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When your “simple” estate plans 

aren’t so simple 

Sometimes the most important planning conversations come from situations that, at first glance, 

appear straightforward. Clarity, alignment, and careful review often matter more than complexity, 

and peace of mind is often found beneath the surface.

THE CHALLENGE

We recently worked with a client whose estate plan was up for review. Widowed and in her              

80s, she had been very clear about wanting simplicity in her financial life. She owned a home, 

checking account, and taxable brokerage account, all titled in the name of her revocable living 

trust. At her passing, she wanted her assets to pass outright to her daughter and granddaughter  

in equal shares. No special conditions. No restrictions. No complexity.  As part of our standard 

process, we reviewed her existing estate planning documents. At first, everything appeared to        

be in order. But a deeper review of the trust revealed some unusual language.

THE PROCESS

The trust included a provision stating that, upon the client’s death, the assets would be used to 

purchase an annuity for the benefit of her daughter and granddaughter. While annuities can be 

appropriate in certain situations, this provision seemed inconsistent with her stated goal of 

passing assets outright and simply.

When I asked whether the annuity aligned with her wishes, her response was immediate and 

unequivocal: no. She shared that she had a negative experience with annuities many years           

earlier and would never intentionally structure her estate that way. That moment was pivotal.          

It wasn’t about legal technicalities. It was about intent. The plan did not reflect what she wanted. 

We discussed next steps and connected her with an independent estate planning attorney who    

could review the trust, explain the implications, and make appropriate updates.
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THE OUTCOME

The attorney helped amend the trust, removing the annuity requirement and restructuring the 

language so the assets would pass in a manner consistent with the client’s wishes. 

For her, the most meaningful result wasn’t a financial metric. It was peace of mind. She could move 

forward knowing her estate plan truly reflected her intentions and that there would be no 

surprises or unintended consequences for her family.

REFLECTION & TAKEAWAY

Estate planning isn’t just about having documents in place. Even plans that appear simple can 

contain provisions that significantly alter outcomes if they’re not carefully reviewed. 

This experience reinforced the value of thoughtful questions, collaborative conversations, and 

proactive review. Our role is to help ensure every part of a client’s financial plan works together in 

service of their goals. 

Clarity creates confidence. And sometimes, the most impactful planning happens not by adding 

complexity, but by making sure the fundamentals are truly aligned.

ABOUT JOHNSON INVESTMENT COUNSEL

As one of the nation’s largest independent wealth management firms with over 60 years of 

experience serving individuals, families, business owners, and nonprofit organizations, we have 

the deep expertise to provide a customized solution for your situation.

Our highly credentialed advisors work with clients in all 50 states.  Learn more about our 

approach at JOHNSONINV.COM.
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Disclosure: This scenario is based on a composite of real client experiences (including current and, over time, possibly former clients). All identifying details and outcomes 

have been modi�ed for illustrative purposes. No client was compensated for the use of this information, and no material con�icts of interest are associated with these 

experiences. This content is for informational and educational use only and is not intended as a guarantee, recommendation, or prediction of future outcomes. The 

experiences described may not be representative of all clients, and individual results will vary. Strategies discussed may not be appropriate for all investors and are not 

intended to provide speci�c tax, legal, or investment advice. Additional information about our services and con�icts of interest is available in our Form ADV. Always consult 

with your own quali�ed professionals regarding your unique situation.


