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Personalizing Your Estate Plan: Letters of Intent 
 

Many clients and friends often ask how they can personalize the estate planning process amid the 
technical and precise language of the law. To personalize legal documents and expresses intentions, 
emotions and values, we suggest you consider incorporating these items into your estate plan to add 
greater satisfaction to the planning process, to keep with your goals and offer peace of mind:  
 

 Include letters of intent for entities or trusts.  
 Incorporate specific language in documents to clarify intent in a binding manner.  
 Write direct letters to your beneficiaries explaining the choices you have made. 

 
Letters of Intent 
 
A letter of intent, also known as a side letter, is a non-binding letter from the grantor to the trustee 
that provides guidance to the trustee. This letter allows the grantor to feel that their voice is being 
heard, often by allowing the grantor to put into plain English certain goals or actions which might be 
improper or confusing if included in the main estate planning documents. When drafted 
appropriately, a letter of intent can allow the trustee to identify actions that would be in keeping with 
the grantor’s intent at the time the trust was created. Additionally, the letter may provide the trustee 
with comfort in knowing that the goals and objectives for the trust are being met when family 
circumstances have changed.    
 
It’s worth repeating that letters of intent are not legally binding. These letters are meant to be a 
helpful reference for the trustee and provide the grantor the ability to include candid comments. It is 
best to draft these letters with your attorney to avoid including too much legal direction and 
repeating language of the trust. If the letter is too detailed and lengthy, it could be considered a 
revision or codicil to a will – and thereby included in the trust documents and legally binding.  
 
A side letter may include specific examples for the trustee as to when to make gifts and distributions 
or how the situation should be considered. It is also helpful to provide current references that may 
help a trustee in the administration of the trust. When including this kind of verbiage, it should be 
clearly stated and as descriptive as possible. Below are a few examples:   
 

“Do not give money outright to my daughter as I worry about her ability to make 
business investments on her own; I would prefer that you consider carefully before 
making distributions of principal and encourage you to request a business plan or 
structure the distribution as a loan to be collateralized by future income distributions.”  
“I would like to benefit my children and grandchildren more than future generations, 
therefore please do not be overly focused on preservation of principal.” 
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“Education has been a huge part of my life and is something I would encourage with 
our children and grandchildren if I were living. Please make generous distributions for 
educational opportunities.” 
 
“At the time of funding, it is my expectation that the trust will generate sufficient 
income to help them with the down payment on a home. A “starter home” in our area 
is about $450,000. I would expect that the children should be able to finance most of 
the home purchase but would ask that you be generous in making distributions 
outright to allow them to buy in a better neighborhood or perhaps a slightly larger 
home, if they seem to be financially responsible and you believe this is a good use of 
their inheritance.”   
 

Power of Language  
 
As side letters are not legally binding, it is important to remember the ability to include precatory 
language – otherwise known as language expressing a wish or intent – in documents to clarify the 
grantor’s intent in a binding manner. This type of language may be useful when property is to be 
divided unequally or there are clear objectives for the disposition of property. A statement such as “I 
am fully aware of the challenges that come with shared ownership of the family vacation property 
and hence, I intentionally leave the vacation home to my daughter, Jane, outright and in her sole 
name, with the expectation that it will pass to her children if she should predecease me” can stop a 
prolonged family battle and avoid challenges if the recipient of the asset happens to be the executor 
or the child that may be perceived to have had sway over an aging parent. Precatory language, while 
at times restrictive, can add guidance to standard documents and yield huge benefits in the eventual 
discussions with beneficiaries.  
 
Direct Letters to Children 
 
Another way to soften the hard language of an estate plan can be through written letters to the 
beneficiaries. Drafting separate letters to each beneficiary to be shared at the time of the gift with 
their children, or grandchildren, is a wonderful and compelling way to explain the choices made, 
convey beliefs and wishes and express expectations for the money directly to the beneficiaries. A 
direct letter could also share a bit of family history or wisdom, and may become a cherished family 
memento. Importantly, the letter may encourage a beneficiary to preserve the wealth for another 
generation or to do bigger things with an inheritance than they might have otherwise 
 
If including letters or specific language into your estate plan may be of interest to you, please follow 
up with your Estate Planning Attorney or your Sandy Cove Advisor to explore next steps.  
 
 

 


