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 hen you write a will, you 
 have the opportunity to  
appoint an executor for your  
estate. An executor is entrusted first 
with the responsibility to protect 
the deceased’s property until all 
debts and taxes have been paid, 
and then to ensure that the remain-
ing assets are transferred accord-
ing to the will. This responsibility 
is both an honor and a burden. 
While the law does not require that 
an executor be a legal or financial 
expert, the job may require honesty, 
impartiality, and diligence. Execu-
tors have a number of duties,  
the complexity of which depends 
upon the deceased’s financial and 
personal circumstances.

Specific duties of the executor  
include the following:

•	 Determining	what	the	individual	
owns

•	 Paying	any	bills	and	claims	
against the estate, including 
funeral costs

•	 Paying	all	estate	and	inheritance	
taxes

•	 Collecting	any	money	due	to	 
the estate

•	 Handling	other	estate	assets,	
such as insurance or trusts

•	 Overseeing	the	investment	of	 
assets in the estate

•	 Distributing	assets	and	property	
according to the will 

•	 Settling	the	estate	with	the	 
probate court, if required

Determining Estate Assets
As a part of his or her duties, the 
executor first needs to determine 
what assets are in the estate, such 
as property, pensions, savings, 
benefits from employers, and insur-
ance proceeds. To help facilitate this 
process, a letter of instruction and/
or a list of assets may be included 
with the will. In the absence of such 
instructions, it is the executor’s job 
to explore all available channels to 
locate all distributable assets.

Some assets, such as art collections, 
real estate, and furniture or house-
hold goods, may then need to be 
valued. The executor may hire ap-
praisers to assess the value of such 
items. Once valued, the executor is 
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budget-Wise?
Is Your Student

y  our child may soon be ready 
  to take his or her first step on 
the journey toward independence: 
college enrollment. Cautionary 
words about life away from home 
have all been spoken. However, one 
area that many parents may over-
look or hesitate to bring up with  
students amid the excitement and 
chaos of preparing for college is  
personal money management.

Typically, students do most of their 
day-to-day spending on a spontane-
ous basis, where overspending is 
the norm, rather than the exception. 
During a school year, the average 
college or university student will 
spend nearly $5,000 for books,  
supplies, transportation, and  
personal expenses while at school 
(Trends in College Pricing 2015, The 
College Board). However, there is 
often room for economizing, and the 
first place to look is food and enter-
tainment, especially when ordering 
pizza with a smartphone is just a 
“touch” away.

Sooner or later, the conversation 
about living arrangements takes 
place. While many students believe 
it costs less to live off campus than 
in a dorm, they may be misinformed.  

In college towns with a high  
demand for off-campus housing,  
accommodations within walking  
distance of the campus can be 
expensive. Some landlords may 
require a one-year lease—a period 
longer than the school year. If a  
student does choose to live off  
campus, he or she can save money 
by sharing housing and eating in.

There are steps you can take to help 
your student understand the finan-
cial picture. Consider the following:

•	 Before	your	child	leaves	for	 
college, sit down and discuss 
both of your expectations.

•	 Explain	when	checks	or	money	
transfers can be expected, the 
amount that will be received,  
and any rules concerning use  
of the funds.

•	 Consider	providing	a	lump	sum	
each semester, with guidelines on 
how long the money must last, 
and allow your child the freedom 
to make day-to-day financial 
decisions.

Whether students rely on parental 
subsidy, use their own money, or 
combine funds, most have savings 
and checking accounts. Therefore, it 
is important for them to know how 

these accounts work. Their ability  
to balance an account and spot any 
errors is important.

Many undergraduates tend to keep 
their checking accounts in home-
town financial institutions. However, 
managing finances long-distance can 
create challenges. Verifying a balance 
quickly with an out-of-state bank 
can be difficult and time-consuming. 
In addition, trying to get money to 
college students in different locations 
can be frustrating. Even with the 
convenience of online banking,  
it may be a good idea for your child 
to open a smaller account on or  
near campus.

While some parents may hesitate to 
promote the use of credit cards, espe-
cially for a student who has difficulty 
managing money, others may believe 
a credit card can help provide a use-
ful backup, especially in an emergen-
cy. A credit card can be helpful for car 
rentals, plane fares, and train tickets. 

Ideally, college students will be able 
to take full responsibility for each 
semester’s spending. Life becomes 
easier for parents whose college-age 
children can manage their own  
finances, and students can learn valu-
able life skills in the process. 20/20    

responsible for distributing prop-
erty to the heirs. Property can pass 
directly or it may be sold, and the 
proceeds divided among the heirs.

A Few Finer Points
Is it valid? It is the executor’s 
duty to notify all creditors, anyone 
named in the will, and anyone else 
who stands to inherit part of the 
estate. All potential beneficiaries 

then have a chance to protest if they 
believe the will is invalid. In most 
states, a surviving spouse is allowed 
to challenge a will if he or she is 
awarded less than a certain percent-
age of the estate. If there are no 
protestations, the probate court then 
issues “letters testamentary,” docu-
ments that empower the executor to 
carry out the required duties.

What are the formalities? The 
executor transfers the decedent’s 
bank accounts into estate accounts, 
and other assets can be transferred 
from the decedent’s name to the 
executor’s name. A “will construc-
tion proceeding” may be required if 
all parties agree that a will is valid, 
but disagree upon its meaning.
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of the savings game
Put Yourself in Front

l  ike dieting, budgeting your  
  expenses only works if there is 
a long-term commitment. However, 
human nature leads many of us to 
become frustrated when we can’t  
immediately have the things we 
need or want. As a result, the best-
laid budgeting plans can become 
ineffective. That’s why adopting a 
“pay yourself first” attitude can have 
a positive impact on your long-term 
budgeting, spending, and saving 
practices. 

Following these simple steps can 
help you take control now and pave 
the way for a bright future:

1) Look closely at what you 
spend. Begin the process by 
recording all your expenses, such 
as rent or mortgage and utilities, 
services such as childcare, and 
necessities such as food, clothing, 
and medical expenses.  

2) Include a line for “savings” 
with expenses. If you treat  
savings as an expense that must 
be made on a weekly or monthly 
basis, you might be more likely to 
set the money aside regularly.

3) Allocate income in terms of 
percentages. This exercise helps 
identify how each expense relates 
to your total income. Determine 
what percentage of your income 
goes to each expense, and then 
categorize them as either fixed 
(e.g., mortgage, utility bills, insur-
ance premiums) or discretionary 
(e.g., dining out, travel, entertain-
ment). You have discretion over 
the latter, but not the former.  
It is generally the discretionary 
expenses that erode earnings. 
Aim to trim these percentages 
wherever possible. It may be  
possible to make large gains  

in savings by reducing many  
expenses by small percentages.

4) Prioritize. Take your list and 
rank your expenses as “impor-
tant,” “moderately important,” or 
“unimportant.” Eliminate those 
items you can do without. You 
probably will have the most lee-
way with discretionary expenses. 
The savings you generate may be 
enough to begin a modest savings 
program. If it isn’t, move toward 
eliminating some of your moder-
ately important expenditures to 
save even more.

5) Pay yourself first. Here’s the 
key to success—once you’ve  
ferreted out all the savings you 
can, write yourself a check for  
the amount you saved and  

What about insurance? Insurance 
benefits are generally paid promptly 
once an insurance claim form with 
the original policy and a copy of the 
death certificate is submitted to the 
insurer. 

What about bills? It is important 
that all bills are paid before the 
distribution of any assets begins. 
The executor needs to keep accurate 
records of joint property, even if it 
escapes probate by passing directly 
to the other owner, because all 
property, regardless of ownership, 
affects estate tax bills.

What about liability? The execu-
tor generally works with the lawyer 
for the estate until the estate is 
settled. Until that time, however, 

the executor is responsible for 
keeping the estate in order, pro-
tecting assets, and investing the 
estate’s funds prudently. If these 
responsibilities are not upheld,  
he or she may be liable to the  
beneficiaries.

Alternate or  
Successor Executor
For complicated estates, the pro-
bate process may take years. 
Therefore, you may wish to ap-
point an alternate or “successor” 
executor in case the original  
executor is unable or unwilling to 
serve. In a family with children 
from more than one marriage,  
an individual may choose to  
designate co-executors. Should 

administration of the estate become 
deadlocked among co-executors, 
it may be necessary to enlist the 
assistance of a third party advisor, 
such as a professional accountant. 

Make an Informed Choice
Now that you are aware of an 
executor’s duties, you can make an 
informed choice about an executor 
for your estate. Choose an individ-
ual whom you trust to help ensure 
that your final wishes are fulfilled 
and your family benefits from your 
years of hard work. Once your 
decision has been made, be sure to 
work closely with your designated 
executor, so that he or she can fully 
understand and appreciate your 
wishes. 20/20             
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The information contained in this newsletter is 
for general use and it is not intended to cover all 
aspects of a particular matter. While we believe all 
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disability income insurance
The Importance of

m  any of us would rather not 
  think about what would 
happen if we became unable to 
work for a period of time due to 
an unexpected illness or injury. 
Perhaps it’s easier to believe this 
could never happen. However, the 
statistics tell a different story. 

According to the latest statistics 
from the Council for Disability 
Awareness, just over one in four 
of 20-year-olds today will become 
disabled before they reach their 
full retirement age. More than 37 
million Americans are classified as 
disabled, which is approximately 
12% of the population. More  
than half of those individuals  
are between the ages of 18 –64. 
Moreover, the average individual 
disability claim lasts more than  
31 months. 

Disability income insurance  
can play an important role in  
your overall financial well-being 
by helping to protect your most 
valuable asset—your ability to 

earn an income. In exchange for 
purchasing a policy and paying 
periodic premiums, the insurance 
company would pay you a predeter-
mined benefit amount if you sustain 
a qualifying disability that prevents 
you from working. 

In order to obtain the appropriate 
amount of disability income insur-
ance, review any coverage you 
already have in place. For instance, 
you may have some type of disabil-
ity insurance coverage through your 
employer. If so, find out if the cover-
age is short-term and/or long-term, 
what the benefit amount is per type 
of coverage, and how long benefits 
last. This information can help you 
determine if additional insurance is 
needed to help cover expenses for 
housing, automobile(s), utilities, 
food, clothing, education, etc.

If you are self-employed, carefully 
examine how a disabling injury or 
illness could affect you, your family, 
and your business. In addition to 
any group disability coverage, your 

business may also have workers 
compensation insurance, which 
is required of employers in most 
states. Keep in mind that workers 
compensation only covers disabili-
ties that occur on the job. But, dis-
ability income insurance can help 
supplement your other coverage 
sources. In addition, you may want 
to consider business overhead 
expense (BOE) insurance to help 
cover business expenses and other 
continuing fixed costs, such as utili-
ties, rent, and equipment leases, 
should you sustain a qualifying dis-
ability under the terms of the policy.

Since disability income insurance 
helps protect your potential earn-
ings, it is an important part of your 
overall insurance program. Individ-
ual policies can be tailored to your 
individual circumstances. Because 
features and benefits vary widely 
from one policy to another, be sure 
to consult a qualified insurance 
professional to determine an appro-
priate amount of coverage. 20/20    

“pay yourself first.” How you 
save the money depends on how 
much you have. For instance, if 
you begin with a few hundred 
dollars, you might put them into 
a savings account. If you’re plan-
ning for retirement, you could 
consider contributing regularly 
to an Individual Retirement 
Account (IRA). Or, better yet, 
in some circumstances, you can 
make even greater pre-tax con-
tributions to an employer-spon-
sored retirement plan, such as a 
401(k). Earnings in retirement 

savings vehicles generally accu-
mulate on a tax-deferred basis.

Remember, putting yourself first 
means placing your future financial 
well-being at the top of your prior-
ity list. While it may be necessary to 
forgo purchasing some enjoyable, 
yet unneeded items, paying yourself 
first can become its own reward. 
The “dividends” that a disciplined 
savings program can ultimately pay 
back will most likely outweigh the 
short-lived gratification received 
from current consumption. 20/20
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