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BEFORE YOU BEGIN

A Will Is Important—but It Is Only One Part of the Plan
A will can name beneficiaries, nominate guardians and communicate important wishes. But it 
does not automatically avoid probate, control every asset or solve every tax and family-
planning concern.

This guide corrects twelve common misunderstandings so you can ask better questions and 
coordinate your financial, tax and legal professionals more effectively.

IMPORTANT EDUCATIONAL NOTICE

This material is for general educational purposes only and is not legal, tax, accounting or investment advice. 
Estate-planning and probate laws vary by state and change over time. FPP Financial does not draft legal 
documents or provide legal advice. Consult a qualified estate-planning attorney and tax professional 
regarding your circumstances.

How to use this guide

 Mark any misconception that affects your current plan.
 Gather your will, trust, beneficiary designations, deeds and account ownership information.
 Review the marked topics with the appropriate attorney, tax professional and financial 

professional.

The goal is not to replace professional advice. It is to help you arrive better prepared.
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MISCONCEPTION 01

“Probate costs are always small.”
THE REALITY  Probate expense varies widely by state, estate complexity, disputes, property 
type and the professionals involved. A simple estate may be manageable; a contested or multi-
state estate can become expensive.

 Court costs are only one component; attorney, fiduciary, appraisal, tax and property-
maintenance expenses may also apply.

 Percentages and timelines should not be presented as guarantees.

SMART NEXT STEP  Ask a local estate-planning attorney what probate commonly involves in 
your state and whether your ownership and beneficiary structure could simplify 
administration.

MISCONCEPTION 02

“A will automatically reduces estate taxes.”
THE REALITY  A will directs certain property at death, but it does not by itself create a tax 
strategy. Federal and state estate-tax exposure depends on current law, ownership, prior gifts, 
elections and planning documents.

 For 2026, the federal basic exclusion amount is $15 million per individual, subject to future 
law changes.

 A surviving spouse may be able to use portability when a timely federal estate-tax return is 
filed; state rules can differ.

SMART NEXT STEP  Coordinate tax and legal advice before assuming that a will, trust or 
beneficiary designation produces a particular tax result.
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MISCONCEPTION 03

“Probate is usually finished in a few weeks.”
THE REALITY  Even an uncomplicated probate requires notices, creditor periods, asset 
collection, valuation, bills, tax work and distribution. The timeline depends on state law and 
the estate’s circumstances.

 Disputes, hard-to-sell property, missing records and tax issues can extend administration.
 In Arizona, published creditor notice generally creates a four-month claim period, and court 

guidance says estates should usually be closed within two years.

SMART NEXT STEP  Create an organized estate file and review whether key assets pass by 
beneficiary designation, trust or another legally appropriate method.

MISCONCEPTION 04

“A will never needs review after moving to another state.”
THE REALITY  A will validly executed elsewhere may remain valid, but a move can create 
practical and legal issues involving terminology, witnesses, marital-property rules, personal 
representatives and state-specific procedures.

 Real estate is governed by the law where the property is located.
 Powers of attorney, healthcare directives and trust provisions may also deserve review after a 

move.

SMART NEXT STEP  Have a qualified attorney in your new state review the entire plan—not 
only the will.
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MISCONCEPTION 05

“A will keeps my estate private.”
THE REALITY  A will commonly becomes part of the public probate record when submitted 
to the court. Inventories, filings and other information may also become accessible, 
depending on state procedure and court rules.

 Privacy is not absolute even with a trust; disputes, tax filings and required notices may still 
disclose information.

 A privacy goal should be discussed explicitly during planning.

SMART NEXT STEP  Ask how your state handles probate records and which properly 
implemented strategies may improve privacy.

MISCONCEPTION 06

“A will or testamentary trust avoids probate.”
THE REALITY  A testamentary trust is created through a will and generally becomes effective 
through the probate process. It can control how inherited property is managed after death, 
but it does not itself bypass probate.

 A living trust is different from a testamentary trust.
 A living trust generally affects only assets properly transferred to it or directed to it.

SMART NEXT STEP  Confirm which assets are actually titled in the trust and whether 
beneficiary designations coordinate with the overall plan.
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MISCONCEPTION 07

“Joint ownership is always the safest way to avoid probate.”
THE REALITY  Joint ownership can transfer some property automatically, but it may 
introduce creditor exposure, loss of control, gift or tax consequences, family conflict and an 
unintended distribution plan.

 Account and deed wording matters.
 Joint ownership may solve one transfer while creating a problem at the second owner’s death 

or incapacity.

SMART NEXT STEP  Do not add an owner merely for convenience without reviewing the 
legal, tax and family consequences.

MISCONCEPTION 08

“My attorney must serve as personal representative.”
THE REALITY  You can generally nominate a qualified person or institution, subject to state 
law and court approval. The best choice depends on competence, availability, impartiality, 
location and the complexity of the estate.

 A family member may understand your wishes but struggle with administration or family 
conflict.

 A professional fiduciary can add experience but also adds cost.

SMART NEXT STEP  Name a primary and backup candidate, discuss the role with them and 
review compensation and conflict considerations.
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MISCONCEPTION 09

“A will prevents family disputes.”
THE REALITY  Clear documents can reduce uncertainty, but no document can guarantee 
harmony. Ambiguous language, unequal treatment, outdated beneficiary choices, capacity 
concerns and poor communication can still lead to conflict.

 Beneficiary designations and account titles can override expectations created by the will.
 Surprises often increase suspicion and disagreement.

SMART NEXT STEP  Coordinate every transfer method and consider how your attorney 
recommends communicating the plan.

MISCONCEPTION 10

“One probate handles property in every state.”
THE REALITY  Real estate located outside the home state may require an additional 
proceeding—often called ancillary probate—unless the property passes through another valid 
arrangement.

 Multiple properties can mean multiple courts, professionals and filing requirements.
 Business interests and mineral rights may also create special administration issues.

SMART NEXT STEP  List every property interest and its state, then review title and transfer 
options with counsel licensed where necessary.
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MISCONCEPTION 11

“The cost of estate planning is only the document fee.”
THE REALITY  The true cost includes creating, implementing, maintaining and eventually 
administering the plan. An inexpensive document that is never funded, coordinated or 
updated may be costly later.

 Implementation includes deeds, account titles, beneficiary forms and record organization.
 Maintenance includes reviews after marriage, divorce, births, deaths, moves, tax-law changes 

and major asset changes.

SMART NEXT STEP  Evaluate the lifetime and administration cost of the whole plan—not just 
the initial drafting invoice.

MISCONCEPTION 12

“Family members can immediately sell or distribute estate property.”
THE REALITY  Authority depends on how the property is owned, applicable documents, the 
appointment and powers of a fiduciary, creditor obligations and state law. Acting before 
authority is established can create personal liability or disputes.

 Estate bills, taxes and valid claims may need to be addressed before final distribution.
 Some transactions require notices, consents or court involvement.

SMART NEXT STEP  Keep assets secure and obtain legal guidance before selling, transferring 
or distributing estate property.
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YOUR PLANNING CHECKLIST

Turn Better Information Into Better Preparation
Use this checklist to organize the next conversation with your professionals.

  ☐ Locate your current will, trust and amendments.

  ☐ List every financial account and how it is titled.

  ☐ Review primary and contingent beneficiary designations.

  ☐ Identify real estate or business interests in other states.

  ☐ Gather powers of attorney and healthcare directives.

  ☐ Confirm who is nominated to serve in each fiduciary role.

  ☐ Document digital assets and instructions for accessing them.

  ☐ Note major family, financial or residency changes since the last review.

  ☐ Ask whether your plan is fully implemented—not merely signed.

  ☐ Schedule coordinated reviews with legal, tax and financial professionals.

A complete plan coordinates documents, ownership, beneficiaries, taxes, income needs, 
incapacity planning and family goals.
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NEXT STEP

Build a More Coordinated Retirement and Legacy Plan
Estate planning should not sit in a separate box from retirement income, taxes, beneficiary 
planning and asset protection. A coordinated review can help reveal gaps between your legal 
documents and the financial assets they are intended to control.

SCHEDULE A COMPLIMENTARY RETIREMENT STRATEGY CONSULTATION

Review your retirement goals, current strategy and potential planning concerns in an educational, 
no-obligation conversation.

SCHEDULE YOUR CONSULTATION

Dr. Dylan Foster
Tax-Free Retirement Strategist | FPP Financial

602-292-2768  |  Dylan@FppFinancial.com  |  www.FppFinancial.com

Educational disclaimer
FPP Financial and Dylan Foster do not provide legal, tax or accounting advice and do not draft estate-planning 
documents. Nothing in this guide creates an attorney-client relationship or guarantees a particular result. Consult 
appropriately licensed professionals before acting. Insurance and financial strategies involve costs, limitations, eligibility 
requirements and suitability considerations.

© 2026 FPP Financial, LLC. All rights reserved.

https://calendly.com/dylan-fppfinancial/tax_free_retirement_strategy
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SELECTED SOURCES

Current Information Used for This 2026 Edition
These sources support selected federal and Arizona examples. They do not replace state-specific legal 
research or professional advice.

Internal Revenue Service — Estate Tax

Internal Revenue Service — What’s New: Estate and Gift Tax

Internal Revenue Service — Estate Tax FAQs

Arizona Judicial Branch — Probate Forms and Resources

Arizona Revised Statutes, Title 14 — Trusts, Estates and Protective Proceedings

Information reviewed August 2026. Laws, regulations and agency guidance may change.

https://www.azleg.gov/arstitle/
https://www.azcourts.gov/probate
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/frequently-asked-questions-on-estate-taxes
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/whats-new-estate-and-gift-tax
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/estate-tax
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