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Unexpected Occurrences:
Protecting your loved ones,
assets, and finances

Death is not only a scary topic that’s
difficult to discuss; it is entirely un-
predictable. With no way of know-
ing what may happen to you or your
spouse, preparing your finances now
could save your family a lot of time
and stress later. Upon the unfortunate
circumstance in which either spouse
passes away, falls ill, or becomes
incapacitated, there are tough deci-
sions to be made. Actions often must
be taken within just a few short weeks.
By being prepared for the unexpected
and keeping your spouse on the same
page, you can ensure your family will
be financially stable during an emo-
tionally painful time.

The importance of both
spouses being informed
on household finances

In many marriages, spouses tend to

split up household duties amongst
themselves, sometimes resulting in

one spouse completely in charge of
the finances. While there’s nothing
wrong with sharing the work togeth-
er, it's imperative for both spouses
to have knowledge of the other’s re-
sponsibilities. Often, there are ques-
tions and concerns about finances
that spouses don’t think to talk about
until it’s too late.

This doesn’t necessarily mean both
spouses need to be in charge of pay-
ing the bills, but both should at least
have an understanding of the basics
to ensure that if the need arose, your
family would be able to function and
know how to get help if needed.

How to organize finances
for easy transparency

Keeping everything together in one
safe place, clearly organized, will en-
sure both spouses know where all rel-
evant legal documents are at all times.
You might think the filing system you

-

use couldn’t be more organized and
that your important documents are in
an obvious location, but your spouse
may not.

There’s a good chance that while
much of your information may be
printed and stored, there is often
even more information stored in your
memory, or on your computer as you
probably manage a portion of your fi-
nances online.

Without access to your email, which
receives monthly statement remind-
ers, your partner probably doesn’t
know how to access your online ac-
counts, and may not know which
banks or other financial institutions
you use; not to mention the bills you
pay or the investments you may have.

Steps to begin organizing
and efficiently manage
your finances together

Talk about money

Do you know how much your spouse
makes each year? Many couples
don’t. Knowing your partner’s sal-
ary may seem like a minor detail, but

(Continued on page 2)
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UnexpeCted Occurrences (continued from p.1)

it’'s important that both of you have
a clear picture of the household’s fi-
nances, savings, investments, etc.

Because people tend to complete
tasks more successfully when they un-
derstand the purpose of what they’re
doing, tell your partner why you place
your savings in a certain account or
why you pay for certain things your
partner may not understand.

For example, if your spouse doesn’t
know what long-term care is, they
may not understand why you’re pay-
ing for a long-term care policy on your
mother’s behalf. They may find it un-
important and cancel the policy. It is
imperative that you explain what ev-
erything is and why it’s important.

List financial accounts

Your partner may know a lot about
you and maybe even be able to fin-
ish your sentences, but they may not
know where you keep sensitive in-
formation. Chances are you have a
number of financial accounts such as
checking, savings, mortgage, credit
cards, investments, 401k, IRA, etc.
Make sure you know which accounts
you each have and how to access
them if needed.

Create a spreadsheet with account
information

Creating a document that has all ac-
counts and account numbers is an
excellent way to keep track of your
current situation and provide per-
tinent information to your partner
quickly. Doing this can also help you
manage your household budget and
lay the foundation for any investment
decisions that you may need to make
later in life.

A spreadsheet will also help you get
organized by taking an inventory of
all the accounts you both have. Just
make sure you keep the list secure, as
you wouldn’t want just anyone to be
able to access it.

Give your partner access
to everything

Just knowing that individual accounts
exist won’t be enough. If you want
your partner to be able to take charge
when the need arises, you’ll have to
give them full access to all accounts.
It’s important to get your partner a set
of keys to any safety deposit boxes,
give them the code to your safe, or let
them know which tree in the backyard
you buried money under. Also, make
sure he or she can access any com-
puter files you may have and all online
accounts.

Set an account beneficiary

Having a beneficiary for retirement,
investments accounts, and insurance
policies is important also, as these
accounts will pass directly to the ben-
eficiary designated on your account.
This will generally supersede any in-
structions in your will, so it’s important
to keep this information updated.

Make sure your partner is named ei-
ther an account holder or the primary
beneficiary for major accounts, life
insurance policies, and any property
owned. This will help avoid possible
legal complications in the event of
death. Naming and updating benefi-
ciaries on financial accounts is not dif-
ficult, and most financial service pro-
viders will even let you do it online.

Retirement accounts: Beneficiaries
can be named on retirement accounts
such as 401k’s and IRA’s. If you're
married, some employer-sponsored
retirement plans will automatically
designate your spouse as the benefi-
ciary unless you choose to name an-
other and your spouse has consented
in writing. Checking with your com-
pany will ensure you’re up-to-date on
their policies.

Non-retirement related accounts:
Naming beneficiaries on a non-re-
tirement bank account or brokerage
account could establish a “transfer-

on-death” (TOD) registration for the
account. Essentially, it allows the ac-
count ownership to be transferred to a
designated beneficiary, which you’'ve
already named, in the event of your
death.

Know where legal documents are

It’s also not uncommon for couples to
place important documents in sepa-
rate places. Designate a particular
place for important legal documents
that both spouses can easily access
to find what they need quickly and
efficiently. Documents like tax re-
turns dating back two years, marriage
and birth certificates, social security
cards, insurance policies, wills, trusts
and health care proxies are some of
the things both partners need to know
how to find.

You can either store your documents
in your attorney’s office or a fireproof
place such as a bank safety deposit
box or in-home fireproof safe, any-
where that someone close to you can
access in the case of an emergency.
Secure virtual safes can also help in
storing copies of important docu-
ments and other digital information
like passwords, accounts, financial
statements, estate planning, wills,
and more. You could even store elec-
tronic information as an encrypted,
password-protected file with a back-
up copy in a separate location.

Using logins and passwords that only
have meaning to you and your partner
will also help keep your information
safe and secure. This way, your written
list of important, delicate information
can consist of prompts or reminders
for your login usernames and pass-
words instead of the complete codes.
For instance, one of your passwords
could be the location where you first
met followed by the date you acquired
your pet cat. In this instance, the
prompt could be “first met + cat bday”.
No one else would likely know infor-
mation like this, keeping your informa-
tion more secure if someone were to
stumble across your list.
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The importance of a will
or living trust

You’ve worked hard for your money
and everything you own. It’s only
natural that you’d want some control
over what happens to your assets af-
ter your death. Preparing a will can
help make sure your family is taken
care of, will dictate who gets what,
and outline how your expenses will be
paid. With a little preparedness, you
can rest assured that everything will
be taken care of completely.

While it’s obvious that you should
have a written legal document that
will distribute your assets at the time
of your death, the question becomes
whether you should have a living trust
or a will. For some, a living trust is
beneficial, useful, and practical but for
others, it may be a waste of time and
money. Let’s discuss the difference
between the two

A will is a written document that is
signed and witnessed, indicating
how your property will be distributed
upon your death and it allows you to
appoint a guardian for your children
that are minors. It can be altered and
changed at any time during your life
and can also include information such
as instructions for your burial or cre-
mation or any other wishes you have
as long as it doesn’t involve breaking
the law.

It does not have to be written on spe-
cial paper or use a lot of legal jargon.
A will is valid as long as it was made
when you had the presence of mind,
and you weren’t put under pressure to
write or change it. Generally, a will is
signed and dated by you in the pres-
ence of at least two independent wit-
nesses, none of which can be people
who will inherit anything from you.

A living trust, on the other hand, pro-
vides lifetime and after-death prop-
erty management. If you are serving
as trustee, the trust will provide for a
successor if something were to hap-
pen to you, whether that’s death or

incapacity. Because living trusts are
also used to manage property, if you
become disabled due to an accident
or illness, the successor trustee can
manage the property. Court interven-
tion is also not required, which can
help you completely avoid added ex-
penses, unwanted publicity, and the
inconvenience of a court-supervised
distribution of your estate. A properly
written living trust will help you avoid
probate on your assets, plan for the
possibility of your own incapacity,
have a say in what happens to your
property after you’re gone, and pre-
vent financial affairs from becoming a
matter of public record.

A living trust is typically more expen-
sive to set up than a will because it
must be actively managed after its
creation. It will also be useless un-
less it’s funded. Funding a living trust
means moving over any assets, titles,
and beneficiaries into the name of the
trust (rather than you individually). A
trust will only control the assets you
have placed into it. Any assets that
have not been transferred to the trust
are not funded, and the trust will not
be beneficial. Keeping your will or liv-
ing trust, updated is as important as
it’s creation. Be sure that your will or
living trust reflects all the latest info
and current wishes you have.

(Continued on page 4)

Items to consider when writing a will:

There are a number of sites online where you can download free or
relatively inexpensive templates for writing a will — and they have
step by step instructions on how to customize them for your use.
Find one that is specific for your current state of residence. Howev-
er, just using a piece of paper to write down your end of life wishes
is also considered acceptable — although not as secure. Unless you
have a lot of assets in your estate you can just sign and date the will

and keep it in a safe place.

If you want additional validation you can sign it and have it witnessed
and notarized. Be sure to make copies to keep in a safe place, and
if possible tell someone where to find it in the event of your death.
If you have a number of assets to protect or large financial invest-
ments you should consider enlisting the help of an estate lawyer. It's
also good to review your will every few years to make sure that it is
still applicable and there are no needed changes.

Most wills include:

Financial power of attorney (can be split between individuals)

A Healthcare directive (also known as a medical power

of attorney or End of Life Plan)

Identify an executor or personal representative of the
estate who will wrap up the decedent’s affairs

Information on existing trusts

List guardians for any minor children and pets
A list of assets and how to manage them

A list of personal items or money amounts and who you choose
to leave them with, (this is called a bequest). This list often takes
priority over other financial designations in the will
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(continued from p.3)

Because creating a will is a simpler
process, it is highly recommended that
you start your planning there. If you
decide that a living trust is beneficial
to you, seek legal counsel to help you.

Creating a will

If you do not currently have a will, it
is highly recommended that you cre-
ate one as soon as you can. No matter
what your age, you should always be
prepared for the unexpected. If your
family is on the small side and you
want to leave everything you have to
them, making your will is easy. More
complicated situations will create a
more complex will. Either way, don’t
put it off.

Steps to make your will:

1. List out your significant property
and assets. Keep in mind spouses
should create separate wills be-
cause you can only leave a share
of the assets you own with your
spouse.

2. Decide who will inherit your proper-
ty and assets. Don't forget to select
alternate beneficiaries as a backup
in case your chosen beneficiaries
don’t survive you.

3. Choose somebody to be the execu-
tor to handle your estate and carry
out the terms of the will. This person
should be willing to serve, and the
job shouldn’t come as a surprise.

4. Choose a guardian for your children.
Who do you want to raise your kids
if something were to happen?

5. Choose someone to manage your
children’s property. Leaving property
to a child or young adult will require
you to appoint an adult to man-
age whatever they inherit until they
come of age. To give the person you
choose this authority, you can make
them a property guardian, a proper-

ty custodian under law, or a trustee.

After you’ve made these important
decisions, it needs to be put in writing
and signed in front of at least two wit-
nesses. It also doesn’t hurt to have the
signing notarized.

Additional items of
preparedness

In addition to a standard will or living
trust, below are other vital documents
that should be considered.

A pour-over will: Many people believe
that their choices are either a will or a
living trust. However, there is a third
option, and that option is called a
pour-over will. A pour-over will is often
established in conjunction with a living
trust. In the event of death, either all
or a portion of an individual’s assets
would be transferred, or poured over,
to your trust.

By doing so, you can ensure that your
estate has explicit directions on ex-
actly how you want your estate assets
moved. A properly structured pour-
over could alleviate the burden of re-
quiring the estate to undergo an often
costly and lengthy public probate pro-
cess.

Power of Attorney: A person will be ap-
pointed to act on your behalf regarding
financial and other matters while you
are still alive. This will only go into ef-
fect if you became incapacitated and
are unable or unfit to handle matters
on your own. If you fell seriously ill, for
example, this person will step in.

A health care proxy: This names a per-
son that will make health care deci-
sions for you if you were ever unable to
communicate yourself. A health care
proxy will generally outline your wishes
when it comes to life-prolonging medi-
cal treatments such as resuscitation or
life support. A healthcare proxy only

If you know of someone who would benefit from this information, please pass this newsletter along.
This publication is the property of Family Financial Education Foundation. All rights are reserved.
For more information about our services or how we can help you with your debt management program,
please contact Family Financial Education Foundation at www.ffef.org.

4 Family Financial Education Foundation

becomes active under the circum-
stances stated in the document itself,
so you will set terms for this to take
effect. Many health care proxies also
vary depending on your resident state.

Once you have the initial discussion
and get all your documents organized,
make sure you stay on the same page
with your partner by checking in at
least once a year or so to ensure their
wishes are the same. You may find you
prefer to touch base at the end of the
year, the beginning of the year, or even
as your preparing to file tax returns.
Staying up-to-date on any changes
that may have transpired over the
year(s) will make maintaining organi-
zation much easier as well.

There are many financial issues for
partners to discuss, but having knowl-
edge of household finances, maintain-
ing a will, and talking about what you
want with your spouse is essential. To
ensure your family is financially secure
for the worst of times, keeping your
spouse updated on all financial mat-
ters as well as creating and updating a
complete will and living trust will help.
Not only will your family be able to fo-
cus on issues that don’t involve money
but everyone can rest assured know-
ing their wishes will be taken care of,
even after death. H
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