amount, source and beneficiaries of other financial assets such as bank accounts

The amount of your debts, including mortgages, installment loans, and business debts, if any

A list with approximate values of property you own, including real estate, jewelry, furniture, collections, 
heirlooms and other assets

Description of jointly-owned property and the names of co-owners

Any documents that might affect your estate plan, including prenuptial agreements, marriage 
certificates, divorce decrees, recent tax returns, existing wills and trust documents, and property deeds

The location of any safe deposit boxes and an inventory of the contents

Notes

Source: americanbar.org

https://www.americanbar.org/
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Distribution of Tangible Personal Property
How to pass on personal possessions to your heirs
Thanks to Wisconsin’s Personal Property Memorandum Law that has been in place since May 3, 1996, 
you can specify in a list that you reference in your will what you would like done with your tangible 
property when you die. Tangible property is considered anything that does not already have a title: a piece 
of paper stating who owns it (e.g., a house, car, or bank account). Tangible property includes things like 
jewelry, silver, china, furniture, clothing, pets, paintings, and other family heirlooms. Your list should not 
include intangibles such as stocks, accounts in financial institutions, and annuities. Intangible property is 
disbursed through your will or by rules of intestate succession. 

Many distribution methods are available to you in addition to creating the list mentioned above. You can 
gift your possessions to family members and friends before your death, thus ensuring ahead of time that 
possessions are distributed as you wish. You can sell them via yard sales or online sites. You can donate 
them to charities. You may also decide to discard some items. For those items not distributed prior to your 
death, you can specify how you would like them disbursed either in your will or in a written memorandum 
or list. 

Specifying disbursement of possessions in your will
Specific property may be listed in the will and distributed according to the provisions of the will. For 
example, a family diamond ring may be bequeathed to a family member in the will. This may be an item 
that you will keep until your death and you want to assure that a specific person receives the ring upon 
your death. 

Although wills are changed when circumstances change, you probably don’t want to change your will when 
the only new item is that you sold the antique side table that you had left to your youngest daughter. You 
can avoid attorney fees and paperwork by listing items like this in the separate list or memorandum. 

By memorandum (list)
Wisconsin law enables you to prepare a list that is referenced in your will and eliminates the need to revise 
your will every time you want to change who receives your tangible personal property or how it is to be 
disbursed. The memorandum may be developed after the will is signed. The items listed will be part of your 
probate estate as is all property listed in your will. This memorandum (list) needs to include: 

• A description of the property (clearly identified to avoid confusion with a similar item)

• Who is to receive property including name and address

• Your signature

• The date

• Signature of a witness who is not a relative or recipient (not required by law but highly recommended)

Content revised and updated from materials first developed by Karen Goebel,  
Professor Emeritus of Consumer Science, University of Wisconsin–Madison.
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Distribution of Tangible Personal Property
What other issues do I need to consider?
Issues which need to be considered and resolved by giving clear instructions in your memorandum (list) 
include:

• What happens if I create multiple versions of the list? Usually the list with the most recent date would
be followed. If this is your wish, indicate such in the will or list.

• What happens to property that I do not specify in the list? Clear directions need to be given in the list
as to where “left over” property is to go.

• What if I want to make changes to the list? Make changes by starting over—do not strike out items
or alter the list once it has been compiled and signed. You may begin again without consulting your
attorney.

• What happens if my intended recipient is no longer alive or the item is no longer in my possession? The
possibility of these situations need to be recognized and clear directions need to be given in the will or
list.

• You may use the document on the next page to create your list. Note in the document how you want
the above issues resolved. You may use multiple pages that are to be numbered (e.g., page 1 of 6), signed,
witnessed, and dated. Additional bequests may be made in another memorandum/list at a later date. Be
sure that your personal representative knows where the document is located.
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Memorandum of Distribution of  
Tangible Personal Property
According to WI Statutes 835.32

To: My personal representative or person named in Will to distribute property

This is the list (memorandum) referred to in my Will. Please distribute the items listed below to the 
persons or organizations I have named.

Page                  of

Item (describe) Name Address

Unless otherwise indicated, if the person or organization named to receive a particular item does not 
survive me or does not exist at the time of my death, such bequest shall lapse and the item shall pass 
in accordance with the other provisions of my Will. Items will pass to the above-named persons or 
organizations only to the extent such items are owned by me at my death and will not be substituted or 
replaced. Additional bequests may be made by me on another copy of this form.

Date

Signature

Witness
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