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Your Go-To Guide
Protecting the People Who Matter Most

One of the most important documents you can create to 
ensure the well-being of your loved ones is a will. If you 
die without a will, state law determines who gets your 
assets when you die, typically naming a surviving spouse 
and direct descendants. With a blended family, however, 
the issues are more complex, and the risk of disinheriting 
your children is much higher.

It’s not uncommon to preserve assets like family heirlooms, the 
family home or a closely held business for your own children 
while still providing for a second spouse. But you must be 
careful that your estate plans properly reflect your situation, or 
your children from a previous marriage might be disinherited.

The following scenario, although hypothetical, reflects 
common and devastating missteps blended families could 
take and how you can avoid similar mistakes.

Case Study: The Overlooked Children
Jean was married briefly in her 20s and had two children, 
Tony and Tina, in that union. After her divorce, she met 

Kyle and they later married. Together, they had  
one child, John. Perhaps because the couple was still 
relatively young and consumed with raising a family,  
Jean and Kyle never took the time to draft wills or create 
an estate plan together.

Unexpectedly, Jean and Kyle’s young lives were cut 
tragically short in an accident. Jean died instantly and Kyle 
passed away the following day. In the absence of an estate 
plan, their assets—consisting primarily of retirement funds 
and jointly held property—were divided as follows by the 
laws of their state:

•  At Jean’s death, everything she owned went to Kyle as 
her surviving spouse.

•  Because Kyle had not legally adopted Tony and Tina, 
at Kyle’s death, his only legal heir to all of his assets 
(including those inherited from Jean) was John.

•  Tony and Tina were left with nothing. 

Jean should have established a plan that included 
provisions for all of her children, along with her spouse. 

The image of the traditional American family—a mom, a dad and two children—has undergone an evolution  
in recent decades. Many modern families now include one or two parents, stepparents, stepbrothers and  
stepsisters, and half brothers and half sisters. The family structures and legal relationships within blended  
families introduce a layer of complexity that makes planning for your loved ones’ futures, a future beyond  
your lifetime, more crucial than ever.



A Better Plan
Everyone needs an estate plan—whether your net worth 
adds up to a few thousand dollars or a few million. Your 
plan should address the needs of all of your loved ones at 
your death, regardless of whether you have a traditional 
or a blended family, are single or married.

Important Reminder
If you are part of a blended family, create an 
estate plan that articulates where your assets 
go at the death of each parent.  

Asset Upon Jean’s Death Upon Kyle’s Death

Jean’s 401(k) plan The assets were 100 percent payable to  
Kyle, who was named the beneficiary on 
Jean’s 401(k) plan.

Kyle’s son, John, was Kyle’s sole heir and  
received 100 percent of the assets. Tony and  
Tina received nothing.

The family home The home was titled jointly with rights  
of survivorship, so it automatically went  
to Kyle.

Kyle’s son, John, was Kyle’s sole heir and  
received 100 percent of the house. Tony and  
Tina received nothing.

$20,000 in checking and 
savings accounts

Under the laws of their state, the first 
$50,000 of probate assets (court-verified) 
went to Kyle.

Kyle’s son, John, was Kyle’s sole heir and  
received 100 percent of the accounts. Tony  
and Tina received nothing.

Where Jean and Kyle’s Assets Went—Thanks to No Plan
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Remembering the Causes That You Love
When creating or updating your estate plans, don’t forget the causes and organizations important to  
you. If you would like to include us in your future plans, please contact us today at (800) 232-4678  
or giftplan@msu.edu to plan a gift that fits the needs of your family and MSU.

A will—The cornerstone of your estate plan, 
this document ensures your assets will be 
distributed exactly as you intend. Your will 
should also name a guardian for any minor 
children you have.

Trusts—A trust allows you to make special 
arrangements for the management of your 
assets for yourself and others. Special trusts 
can protect assets for your children from a 
previous marriage and still provide for your new 
spouse. Be sure to ask your attorney if these 
special trusts are right for you. 

Durable and health care powers of attorney— 
A durable power of attorney designates a 
trusted individual to handle legal and financial 
matters on your behalf. If you are unable to 

make health care decisions, a health care power 
of attorney stipulates who will make these 
decisions on your behalf.

A living will—This document articulates your 
wishes concerning heroic, life-sustaining measures.

Ownership and beneficiary designations—
Your will doesn’t control the distribution of 
your entire estate. Jointly owned property 
with rights of survivorship generally passes to 
the surviving joint owner regardless of what 
your will states. The same is true for one-half 
of community property in several states. Life 
insurance, IRAs and other retirement plans are 
payable to beneficiaries you designate on the 
account. If you overlook these arrangements, 
you may upset your overall plans.

Estate Planning Essentials




