TRUSTS & ESTATES

A Letter of Wishes
Can Personalize
Your Estate Plan
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By JENNIFER PROPER, JD
Managing Director, Wealth Strategies

Have you ever thought about who you would want to inherit your
most cherished possessions after you pass away? Do you wish
there was a way to convey information to your loved ones after
you're gone — outside of the official papers that lawyers and

judges will read?

A letter of wishes can be a heartfelt way to help your loved ones
understand the intent behind the formal estate plan you've created
through your will and trusts. This informal document allows you to

enhance your formal plans with personalized messages.

It also helps you memorialize preferences like who should receive
cherished items whose value is mainly sentimental. For example,
items such as an antique doll collection, grandparents’ love letters,
or childhood Christmas ornaments. We've seen firsthand how
letters of wishes can bring warmth and clarity to loved ones during

the estate administration process.
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What Is a Letter of Wishes?

A letter of wishes is a non-legally binding document that clarifies for
your heirs the decisions you've made in your will and trusts. Also called
a side letter or letter of intent, it can be an ideal way to explain why
you're leaving what to whom and how you hope they will use it. It can
also express why you aren't leaving an inheritance to someone who

might expect it.

Unlike your other estate planning documents, you can update a letter
of wishes as often as you'd like with no cost and no attorney meetings.
Changing your letter of wishes does not require you to revise your
formal estate plan. And while a will becomes a public document through
probate, your letter of wishes is private, allowing you to express yourself

more openly.

What to Include in a Letter of Wishes

Many people use a letter of wishes to explain why they are leaving

tangible items with high sentimental or monetary value to specific people.
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You can also use a letter of wishes to express how you'd like certain

items to be distributed when you don't want to specifically state

them in your will.

Dear Alan, Jeff, and Edward:

Please do not take my Royal Copenhagen
ceramic plate collection to the thrift shop.
It’s okay if you don’t want to keep it but
please find it a good home with someone
who will appreciate my hand-painted

fine porcelain.

Anything you want your heirs to know that you may not be comfortable
sharing with them during your lifetime can also go in your letter. We
generally think it's better to have two-way discussions about these
matters while you can, but we understand not everyone is up to it.
If you're leaving most of your assets to charity when your child is
expecting to inherit them, you might use a letter of wishes to explain

your rationale.
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Mariana, there are so many people in the
world who have not enjoyed the opportunities
or good fortune I have. I think my wealth
will make a far bigger difference to those less
Jfortunate than it would to you. This decision
has nothing to do with how much I love you.

A side letter can also be a place to discuss your funeral preferences.

To My Dearest Wife Carol:

Please respect my desire to be cremated.

| do not want to be embalmed, and | do not
want an open casket. | have no strong feelings
about how you choose to handle my cremains.
Funerals are for the living, so please do
whatever you wish. If you'd prefer not to have
a funeral, that's fine.



For parents of young children, a letter of wishes can also provide

guidance to guardians.
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You don't need to have your letter witnessed or notarized, though
doing so could add a layer of formality and assure your heirs of its date

and authenticity.

Personalizing Your Legacy

A letter of wishes allows you to share the significance of your

possessions and the thought process behind your decisions, providing
context, comfort, and guidance to those you will leave behind. This
letter is informal and completely optional. You don't need to follow a
particular format or include anything specific to make it “right.” But if
you want guidance, we can provide a suggested outline and discuss
what you'd like to include. Let us know if you'd like help adding this tool

to your estate plan.
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