
Learner Objectives

As a result of participation in this program, 
participants will be able to:

•	 Build	awareness	of	family	estate	planning	

•	 Encourage	key	conversations	on	estate	planning	
topics

•	 Foster	dialogue	among	family	members	to	facilitate	
understanding	in	the	estate	planning	process

•	 Learn	about	and	implement	practical	strategies	
for	family	communication	in	the	estate	planning	
process

Lesson Planning

•	 Study	and	learn	the	information	and	ideas	
presented	in	the	organizational	materials.

•	 Decide	what	you	wish	to	present	to	your	intended	
audience.

•	 Read	through	the	lesson	instructions	in	detail.	
Reproduce	enough	copies	of	the	handouts	for	
each	participant.

•	 Plan	a	lesson	introduction.

•	 Make	sure	time,	space,	equipment	and	participant	
numbers	are	appropriate	for	the	educational	
approach	you	have	planned.	Adapt	as	needed.	
Arrange	the	room	so	everyone	can	view	the	
presentation	adequately.	Allow	enough	room	
so participants can participate in small-group 
discussions	as	appropriate.

•	 Place	handouts	and	other	supporting	educational	
materials	where	participants	can	access	and	use	
them	easily.

Lesson Guide
Supplies Needed

•	 Laptop	computer,	projector	and/or	equipment	for	
presentation;	overhead	materials	if	created

•	 Paper,	pens/pencils,	other	supplies

Handouts

•	 Lesson	Guide	–	for	the	individual	providing	the	
instruction

•	 (1)	Learning	Activity	1	–	Family	Communication	
Vignettes;	Learning	Activity	2	–	Ask	Me	About	My	
Estate;	Learning	Activity	3	–	Conversation	Starters;	
Learning	Activity	4	–	Estate	Planning	Discussion	
Points	(one	per	participant)

•	 Participant	Guide	–	one	per	participant

•	 Lesson	Evaluation	–	one	per	participant

Time Schedule

Introduction (five	to	10	minutes)
Discuss	participant	ideas	on	ways	to	communicate	
effectively.	List	five	to	six	top	suggestions	from	
participants	that	they	are	willing	to	share	on	this	
topic.

Presentation of Key Concepts and Lesson 
(Five	to	15	minutes	each	with	learning	activity)	

•	 What	is	Estate	Planning?

•	 Family	Communication	and	Estate	Planning

•	 Starting	the	Conversation

•	 Communication	Checklist	for	Estate	Discussions

•	 Setting	Goals	and	Getting	Started

Lesson Review and Program Evaluation
(Five	to	10	minutes) 
Note:	Text	and	dialogue	for	the	lesson	are	written	in	
plain	script.	Teaching suggestions and activities are 
written in italics.
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Slide 1. Introduction

Introduce yourself and welcome the participants. Have participants 
introduce themselves and tell the group why they are attending this 
session. 

You can begin the presentation by asking them to identify words or 
topics that come to mind when they think about “estate planning.” 
Write the words or topics for participants to see. 

Slide 2. Learner Objectives

Go through the lesson objectives so participants can form some 
expectations related to the workshop.

Introduce Learning Activity 1 - Family Communication 
Vignettes. Split participants into two groups and have them 
discuss a vignette and share thoughts with the group, or else 
discuss each vignette with the entire group. 

Slide 3. What Is Estate Planning?

Estate planning	must	be	a	financial	priority	at	practically	any	
phase	of	life.	Sometimes	the	words	estate	planning,	financial	
planning	and	retirement	planning	are	interchangeable	and	refer	to	
the	same	type	of	planning.	People	who	plan	ahead	to	manage	their	
assets	and	financial	resources	will	use	appropriate	professionals	
such	as	tax	attorneys,	accountants,	financial	planners	and	
insurance	agents	to	maximize	their	legacy	to	future	generations	
and	the	community.	Also,	they	organize	their	estate	and	related	
affairs	so	their	desires	are	understood	by	family	members	and	
decisions	are	made	ahead	of	time	so	family	members	are	not	left	
with	many	unresolved	or	difficult	questions	as	a	parent	grows	older.

Slide 4. The Goals of Estate Planning

The basic goals of estate planning are to:

1.	Create	a	definite	plan	for	managing	your	financial	resources	and	
other	assets	while	you	are	alive	and	distributing	resources	after	
your	death

2.	Organize	your	financial	affairs	and	other	resources	so	they	are	
understood	by	your	children	and/or	other	designated	heirs	

3.		Communicate	your	desires	so	they	are	understood	by	family	
members	and	decisions	are	made	ahead	of	time	so		family	
members	are	not	left	with	many	unresolved	or	difficult	questions	
as	a	parent	grows	older

4.		Leave	a	lasting	legacy	for	your	family	members	and	future	
generations
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An estate plan	allows	you	to	arrange	for	the	ownership,	
management	and	distribution	of	your	assets	in	ways	that	meet	
your	needs	and	objectives	while	minimizing	estate	shrinkage	of	
your	resources.	You	can	identify	intended	beneficiaries	prior	to	your	
death	or	disability	and	take	steps	to	avoid	or	minimize	financial	
penalties	related	to	certain	federal	and	state	tax	laws.

Slide 5. Estate Planning Basics

Estate	planning	is	an	important	exercise	you	carry	out	to	preserve	
your	wealth	and	other	resources	for	your	family	and	arrange	for	
its	systematic	transfer	to	your	heirs.	Estate	planning	includes	
techniques	and	considerations	that	individuals	and	families	use	
to	make	sure	that	their	assets	are	disposed	of	in	the	way	they	
desire	near	and	at	the	time	of	their	death.	The	proper	coordination	
and	execution	of	all	of	these	matters	should	be	conducted	with	
the	guidance	of	a	qualified	(and	specialized)	attorney	and	other	
financial	and	care	management	professionals.

To	accomplish	the	basics	of	estate	planning,	you	should:

•	 Assess	the	value	of	your	estate	and	acquire	insurance	(such	as	
life	and	long-term	care	insurance)

•	 Prepare	the	appropriate	legal	documents	(such	as	wills,	health-
care	proxies	and	powers	of	attorney)	

•	 Provide	gifts	to	family	members	and	charities,	and	minimize	
taxes	

•	 Assess	the	value	of	one’s	estate,	acquire	insurance	(such	as	life	
insurance	and	long-term	care	insurance)

•	 Prepare	the	appropriate	legal	documents	(such	as	wills,	
healthcare	proxies	and	powers	of	attorney)	

•	 Provide	gifts	to	family	members	and	charities,	and	minimize	
taxes.	

Slide 6. Learning Activity 2 – Ask Me About My Estate  

Introduce Learning Activity 2 - Ask Me About My Estate to 
the participants. Encourage each participant to read through the 
questions and make a mental response. After the participants have 
had time to read through and consider the questions, explore the 
following questions as a group:

•	 What did this activity prompt you to think about?

•	 What goals might you set to communicate important things to 
others in your family regarding your estate?

(Adapted	from	www.extension.org/pages/15800/prepare-your-estate-plan)
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Slide 7. Family Communication and Estate Planning

A	key	characteristic	of	a	healthy	family	is	clear	communication	
and	the	ability	to	listen	to	each	other.	Effective	estate	planning	
is	facilitated	by	clear	and	open	communication	among	family	
members.	Healthy	communication	allows	family	members	to	
maintain	supportive	relationships	and	identify	priorities	in	the	
planning	process.	

If	necessary,	financial	advisers	or	other	professionals	who	work	
with	estate	planning	can	help	break	down	complicated	legal	
concepts,	guide	awkward	or	emotionally	charged	conversations	
and	offer	education	on	certain	topics.	Family	members	need	to	plan	
how	they	will	work	together	to	communicate	about	the	issues	that	
arise	during	estate	planning.	

Slide 8. Why Discuss Estate Planning Issues?

While	laws	on	estate	taxes	have	changed	in	the	last	few	years,	
those	who	plan	ahead	frequently	are	able	to	give	more	resources	
to	their	families	than	those	who	do	not	plan.	In	addition,	family	
discussion	of	issues	in	a	planned,	reasonable	manner	can	help	
avoid	difficulties	among	family	members	due	to	misunderstandings,	
mutual	frustration	or	problems	associated	with	the	probate	process	
following	death.

Slide 9. Family Communication Plan

Family	members	should	formulate	a	family	communication	plan	as	
they	pursue	the	estate	planning	process.	Some	basic	elements	to	
consider	include:

•	 Who	to	involve:	Who	do	you	trust	(or	not)	and	how	would	you	like	
each	family	member	or	others	to	be	involved	in	the	conversation?

•	 What	to	discuss:	What	are	the	topics	to	be	discussed	at	specific	
times	as	part	of	the	estate	planning	process	and	dialogue?

•	 When	and	where	to	meet:	When	and	where	would	family	
members	be	able	to	meet	to	discuss	issues?	Can	it	be	done	via	
phone	or	should	it	be	face	to	face?

•	 How	will	information	be	shared:	Plan	how	information	will	be	
shared	regarding	key	items	such	as	estate	details,	wishes,	etc.	

A	family	meeting	can	help	facilitate	communication	and	dialogue	
regarding	issues	in	the	estate	planning	process.	While	some	
families	may	need	only	one	meeting	to	disclose	the	estate	plan,	
others	with	businesses	or	partnerships	may	meet	quarterly	or	
monthly.	
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Slide 10. What to Discuss in Estate Planning

Family	members,	particularly	those	who	are	growing	older,	need	to	
know	the	exact	value	of	all	their	assets.	They	may	need	to	consult	
with	their	accountant	or	an	attorney	about	how	to	do	this,	but	a	
specific	ledger	with	the	name,	address,	telephone	number	and	
account	number	of	any	asset	is	very	useful.	Specific	issues	that	
need	to	be	discussed	in	estate	planning	include:

•	 The	will	(or	wills	of	multiple	parents,	etc.)

•	 Trusts	(is	there	a	family	trust?)

•	 Financial	contacts	(list	of	accounts,	assets,	key	financial	
contacts)

•	 Funeral	arrangements	(funeral	wishes,	burial	plan	and	details)

•	 Contact	lists

•	 Financial	assets

Slide 11. What to Discuss in Estate Planning

Additional	items	of	importance	that	require	discussion	and	planning	
as	part	of	the	estate	process	include:

•	 Ways	and	means	used	to	transfer	property	(nontitled	assets	
such	as	books,	etc.)

•	 Decree	of	ancestry	and	dissemination	(a	listing	of	how	things	
will	be	distributed	to	specific	individuals)

•	 Durable	power	of	attorney	for	health-care	decisions	
(empowers	someone	to	make	health	decisions	on	behalf	of	an	
individual	and	carry	out	wishes	regarding	care)

•	 Power	of	attorney	for	business	(power	of	attorney	empowers	
someone	to	handle	business	and	personal	affairs	if	you	are	
unable	to	do	so	or	need	assistance)

•	 Letter	of	instruction

Slide 12. How to Start the Conversation

Despite	how	important	this	conversation	can	be,	it	still	may	be	
difficult	to	initiate.	You	have	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	making	
adequate	plans	may	be	too	late	and	family	members	may	not	feel	
emotionally	able	to	talk.

•	 Be	sincere	about	your	intentions.	Be	clear	you	are	initiating	
these	talks	out	of	concern	that	proper	plans	are	in	place	and	
understood.	

•	 Stress	the	importance	and	benefits	of	this	conversation	to	
everyone	affected.	One	way	to	do	this	is	to	show	an	example	of	
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an	estate	that	was	handled	improperly	because	family	members	
failed	to	discuss	their	plans	with	each	other.	

•	 Speak	candidly	but	kindly	to	your	parents	or	family	members	
about	why	you	want	to	get	involved	in	managing	their	finances	or	
paperwork	now	or	down	the	road.	

•	 Listen	actively	and	carefully	to	their	concerns	so	you	can	better	
assuage	any	fears.

•	 Make	clear	that	you	want	to	work	together	as	partners.	Estate	
planning	involves	talking	about	death	and	finances,	topics	
families	often	avoid.	A	difficult	situation	such	as	discussing	the	
death	of	a	loved	one	can	bring	out	the	best	and	worst	in	families.	
The	issue	is	painful,	and	even	terrifying,	to	many.	Feelings	
of	anxiety	and	concern	can	surface.	However,	through	open	
communication,	even	the	most	challenging	circumstances	can	
bring	a	family	closer	together	and	demonstrate	strength	and	love.

Slide 13. Learning Activity 3 - Starting the Conversation

Introduce Learning Activity 3 - Starting the Conversation to the 
participants. Encourage each participant to pair up with another 
class member and read through the sample dialogue on a selected 
topic and role play how to start a conversation on that topic. As an 
alternative, role play different scenarios and possible “conversation 
starters” with the class as a whole. After the participants have had 
time to consider the sample conversation starters, explore the 
follow-up question for each scenario on how else a conversation on 
the topic might be started. 

Slide 14. Unwritten Family Rules

At	times,	unwritten	family	rules	guide	opinions	and	decisions	on	
estate	planning	issues	or	how	property	gets	divided	or	distributed.	
Consider	the	possibility	of	such	rules	in	your	family	and	whether	
you	need	to	talk	about	them.	Think	about	the	following	questions:

•	 Are	sons	and	daughters	treated	the	same?

•	 Does	the	position	in	the	family	make	a	difference	(oldest	vs.	
another	position,	etc.)?

•	 Are	all	children	treated	the	same,	regardless	of	health	and/or	
ability,	or	status	in	being	adopted,	natural-born	or	a	step-child?	

•	 Does	whether	the	child	is	married	or	single	matter?	 
Or	whether	he	or	she	has	children	of	his	or	her	own?	

•	 Does	the	geographic	location	of	your	descendants	make	a	
difference?

•	 Do	others	in	the	extended	family	or	outside	the	immediate	
family	deserve	consideration	in	the	estate	planning	process?
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Slide 15. Setting a Family Meeting

Set	a	family	meeting	to	discuss	estate	issues	with	the	following	
elements:

•	 Set	a	time	and	place	and	invite	all	who	need	to	be	included.

•	 Use	an	agenda,	take	notes	and	save	past	agendas/notes	for	
future	reference.

•	 Have	one	person	talk	at	a	time	using	short,	respectful	
messages	–	no	interruptions!

•	 Everyone	should	have	a	chance	to	talk,	but	no	one	is	required	
to	talk.

•	 Do	not	allow	put-downs	or	making	fun	of	ideas	or	opinions.

•	 Keep	it	focused;	30	minutes	to	one	hour	is	optimal.	Have	treats	
afterward.

Slide 16. Communication Checklist for  
Estate Discussions

The	following	checklist	can	help	family	members	guide	their	estate	
planning	conversations:

1.	Everyone	who	has	an	interest	in	a	specific	topic	should	be	
included	in	the	discussions.	

2.	Every	family	member	(or	other	significant	individuals)	should	be	
encouraged	to	participate	in	discussions	so	that	no	one	can	later	
say,	“I	didn’t	get	to	talk.”	

3.	Family	members	should	“listen	generously”	and	remember	that	
they	usually	have	more	than	one	way	to	solve	a	concern.

4.	Take	careful	notes	so	things	can	be	sorted	out	later	and	ideas	
can	be	written	down	if	more	thought	is	needed.	

5.	Obtain	the	help	of	an	objective,	outside	party,	such	as	an	
attorney	who	works	with	estate	issues,	if	needed.	Many	social	
workers	are	trained	mediators	and	able	to	help	families	negotiate	
sensitive	issues	with	a	goal	of	having	the	best	possible	outcome.	

Slide 17. Communication Checklist for  
Estate Discussions

The	following	checklist	can	help	family	members	guide	their	estate	
planning	conversations:

6.	 If	anger	or	anxiety	crops	up,	suggest	a	brief	break	so	individuals	
can	“cool	off”	and	come	back	to	the	table	a	little	more	willing	to	
work	through	the	challenges.

7.	Be	willing	to	compromise	as	needed.	Rarely	should	anyone	get	
to	have	his	or	her	way	all	the	time	and	on	every	point.	
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	 8.	 Agree	to	disagree	without	being	“disagreeable”	if	at	all	possible!	
Common	courtesy	and	civility	do	matter	in	keeping	things	
positive	in	family	discussions.	

	 9.	 Have	more	than	one	meeting	if	needed.	Also,	do	so	if	
appropriate	so	that	ideas	can	be	explored,	phone	calls	made	
and	new	facts	presented	before	a	final	decision	is	made.	
Getting	some	coaching	ahead	of	time	can	give	you	access	to	
information	as	well	as	strategies	that	can	make	the	discussions	
go	more	easily.	

10.	End	the	meeting	by	asserting	the	following	points:

•	 What	was	decided

•	 What	is	left	to	be	decided

•	 Who	is	going	to	do	what	before	the	next	meeting

Slide 18. Setting Goals and Getting Started

Advisers	have	many	tools	to	assist	in	explaining	your	estate	plan	
to	family	members,	but	perhaps	the	best	advice	they	have	to	offer	
is	this:	Communicate!	Any	worries	you	have	about	discussing	your	
estate	plan	with	family	members	may	be	allayed	by	a	receptive	
audience	that’s	been	waiting	to	hear	from	you.	Setting	goals	and	
getting	started	is	important	for	you.	

Introduce Learning Activity 4 - Estate Planning Discussion 
Points. Engage participants in beginning to process each of the 
questions and listing answers that could be shared with family 
members. This activity will give them a “head start” in beginning 
conversations about estate planning. 

Slide 19. Communicate About Your Estate

Developing	a	suitable	estate	plan	requires	setting	concrete	goals.	
Think	about	who	you	want	to	provide	for	and	how	this	should	be	
accomplished.	Taking	inventory	of	your	assets	and	deciding	on	
the	appropriate	form	of	ownership	is	important.	The	time	to	start	
planning	is	today!

Other	available	resources	that	you	may	use	to	assist	you	in	this	
planning	process	are	available	from	the	NDSU	Extension	Service	
and	include:

•	 Estate	planning	series	of	publications	–	online	at	www.ag.ndsu.
edu/pubs/fammgmt.html	

•	 Family	meetings	and	family	communication	publications	–	online	
at	www.ag.ndsu.edu/publications/kids-family	

Present any closing thoughts you would like to share with 
participants. Provide each participant with a copy of the Lesson 
Evaluation and ask them to spend two to three minutes completing 
the evaluation and providing feedback. Collect the evaluations and 
return the forms to the appropriate contact. Thank participants for 
their participation and conclude the lesson.
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Slide 20  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slide 21  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slide 22

The	NDSU	Extension	Service	does	not	endorse	commercial	products	or	companies	even	though	reference	may	be	made	to	tradenames,	
trademarks	or	service	names.	NDSU	encourages	you	to	use	and	share	this	content,	but	please	do	so	under	the	conditions	of	our	Creative	
Commons	license.	You	may	copy,	distribute,	transmit	and	adapt	this	work	as	long	as	you	give	full	attribution,	don’t	use	the	work	for	commercial	
purposes	and	share	your	resulting	work	similarly.	For	more	information,	visit	www.ag.ndsu.edu/agcomm/creative-commons.

For more information on this and other topics, see www.ag.ndsu.edu
County	commissions,	North	Dakota	State	University	and	U.S.	Department	of	Agriculture	cooperating.	North	Dakota	State	University	does	not	discriminate	on	the	basis	
of	age,	color,	disability,	gender	expression/identity,	genetic	information,	marital	status,	national	origin,	public	assistance	status,	race,	religion,	sex,	sexual	orientation,	or	
status	as	a	U.S.	veteran.	Direct	inquiries	to	the	Vice	President	for	Equity,	Diversity	and	Global	Outreach,	205	Old	Main,	(701)	231-7708.	This	publication	will	be	made	
available	in	alternative	formats	for	people	with	disabilities	upon	request,	(701)	231-7881.
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