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DISCUSSING ESTATE PLANNING WITH YOUR FAMILY 

By: Sol S. Reifer, Director, Wealth Preservation Planning, Coats Rose, P.C. 

If you or someone you know has been a beneficiary of an estate, you may have been exposed to the 

frustration and disagreements that can occur when details of an estate plan are kept secret until a parent 

dies. The frustration may have resulted from an unequal distribution of the estate, or a large asset, like a 

large asset, like a family home, passing in an unexpected way. Additionally, there was likely to have been 

more dissatisfaction if the beneficiary was part of a blended family. According to a recent USB Investor 

Watch Report, about half of beneficiaries in blended families report dissatisfaction with the inheritance 

process. 

Whether you are part of a nuclear or blended family, sharing the details of your estate plan can limit 

disagreements after your death. Yet it is a topic very few people broach with their loved ones. According 

to the report, about half of those surveyed had not discussed their dispositive plans with their children. 

This is a problem because the likelihood of dissatisfaction increases when heirs are kept in the dark about 

the details of an estate plan. When details are known in advance, an overwhelming majority of heirs are 

satisfied with the inheritance process. In contrast, heirs are twice as likely to be unsatisfied with the 

distribution process when plans are kept secret. 

Sharing your estate plan with your family members may be uncomfortable. It may seem as though there 

is never a good time to bring it up, or you may worry that your children may get too emotional about the 

subject, feel entitled to your money, or upset if you tell them you intend to distribute your estate 

unequally. However, by sharing your plan and the reasons for your choices, you can reduce the likelihood 

that a family squabble will result in discord after you die. 

When it comes to estate planning, there are often significant financial and personal benefits to being 

transparent and having sensitive conversations. For example, you might assume one of your likely 

survivors would be comfortable managing a certain asset or serving as trustee, when in reality that person 

is not up to the responsibility. From the survivors’ perspective, it’s important they understand your 

intentions and plans for your estate. Lack of clear communication during estate planning (or an 

inadequate or outdated plan) can not only reduce the amount your beneficiaries receive, it can also result 

in uncertainty and conflict for them in an already difficult time. 

If you do most of the work on your family’s finances, you’ll want to be certain of your survivors’ comfort 

level with taking on the task and their understanding of your intentions. For some, it may be best for a 

professional to assume the responsibility.  

Survivors may even make decisions based on erroneous ideas of what the deceased would have wanted. 

For example, when communication is lacking, some surviving spouses think honoring their loved one 
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means keeping investments exactly as they were at the time of death. Eventually, this could lead to an 

outdated portfolio and missed growth opportunities. 

Additional benefits of dialogue  

The benefits of having a dialogue about estate planning within your family don’t stop at asset protection 

and an accurate understanding of intentions. Such an open dialogue can: 

• Bring your family a sense of empowerment, that you are taking control of each other’s 

collective future rather than leaving some elements to chance. 

• Pass on family values. 

• Help your family develop a common understanding and a common philosophy for how you 

and your family’s legacy will be carried out through generations. 

• Help prepare the family in the event you or another family member becomes incapacitated. 

• Help other members of your family—your parents, your siblings, or your children— develop 

a responsible plan. 

• Allow your family to take advantage of some of the best tax strategies. 

How to get the conversation started  

Despite how important this conversation can be, it may still be difficult to initiate. There is certainly more 

than one right way to begin a dialogue; however, here are a few suggestions to help guide you: 

• Pick a positive, comfortable environment during a period of relative calm. Don’t wait until a 

time of crisis when it may be too late to make adequate plans and family members may not 

feel emotionally able to talk. 

• Be sincere about your intentions. Be clear that you are initiating these talks out of concern 

that proper plans are in place and are understood. 

• Stress the importance and benefits of this conversation to everyone affected. One way to 

do this is to show an example of an estate that was improperly handled because family 

members had failed to discuss their plans with each other. 
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Follow the guidelines below 

1. Let your family know that you have started creating an estate plan. It is important that 

your family knows you have an estate plan in place so that they know you have taken 

the proper steps needed to plan for the future. This can also take a lot of stress and 

worry away from your loved ones. Many people forget to mention that they have done 

planning! 

2. Explain to your family members certain choices that you have made. Ideas of what to 

discuss includes asset distribution choices, your funeral arrangements, and your organ 

donor decisions. This is a great way to give your family members more understanding of 

your choices. 

3. Let your trusted helpers know that you have chosen them for certain duties. It’s a good 

idea to make sure all of your trusted helpers are able to handle the responsibilities that 

you have set forth for the future. If you’re like most people, you don’t want your loved 

ones to be surprised about the responsibilities that occur in the future.  

4. Make sure your family knows where you keep your estate planning documents. You 

should store all documents and files in a secure place. It’s also a good idea to give copies 

to your family members. Make sure to also list your attorney’s contact information, and 

any usernames and passwords that your loved ones may need. 
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Director 
 
Coats Rose, P.C. 
14755 Preston Road 
Suite 600 
Dallas, Texas 75254 
 
Phone: 972.788.1600 
Fax: 973.702.0662 
sreifer@coatsrose.com 
 
Sol is a Director in the Dallas office, with over 30 years’ experience in trusts and estate 
planning law. He counsels clients on estate planning, with a philosophy that estate 
planning is a process of planning for the accumulation, conservation and distribution 
of wealth between the generations. He is admitted to the U.S. Tax Court. 
 
Sol has received the designation as an Accredited Estate Planner from the National 
Association of Estate Planners, 1995, and was selected to “5-Star” Wealth Manager in 
2010-2017 and to the Texas Super Lawyers list in 2011-2017. 

 
Admitted 

• Texas, 1980 

• U.S. Tax Court 

Education 

• LL.M. Estate Planning, 1982, University of Miami in Miami, Florida 

• J.D., 1980, Southwestern University 

• B.A., cum laude, 1974, The University of Texas 

Affiliations 

• Dallas Bar Association 

• American Bar Association 

• Dallas Estate Planning Council 

• National Association of Estate Planners 

 

Honors and Awards 

• Accredited Estate Planner 

• Named to the Texas Super Lawyer list in the area of Trusts and Estates, 2011-
2017 

• Selected as a “5 Star” Wealth Manager, 2010-2017 
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Publications and Presentations 

• “Auld Lang Syne for Professional Personal Service Corporations,” State Bar 
of Texas, Texas Bar Journal (May 1983) 

• “Section 401(k) Plans-An Alternative to an IRA,” Warren, Gorham & 
Lamont, The Review of Taxation of Individuals (Spring 1985) 

• “The Foreign Sales Corporation-An Analysis of Its Impact, Attributes and 
Planning Opportunities after the 1984 Tax Reform Act,” Prentice-Hall, Tax 
Ideas (Fall 1985) 

• “Choosing a FSC Jurisdiction,” Prentice-Hall, U.S. Taxation of International 
Operations (September 25, 1985) 

• “Structural Considerations for a FSC,” Prentice-Hall, U.S. Taxation of 
International Operations (October 9, 1985) 

• “Are Living Trusts for You,” T.A.L.S. Docket (March 1991) 

 

Activities 

• Adjunct Professor in Estate Planning, School of Business, University of 
Texas-Dallas (2015-present) 

• Estate Planning Instructor, SMU Certificate Program for Financial Planning, 
2010-present 

• Estate Planning Instructor, Graduate School of Business at the University of 
Dallas, 1995-2010 

• Professional Development Institute at the University of North Texas (May 
1993-June 2010) 

• Southeastern Paralegal Institute (June 1992 – May 1998). 

• Judicial Law Clerk for Judge Jack Swink in the Probate Court of Los Angeles 
(1979) 

 


