
Not to be confused with legal documents such as a living will or a last will and testament, an ethical will is an 
informal document that is an inexpensive and effective way to express genuine feelings to your family and 
friends. Ethical wills have been around for over 3000 years and are often written by people facing challenging 
and transitional stages in life. Unlike the stipulations and directives contained in a living will or a last will and 
testament, which come into play at the end of life, the information contained in an ethical will can be shared 
during the writer’s lifetime. 
  
     An ethical will can be one of the most caring and significant gifts you can provide to your family and 
friends.  Best of all, you don’t need a lawyer to prepare this valuable document. The following is a list of items 
to consider including in your ethical will: 
  
• True and positive feelings 
• Words of praise to those who deserve it 
• Apologies and requests for forgiveness, if necessary 
• Offerings of forgiveness, if necessary 
• Words of wisdom (without lecturing) 
• Honest attempts to settle unresolved issues and disputes 
  
     Also consider including some family history and information about a side of you that others might not know, 
such as the following: 
  
• Interesting facts about you and your ancestors 
• Things remembered about your parents, grandparents, etc. 
• Moments and experiences to be remembered 
• What life events were most important to you 
• Your likes and dislikes 
• What you did for fun 
• What made you laugh and what made you sad 
• Some of the most important things you did 
• Your responsibilities 
• How you dealt with problems 
• Your religious/spiritual upbringing and whether you regularly practiced 
• Your perception of God 
• Your health problems 
• Pets you had 
• Your habits-good and bad 
• Your satisfaction and/or regrets with life 
• Your political party 
• Your hobbies and pastimes 
• Your favorite TV shows, movies, and books 
• How you met your spouse or partner 
• Your philosophies 
• Your favorite job 
• Your favorite and least favorite saying 
• Memories of the person to whom you’re writing 
  



     You may want to include short stories about your life, both funny and poignant. Also, compile annotated 
and dated family photographs. 
  
     Separate from your ethical will, you might also consider including pertinent information for those you will 
leave behind to ease the burden of losing a loved one. Detail the way you would like to be remembered to 
help prevent loved ones from guessing or, worse, fighting over funeral arrangements and final wishes. Be 
sure to list the location of important papers and tangible assets to prevent heirs and loved ones from going on 
a scavenger hunt. Within these papers, include details about your family’s medical history. 
  
     Provide those you trust with the location of spare keys, the combination to the safe, your computer 
passwords, and the various other access codes necessary to retrieve vital information. Prepare a list of your 
key advisors, such as your financial planner, attorney, pastor, close friends, etc. Include their name, address, 
phone and fax numbers, and e-mail address. Leave detailed instructions about the care and well being of your 
pets. 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