Building a Comprehensive Estate Plan: What Utah
Families Should Know

Why Estate Planning Goes Beyond a Simple Will

Many people assume that writing a will is enough to protect their assets and their family. A will
is a useful document, but it is only one piece of a larger puzzle. A comprehensive estate plan
looks at the full picture of your life, your property, your health care wishes, and your long-term
goals. Without a complete plan, your family may face unnecessary court costs, delays, and
stress during an already difficult time.

| have worked with clients in Utah who thought their estate was straightforward. They owned a
home, a few bank accounts, and a modest retirement fund. They figured a simple will would
handle everything. But when one client passed away without a comprehensive estate plan, the
probate process took over a year, and the family had to pay thousands in legal fees just to sort
out a small business interest that had been overlooked. That experience taught me that even
modest estates benefit from a thorough approach.

What a Comprehensive Estate Plan Actually Includes

A comprehensive estate plan is not a single document. It is a set of coordinated legal tools

that work together to manage your assets and your care during life and after death. Here are
the core components that typically make up such a plan:

e Last Will and Testament - Directs who receives your property and who manages your
estate. It also names guardians for minor children.

e Revocable Living Trust - Lets you control assets during your lifetime and avoids
probate for those assets after death. A trust can also protect your privacy, since it
does not become a public court record.

e Durable Power of Attorney - Appoints someone to handle your financial and legal
decisions if you become incapacitated.

¢ Advance Health Care Directive - States your medical wishes and names a health care
agent to make decisions if you cannot speak for yourself.

* Beneficiary Designations - These override your will for assets like life insurance and
retirement accounts. Keeping them updated is essential.

Each of these documents serves a distinct purpose, but they must be consistent with one
another. A will that leaves your house to your daughter will not help if your trust already


https://maps.app.goo.gl/xScvjiBDnJQ6yc9t8

transferred the house to a different beneficiary. A comprehensive estate plan aligns all these
pieces so that your intentions are clear and enforceable.
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Common Misconceptions About Estate Planning

One of the biggest mistakes | see is people believing that estate planning is only for the
wealthy. In reality, anyone with property, children, or strong opinions about their medical care
needs a plan. Utah law does not exempt small estates from probate if they exceed a certain
value, and even a moderate estate can get stuck in court for months.

Another misconception is that a married couple does not need a plan because the surviving
spouse will inherit everything automatically. While some states have simplified spousal
inheritance rules, Utah still requires probate for assets held solely in the deceased spouse's
name. A trust can avoid that problem entirely, but only if you set it up ahead of time.

People also think that once they create an estate plan, they are done forever. That is rarely true.
Laws change, family situations change, and your assets change. A comprehensive estate plan
should be reviewed every three to five years, or after any major life event like a marriage,
divorce, birth, death, or large financial change.

Trusts Are Not Just for the Rich

There is a common belief that trusts are complicated and expensive and only useful for
multimillion-dollar estates. A revocable living trust can actually save middle-class families
money and time. The upfront cost is higher than a will alone, but the probate savings often
outweigh that expense. For Utah residents, the probate process can take six months to a year
and cost several thousand dollars in court fees and attorney time. A trust bypasses that
process entirely for the assets it holds.

If you own real estate in more than one state, a trust becomes even more valuable. Without a
trust, your heirs may have to open probate in every state where you own property. That adds
complexity and cost. A comprehensive estate plan can include a trust that holds all your real
estate, no matter where it is located.

Planning for Incapacity

Estate planning is not only about what happens after death. It is equally important to plan for
the possibility that you become unable to make decisions for yourself. A stroke, a car accident,
or a progressive illness like dementia can leave your family scrambling to manage your
finances and medical care. Without a durable power of attorney and an advance health care
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directive, your loved ones may have to go to court to get permission to pay your bills or make
medical decisions.

| once worked with a family whose father had a sudden stroke. He had no power of attorney in
place. His wife could not sell their jointly owned stock to pay for his care because the
brokerage required both signatures. She had to petition the court for a conservatorship, which
took weeks and cost thousands. That entire ordeal could have been avoided with a
comprehensive estate plan that included a properly drafted power of attorney.

Business Owners Face Extra Challenges

If you own a business, your estate plan must address what happens to that business if you die
or become incapacitated. A buy-sell agreement can spell out who gets the business and at
what price. A succession plan can train the next generation of leadership. Without these
documents, a family business can tear apart as siblings fight over who should run things or
how to split the value.

Utah has a strong community of small business owners, and many of them operate as LLCs or
corporations. Those legal structures offer liability protection, but they do not automatically
transfer ownership on death. A comprehensive estate plan ensures that your business
interests pass smoothly to your chosen successor, without interruption or litigation.

How to Get Started

The hardest part of estate planning is often the first step: deciding to do it. Many people
procrastinate because the topic feels morbid or because they think they need to have
everything figured out before they call a lawyer. In reality, a good attorney will guide you
through the process step by step. You do not need to have all the answers ahead of time.

Start by making a list of your major assets, your family members, and anyone you would trust
to make decisions for you. Think about who you want to inherit your property and who should
care for your minor children. Then schedule a meeting with an experienced estate planning
attorney. They can help you decide whether a will, a trust, or a combination of both fits your
situation.

Do not try to do this yourself with online forms. Utah has specific legal requirements for wills,
trusts, and powers of attorney. A small mistake in wording or execution can make a document
invalid, leaving your family in a worse position than if you had done nothing. The cost of a
professionally drafted plan is a fraction of what your family would pay in probate or litigation.

Review and Update Your Plan



Once your plan is in place, keep it current. Review your beneficiary designations every few
years. Update your will or trust after a divorce, a remarriage, or the birth of a child. If you move
to a different state, your plan may need adjustments to comply with that state's laws. A
comprehensive estate plan is a living document set, not a one-time event.

If you have not looked at your estate plan in the last five years, it is worth a review. Laws
change, and your life has likely changed too. An outdated plan can cause more problems than
no plan at all.
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