
During these uncertain times, protecting loved ones—both now and in the future—has become a top priority.  
Among other things, you may be considering your legacy and what steps need to be taken to finalize or update your 
estate plan.

Because family dynamics and circumstances change over the years, failing to update important documents to reflect 
those changes can have unintended consequences and cause needless anxiety. Planning for the inevitable not only 
gives everyone peace of mind, it also ensures your intentions are honored.  

REVIEW YOUR BENEFICIARY DESIGNATIONS.  
By naming beneficiaries on your various accounts and insurance policies, your assets will in most cases transfer to the 
named individuals or trust without going through probate. Check all your accounts to make sure the right person is 
listed. 

Beneficiary designations for retirement accounts can be a bit more complicated. Improperly naming a beneficiary can 
have serious income tax implications. Also, in 2019, the SECURE Act implemented new rules which impact the 
timing of distributions from an inherited IRA. Review beneficiary designations for these specific accounts and discuss 
any changes that need to be made with your advisor. 

UPDATE YOUR ESTATE PLAN.  
A solid estate plan allows for a smooth transition of your assets and may protect your loved ones from going through 
the costly and time-consuming process of probate. It may include a last will and testament or trust, pour-over will, 
living will, health care power of attorney, and durable power of attorney. (If you do not have these documents in 
place, you should strongly consider doing so.)   

Along with your beneficiary designations, it’s important to regularly review your estate plan with your estate planning 
attorney or professional advisor to ensure your intentions are clear. Make sure the documents provide clear direction 
regarding your care should you be unable to communicate your wishes. Also, verify the documents properly account 
for current estate and income tax laws, which have changed considerably over the years.  

HAVE ESSENTIAL HEALTH CARE DOCUMENTS IN PLACE. 
Due to the current health crisis, a living will, health care power of attorney, and durable power of attorney are more 
important than ever. These documents clearly outline your wishes regarding health care and medical decisions and 
appoint individuals to act on your behalf should you become incapacitated.   
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Check to see if you need to modify your documents for COVID-19 situations that may arise. Current planning 
documents may reference restrictions against certain emergency treatments, such as intubation or experimental 
therapies. One could also expressly authorize their designated health care agent to communicate life-care decisions 
through electronic means, including video message or email.  A health care power may also provide protection for 
medical providers for acting on decisions communicated electronically. Separate state laws may grant further rights, 
please consult with an attorney licensed in your state of residence.*      

SHARE YOUR WISHES WITH LOVED ONES. 
When appropriate, take time to share your wishes with your loved ones and let them know where your important 
documents are stored. If possible, provide copies of important documents to those who may need them (e.g., 
successor trustee, executor of your will, appointed health care power of attorney and durable power of attorney, life 
insurance policy beneficiaries, etc.). Moreover, it may be helpful to prepare a checklist of your accounts including 
where they are held and who should be contacted if something were to occur. By taking a proactive approach, 
those you care about most will be well prepared and provided for when you’re gone.

*Source: Susan Joy Bruno, “Eight Steps for Updating Health Care Documents,” March 25, 2020; https://www.wealthmanagement.com/estate-planning/eight-steps-
updating-health-care-documents/gallery?slide=4. 

The opinions and other information in the commentary are provided as of May 13, 2020. This summary is intended to provide general information only, and may be of 
value to the reader and audience.  

This material is not a recommendation of any particular investment strategy, is not based on any particular financial situation or need, and is not intended to replace the 
advice of a qualified attorney, tax advisor or investment professional. While Commerce may provide information or express  opinions from time to time, such 
information or opinions are subject to change, are not offered as professional tax or legal advice, and may not be relied on as such.  

Data contained herein from third-party providers is obtained from what are considered reliable sources. However, its accuracy, completeness or reliability cannot be 
guaranteed, and is subject to change.
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