
W hy do people neglect the right and responsibility of making or 
updating their wills and other estate plans?  Some believe they are 

too young, not wealthy enough, or that it will cost too much.  Others rely 
on a will they made in the past, which they may not realize is obsolete.  
Most often, however, estate plans simply get put off until it’s too late.

State Laws Dictate
Whether you have an estate plan or not, instructions are actually in 

place to direct the final distribution of your property.  In the absence of a 
valid will, for example, state laws distribute your property in specified por-
tions among relatives, regardless of what your wishes may have been.  

Your Right to Plan
For some people, a “state-made” will may be enough.  But for most, 

whether they are wealthy or of modest means, it is important to exercise 
their right to plan.  When properly drafted by a qualified attorney, a will 
can minimize estate settlement costs and taxes that may otherwise be due, 
arrange for your property to be managed as you want, and provide for 
your spouse, children, friends, and others you wish to remember.

Making Wishes Known
Gifts to trusted organizations also find a place in the wills of many 

who wish to lend their support to PFAW and other causes beyond their 
lifetimes.  Giving through your will can be a flexible way to preserve your 
future legacy after your family’s needs have been met.  

Don’t Delay
Your will and other plans are personal statements.  You have the right to 

distribute your property after you no longer need it.  If we can be of help in 
any way with these aspects of your plans, please don’t hesitate to contact our 
planned giving staff or visit our website at pfaw.aboutgiving.net.

Exercising Your Rights

Bray Creech
People For the American Way
2000 M Street NW • Suite 400
Washington, DC 20036-3315
800-714-7730 • (202) 467-4999
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That’s the American Way

Liberty
Legacy
forT hey say home is where the heart is.  For Jeri 

Callahan, home is also where the water is!
Jeri has lived on a houseboat in the Seattle area 

since 1988 and often gives tours to visitors intrigued 
by the quaint floating homes.  

House boat living
“I love living here on Lake Union,” Jeri explains.  

“I swim in the lake almost every day with a group of 
friends.  My neighbors are very diverse, with retir-
ees like me, families with children, and everyone in 
between.  We live in tight quarters, so we all take of 
each other like an extended family.” 

Enlisting both her love of the water and her 
love of writing, Jeri wrote a book in 2004 entitled 
Staying Afloat: Life Aboard Houseboats, Barges, 
and Live-aboards, about her houseboat community.  
“When I graduated from the College of William 
and Mary, my first job was as a features writer for 
my hometown newspaper in Dayton, Ohio,” Jeri 
says.  “I have always enjoyed interviewing inter-
esting people and telling their stories.  And Lake 
Union has no shortage of interesting people.”

Teacher and Mother
Jeri married in 1958 and raised three children in 

Seattle.  Once her kids were in elementary school, 
she decided to become a preschool teacher.  “I 
taught for almost 20 years,” Jeri says.  “As a mother, 
the schedule of being off in the summers was won-
derful for me.  And working with preschoolers was 
so much fun.”

Now single and retired, Jeri’s free time is filled 
with her friends, neighbors, and grandchildren.  
“Every day is a gift,” she says.  Jeri also enjoys giving 
to causes that have special meaning for her, such as 
People For the American Way.  That’s why she has 
remembered PFAW with a gift in her will.  

Including PFAW in her will
When she was updating her estate plans, Jeri 

decided to designate a percentage of her estate to 
charitable causes, including PFAW.  “Since I am 
retired, I don’t have a huge income, so making a 
significant outright gift is really not possible,” Jeri 
explains.  “But by making bequests in my will, I can 
give back and support PFAW and other organiza-
tions that are in my line of what is important and of 
value.” 

“It was an easy gift to make,” Jeri continues.  
“My kids are all doing well and they will get some 
inheritance, but they don’t need it.  I feel good 
knowing that a portion of my estate is going to be 
divided among organizations that I feel are worth-
while.  PFAW is my kind of organization.  I agree 
with what they stand for.” 

Learn more
Like Jeri Callahan, you, too, can play a vital 

role in ensuring a vibrantly diverse society where 
freedom and opportunities for all people are pro-
moted.  To learn more about making a gift through 
your will or other estate plans, please call the PFAW 
planned giving staff at the number below or go to 
our website: pfaw.aboutgiving.net.

“I Agree With What PFAW Stands For”



Y our will and related plans can be extremely flex-
ible tools.  Consider the different options when 

you are deciding how to distribute property:

Leaving a Fixed Amount
Your will can specify a fixed amount to be given 

to a particular recipient.  This can make sense if you 
would like to ensure that a certain amount is received 
by an heir before leaving any remaining  
assets to others.

Remember, however, that your financial situation 
may change over time.  It is especially important to 
periodically review your will and other plans to be 
sure they reflect your current desires.

Designating Specific Assets
Similarly, you can use your will to leave a particu-

lar item or asset to a specific beneficiary.  As when 
providing a bequest of a certain dollar amount, this 
allows you to know exactly which asset a loved one or 
charitable interest will receive.  Be careful, however, 
to update your plans should you sell or give away  
assets during your lifetime that you have designated 
for others in your will.

It’s also a good idea to discuss your intentions 
with the intended recipient in advance.  You don’t 
want to burden them with an asset they may not 
need or are unable to use.

Giving Adjustable Amounts
Leaving designated percentages of your estate 

allows you to give proportions rather than specific 

amounts.  The amounts received are then automati-
cally adjusted as your finances change.  Consider this 
option if you have less specific goals in mind.

Give “What’s Left”
The residue of your estate is what remains after 

all other distributions have been made.  After first 
providing for your family and other loved ones in 
the amounts you determine to be appropriate, many 
choose to devote all or a portion of the residue of 
their estate to charities or other trusted nonprofits, 
such as People For the American Way.

Wills Offer Flexibility
You can also combine the above methods in your 

will.  For example, you might specify that certain 
amounts or properties go to certain people, and then 
divide whatever remains by percentages among orga-
nizations you believe in.

Supplement Your Will
Other documents you may already have in place 

may determine how certain assets you own are ul-
timately distributed.  For instance, if you own real 
estate jointly with another, your will may have little 
or no effect on the property’s final disposition.  

In the case of life insurance policies or retirement 
plans, a beneficiary designation you signed years ago 
determines who receives those assets, not the terms 
of your will.  That is why it can be very important to 
periodically review these plans as well.

T he only property that passes through probate is property that 
hasn’t been left to other people by other means. 

If no valid will exists, the probate court is forced to apply state 
law—essentially an all-purpose will drafted by the state legislature. 
When this “generic” will is used, assets not distributed outside of 
probate are typically divided among heirs based on their relation-
ship to the deceased.

Through proper planning, it is possible to reduce the costs of 
settling an estate.  Here are a few ways to speed up the process of 
property distribution while minimizing expense:

•	 Have a valid, up-to-date will.  Make sure your executor (in 
some states, “personal representative”) is capable and willing to 
serve.  

•	 Consider a living trust.  Many people have found a living 
trust fits in well with their plans.  Your attorney or the trust 
department of your bank can provide more information about 
the usefulness of living trusts.  

•	 Monitor life insurance and retirement plans.  Make certain 
the beneficiaries named are still the ones you want.  Talk to 
your life insurance professional, your employer’s employee ben-
efits manager, or others who manage your retirement plans.  

•	 Review joint ownership.  Joint ownership can be a good way 
to minimize the delays and expense of probate.  But do not 
overuse joint ownership, especially if you believe your estate 
may be subject to tax.  

Choosing the Best Ways to Give

A Planning Checklist

Reducing Probate Costs

A s part of the estate planning 
process, consider two other 

documents that can help make sure 
your wishes are met.

A power of attorney can name 
a person or persons you wish to 
handle your financial affairs should 
you become incapacitated or simply 
prefer to have others manage your 
assets.

A living will can record your 
wishes about extraordinary medical 
care and life support measures.

State laws govern powers of 
attorney and living wills.  Ask your 
attorney and other appropriate advi-
sors for options.  We will be pleased 
to discuss any charitable provisions 
you may wish to make.

Planning for  
Incapacity

•	 Have you given serious thought to your long-term 
financial arrangements?

•	 Do your plans take into account changes in the 
makeup of your family?  

•	 Have you considered the impact of growth in the 
value of your assets since your last review?

•	 Are you aware of what your estate tax liability 
might be and how such taxes will have to be paid?

•	 Are those who assisted you in the past still able to 
help carry out your wishes?

If you answered no to any of the above questions, 
you may be due for a review.  

The purpose of this publication is to provide general gift, estate, and financial planning information.  It is not intended as legal, accounting, or other professional advice.  For assistance in planning 
charitable gifts with tax and other financial implications, the services of appropriate advisors should be obtained.  Consult an attorney for advice if your plans require revision of a will or other legal 
document.  Tax deductions vary based on applicable federal discount rates, which can change on a monthly basis.  Some opportunities may not be available in all states.  ©MMX RFSCO, Inc.  All 
Rights Reserved.	 NFD2X-10

Working with its Young Elected 
Officials program, PFAW 
Foundation supports the next 
generation of leaders who will 
sustain the values our organization 
was founded to defend.

Executive vice president Marge 
Baker stands with civil rights 
leaders to rally support for  
then-Judge Sonia Sotomayor.
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