
T
he “millennial generation” is
the subject of much public dis-
course and debate. Scores of
articles about that generation

surface each month dissecting their
habits, preferences, and potential
impact on society—now and in the
future. Estate planning practition-
ers need to take note of the atten-
tion, analyze and understand the rea-
sons for it, and then adapt their
services as appropriate to attend to
the needs of this rising generation. 

The reasons for all of the atten-
tion appear to be varied but, of
course, are influenced by the sheer
number of millennials. A recent
study indicates that the millennial
generation is now the most popu-
lous of any generation living today,
including baby boomers.1 Another
study indicates that they now make-
up the largest part of the U.S. work-
force.2 Naturally, in light of these
statistics, much of our societal
attention will increasingly focus on
this generation in an effort to meet
its needs and demands. Evidence of

this can be found in the Millenni-
al 20/20 summits and similar
forums that have developed to give
a voice to, focus on, and study the
expectations of the millennial gen-
eration and how best to meet them.3

Given this situation, the estate
planning community too should
focus its attention on the millenni-
al generation. Millennials are set to
become the beneficiaries and fidu-
ciaries associated with many of the
estate plans being prepared today.
They are also the rising generation
of clients for estate planning serv-
ices, and in light of their numbers
will be the principal client base for
these services in the coming decades. 

On top of those reasons, recent
reports have indicated that their
baby boomer parents will transfer
more wealth to them than has been

transferred at any generational shift
in history. Some $30 trillion is
expected to pass to the next gen-
eration by their baby boomer par-
ents in North America over the next
30 to 40 years.4 The magnitude of
these numbers underscores the gen-
eral importance to plan properly
for that transfer. 

As a result, the estate planner
should keenly focus on the predilec-
tions, habits, and expectations of
millennials in order to promote
an orderly and efficient genera-
tional transfer process. Does that
mean the practice of estate plan-
ning is in for major upheaval in the
coming decades in order to meet
the demands of the millennial gen-
eration? Perhaps, although future
change may be driven more by
evolving technology and modes
of communication, many of which
have been created and popularized
by millennials, and less by chang-
ing demand for core services. After
all, estate planning is a service that
everyone needs to differing degrees
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in the U.S. Barring the implemen-
tation of forced heirship statutes 
in the U.S., this is not likely to
change much from one generation
to the next. 

Who is a millennial?
There is some disagreement over
who is a “millennial.” The gener-
ations that are widely discussed are
not so easily defined according to
sociologists and other authorities.5

Some are delineated by the cir-
cumstances at the time of their
births or during their lives, for
instance baby boomers and “the
greatest generation.” Substantial
generalities are used in drawing the
generational borders, which leaves
room for debate. There does seem
to be rough consensus that the mil-
lennial generation began with those
born in the early 1980s and ended
with those born around the year
2000. Millennials are broadly
defined by the technology they have
grown up with and their innova-
tion and use of social media. 

Many millennials are the children
of baby boomers born in the mid-
to-late period of that large genera-
tion. Baby boomers have often been
referred to as the “me” generation.6

They have been ascribed as trend-
ing toward narcissism, absorbed
with self-improvement and self-ful-
fillment. They are also known for
being “helicopter,” overprotective
parents to their children. Perhaps
not coincidentally, millennials have
been described as the “me, me, me
generation,” with some suggesting
that they have adopted and doubled-
down on the traits ascribed to their
baby boomer parents.7

These two large generations,
however, have notable differences
that may be important for estate
planners to keep in mind. The
modes of communication vary
greatly between these two genera-
tions. Baby boomers are known for
in-person social collaboration (e.g.,
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sit-ins, protests, book clubs, and
investment clubs). Millennials are
credited with being less concerned
about interacting with others in
person or over the phone, and
instead often prefer some manner
of digital interface for their social-
ization. They are the pioneers of
social media. 

Other important differences are
seen in their living styles, income,
and consumer choices. Millennials
are the first generation in the mod-
ern era in which more of them live
at home with parents than live in
any other type of living arrange-
ment, according to a Pew Research
Center study.8Millennials also may
be the first generation to have and
earn less than their parents accord-
ing to a study done in the U.K.9

Millennials are also thought to
be less trusting of society and its
institutions, perhaps in large part
due to the turbulent times they were
raised in. The dot-com bust, Sep-
tember 11th, the real estate col-
lapse, and the great recession all
occurred during their formative

years and may have contributed to
their “trust issues.” This lack of
trust in others and institutions
has made them more reliant on
technology for their information-
al, mentoring and development
needs. They are more technology-
based and self-reliant than any gen-
eration before them. They are
described as being more prone to
researching the endless sources of
information readily available to
them through those digital inter-
faces and forming their own con-
clusions than they are with seeking
advice and direction from profes-
sional advisors and institutions.10

Client rapport
Of course, these are all just gener-
alities, some of which can be and
have been readily expressed between
any one generation and the next.
For the estate planning practition-
er, perhaps all one needs to be mind-
ful of is that there is a certain dis-
trust by the younger generation of
the ways of their predecessors and
vice versa. The differences in the pre-
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ferred modes of communication and
economic outlook between millen-
nials and their parents are issues for
estate and trust practitioners to be
mindful of when preparing estate
plans involving millennial benefici-
aries and fiduciaries. Those differ-
ences coupled with the lack of trust
in societal institutions, of which the
legal and financial professions may
be included, are potential risk 
factors to the fulfillment of the 
planning objectives. 

The ability to bridge those gaps
will be an important skill to devel-
op in the coming years. Rethinking
how information is conveyed and
changing communication format
options may be prudent steps to
take in the coming years to increase
the level of understanding of the
goals, objectives, benefits and
options contained in estate plans
affecting millennials. Perhaps the
only real change that needs to be
made is to fully appreciate the tech-
nological options available today
for disseminating information and
communicating generally, the dif-
fering level of reliance on those
options among the generations, and
making full use of all modes of com-
munication. But that may not be as
easy as it sounds. 

Whether to convey the details of
their estate plan to their benefici-
aries and fiduciaries in the next gen-
eration is a much deliberated topic
among clients. Many parents
believe that no one needs to know
anything about their estate plans
until they are gone. Many of those
same parents also assume that their
beneficiaries will appreciate and
understand their planning inten-
tions and follow them to the “T”
because “I said so.” Other par-
ents take the position that the ben-
eficiaries of their plan should not
only be read into the plan, but also
consulted about its details. A third
approach to this issue is present-
ed by parents who want to share

certain details of their plans, but
not others. They may, for instance,
want to directly convey that their
assets will be divided equally
among their children, but not dis-
close which adult child they have
chosen to serve in fiduciary roles. 

If the generalities being advanced
in the numerous articles and stud-
ies about the generations hold true
on average, practitioners may
increasingly have to manage the
expectations of millennial benefi-
ciaries craving access to informa-
tion, transparence, and assurance
of their importance to the plan.11

The millennials may want to have
and exercise more of a voice in their
parents’ planning. Their baby
boomer parents, on the other hand,
may live up to their reputed pro-
tective and controlling tendencies
in regards to their children. They
may not want to share all of their
planning decisions, much less be
willing to give their children that
desired voice in the process. They
may also plan on using controls for
the wealth they leave to their chil-
dren. The use of lifetime trusts for
children, as opposed to trusts that
end when children reach certain
ages or milestones, are becoming
increasingly popular with baby
boomer clients. The ability to nav-
igate these issues and challenges
will be important to develop in the
near future. 

Great asset transfers
The stakes of the issues to be com-
municated (or not) will be high from
a generational perspective. As men-
tioned above, over the next 30 to 
40 years approximately $30 trillion
is expected to pass from baby
boomers to their children in North
America. That is a large number in
the aggregate and perhaps the largest
generational transfer in history. This
is not all that surprising given that
baby boomers are numerous and
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have, generally speaking, been suc-
cessful as a generation. 

Of course, the issues and chal-
lenges surrounding the transfer of
those assets will vary based on the
parents’ circumstances. Some are
business owners. Some are real
estate investors. Some own farms.
Some are successful stock pickers.
Many baby boomers, though, per-
ceive themselves as being not too
different from their own parents.
They own a house, have bank
accounts, a car or two, etc. There
are a couple of notable distinctions,
however, that baby boomers may
not focus on enough. 

First, baby boomers have many
more digital assets than their par-
ents did. They do not have as many
as their millennial children, but they
have made liberal use of online
accounts. Despite their desire to
retain control and refusal to admit
they can age and die, baby boomers
need to be encouraged to develop
lists of these assets and the user-
names, passwords, and other secu-
rity information associated with
these accounts. They also need to
establish a method for getting that
list to their fiduciaries upon their
death or incapacity. Finally, they
need to be counseled to grant their
fiduciaries access and control rights
to these accounts in their estate plan-
ning documents. Millennials are, of
course, very familiar with these
accounts and how to access and use
them. But all of their expertise in
this area will not matter if they do
not have the needed security infor-
mation and proper authorization to
access and deal with the accounts. 

Second, baby boomers are the
first generation to make great use
of pre-tax retirement savings
accounts, which have unique char-
acteristics and requirements that
were not present in the asset class-
es of prior generations. Accord-
ingly, the beneficiaries of their
estates will have to confront chal-



lenges that previous generations of
beneficiaries did not have to
address. The large pre-tax retire-
ment accounts that many boomers
have generated have become a very
significant, and rising, portion of
their total net worth.12

Accordingly, these assets will need
to be well understood by millenni-
als as they begin to inherit them.
Although most baby boomers are
familiar with saving for retirement
through these accounts, fewer of
them have encountered the options
and process on the distribution end
of these accounts because their own
parents did not have them. Hence,
the need and opportunity to plan
for and communicate with their chil-
dren about the unique issues and
options associated with these
accounts may not resonate with
baby boomer parents. 

Many see their high six figure or
seven figure pre-tax retirement
accounts as providing much of the
liquidity needed for their estates,
whether the needs they perceive are
to pay administration costs and
estate taxes, or to provide liquid
distributions to their family mem-
bers. Some of these baby boomer
clients simply lose sight of the
income tax obligations that will be
owed on distributions from these
accounts for the benefit of their
estates or heirs. Others are under
the impression that these pre-tax
accounts will receive a “step-up”
in basis like other assets upon their
deaths, and thus reduce or elimi-

nate the income tax impact on these
accounts. These issues, of course,
are not new to estate planning prac-
titioners. However, many of the
baby boomers who do not think of
themselves as ever getting old,
much less dying, may put off seek-
ing the advice of estate planners
until it is too late. 

Surveys reveal that more than
50% of baby boomers do not even
have a will.13 If they do not have a
will, there is a good chance that
they have not fully explored the
issues and options related to trans-
ferring their retirement assets. 

The millennial beneficiaries of
these accounts may have even less
familiarity with the unique distri-
bution characteristics of them than
their parents. If the issues and
options associated with these pre-
tax retirement accounts are not
effectively communicated to them,
many will make costly mistakes
in claiming the assets. If the gen-
eral assumptions about how mil-
lennials acquire information (online
instead of from trusted advisors)
hold true, many of them may make
claim form decisions without hav-
ing full appreciation of the details.
Although the information sources
available on the internet about
these topics are immense, many
young claimants do not know they
need to look for it. If they do look
for it, some of it is accurate and
some is not. 

Most of the information they
will find involves nomenclature that
is not always readily understood
by the average person. Even when
the terms are understood, the
issues, options, and differences
between the options are often still
confusing and muddled concepts
to many people (young and older).
If their parents have not adequately
planned for the distribution of their
retirement assets and conveyed that
plan to their children, significant
problems may occur. 

As a result of their lack of famil-
iarity with the issues involved with
claims on these accounts, when com-
bined with all of the other issues
commonly encountered on the death
of parents and the substantial
amount of wealth that will pass to
them from their parents, most mil-
lennials will find themselves in need
of significant information and advice
on the best path to positive outcomes
of their parents’ estate and trust
administration proceedings. Unfor-
tunately, much of the current net-
work for the delivery of informa-
tion and advice on these topics is
not geared toward their preferred
mode of receiving it. This is creat-
ing a significant gap between the
information and strategy help they
need and the information they actu-
ally obtain. 

Conclusion
How can an estate planning prac-
titioner effectively bridge this gap?
The answer to this question will
likely be a collective work in
progress for years to come. How-
ever, new means of communicating
digestible amounts of important
information will need to be devel-
oped. Relying on the tried and true
“in-person” method of identifying
issues, discussing them and devel-
oping a plan to address them will
be less effective with millennial ben-
eficiaries than it has been with their
predecessors. 
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Practitioners may need to pro-
vide more detailed information
about relevant topics on their web-
sites, develop podcasts conveying
information and building trust, and
establish secure portals for sharing
and “discussing“ sensitive and com-
plicated topics with millennial ben-
eficiaries and fiduciaries. 

Practitioners will probably also
need to intensify their efforts to
encourage baby boomer clients to
communicate sufficient and accu-
rate information about their estate
planning to their millennial chil-

dren to allow their children to
appreciate and spot the important
issues about which they will need
particularized professional advice
to maximize the benefits they
receive. The parents will need help
to fully appreciate the consequences
of withholding that information for
privacy, control, or other reasons. 

It is undeniable that tremendous
mental energy is spent on trying to
understand and meet the expecta-
tions of the millennial generation.
They have different interests and
expectations than did their prede-

cessors, but still need estate and

trust information and services. To

remain relevant and helpful, estate

planning practitioners will need to

develop a keen understanding of

those differences and change their

modes of communication with both

their baby boomer clients and their

millennial beneficiary/fiduciary

future clients to address those dif-

ferences and bridge the gap between

them. There is no time like the pres-

ent to begin that process. ■
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