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These insights come from a new study by Everplans.com 
examining the knowledge, intentions and unmet needs of 
American consumers around end-of-life planning.

End-of-life planning isn’t all wills and probate. It’s turning off the 
cable and taking care of the cat. It’s thinking about whether 
someone wants flowers at their funeral or gifts for their favorite 
charity. It’s ensuring there won’t be family arguments or piles of 
paperwork to sort through. It’s the act of organizing the important 
details of one’s life (and death), storing them in a secure place, 
and communicating those wishes to the people closest to them.

Beyond life insurance, research shows that few Americans 
have their most basic end-of-life planning needs covered. 

While the majority of consumers know this type of planning is 
important, they aren’t acting on it. Their inaction has costs, both 
financial and emotional. That includes billions of dollars in lost or 
unclaimed life insurance, missing assets and account details, and 
a mad scramble as families try to pick up the pieces in their time 
of grief.

For financial and insurance advisors, that represents a significant 
opportunity. By taking clients through a step-by-step process 
to organize, store and share important planning documents and 
decisions, advisors can help families clarify their wishes and 
stay at the center of their most important plans. New tools and 
options are making this process easier than ever before.

The majority of American consumers do not have adequate plans in place to manage 
their affairs after they’re gone. This has serious consequences for families—financial, 
organizational and emotional. But there are signs of change: consumers clearly understand 
the need for these plans and want help to create them. Financial and insurance advisors have 
a valuable role to play in closing the gap.

SYNOPSIS:
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HARRIS RESEARCH

This phase was comprised of 2,036 
U.S. adults (aged 18 and over), of which 
539 are fathers. Figures for age, sex, 
race/ethnicity, education, region and 
household income were weighted where 
necessary to bring them into line with 
their actual proportions in the population.

ASK YOUR TARGET MARKET

The second phase was conducted 
with 500 adults aged 18 – 65+. The 
sample was recruited to be nationally 
representative for age and geographic 
region and to have a household income 
above $75K, which more accurately 
represents the client base of financial 
services and insurance advisors.

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted by professional research companies on behalf of Everplans.com. 
The first phase was an online survey facilitated by Harris Research in February 2014. The 
second phase was done to complement the Harris study and was conducted by the online 
research company Ask Your Target Market in June 2014.
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A sorely neglected area.
People know this planning is important. But right 
now they’re not taking action.

FINDINGS

Consumers understand there are measures they should take to 
manage their affairs smoothly after they’re gone. That includes a 
big first step: talking about it with their loved ones. When asked 
directly how important they felt this conversation was, more than 
85% of parents and children in the research groups thought this 
conversation was “very or extremely” important. 

But that hasn’t translated into action. While 69% of respondents 
say they had considered creating a will, only 34% had actually 
done so. Even among those 55 or older, only 58% had this 
critical document in place. This suggests that nearly half of the 
two million people who die every year in the U.S. lack critical 
plans and documentation of their decisions. As a consequence, 

their families are likely to face disorganization, disagreements, 
and other challenges.

Of course, wills are only one piece of end-of-life planning. 
Significantly fewer people in the study had drafted eldercare 
wishes or advance directives. In fact, these important documents 
are in place for fewer than 1 in 4 Americans.

87% of 
parents said it was 
important to speak 
to their children 
about end-of-life 
plans.

2 in 3
did not have  
a will. 3 in 4  

did not have 
eldercare wishes 
or advanced 
directives.
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When there are no reliable plans in place, families pay the 
price. Among the challenges of dealing with the death of a 
family member is identifying the nature and location of their 
valuable assets. While people assume these assets are clearly 
documented and catalogued, this is rarely the case—especially 
in an age of multiple online bank accounts, credit cards, and 
insurance policies. It’s estimated that $41 billion in assets are left 
sitting in abandoned bank accounts, safe deposit boxes, and 
unclaimed life insurance policies and pensions.

How does this happen? Even when details of an individual’s 
accounts, policies, and other assets are stored safely, family 
members may not know their location. According to Consumer 

Reports, the government holds over $1 billion in unclaimed life 
insurance alone. Every year, millions of safe-deposit boxes go 
unclaimed and their contents are sold for pennies in the dollar.

Financial losses are not the whole story. Family keepsakes, 
photographs, and heirlooms only make it into wills and other 
legal documentation if they have significant financial value. Yet 
many people claim that these family assets are valuable to them 
emotionally. Without a plan for their distribution and preservation, 
these items cannot be passed on smoothly from generation to 
generation.

The costs of poor planning.
Inadequate end-of-life planning results in billions 
in financial losses.

$47 billion in bank accounts, life insurance and 
safe deposit boxes goes unclaimed. People assume that 
assets are clearly documented and catalogued. This is 
rarely the case.
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With the notable exception of life insurance, there’s a significant 
gap between the plans people know they need and taking steps 
to make them. The study shows that vital end-of-life decisions 
are being neglected even by people who appreciate their 
importance.

The item most respondents had considered was a will. That’s not 
surprising, since this is one of the most important and commonly 
completed documents. But while over two-thirds of adults had 
thought about writing a will, only one third had actually followed 
through. A similar gap exists for other important end-of-life 
documents: only half of those respondents who considered 
creating a living will, a healthcare proxy, or a funeral plan actually 
went on to do so.

Why does this gap exist? The fact that so few people are able 
to act on their good intentions points to an unmet need: simple 
ways to organize, store and share end-of-life documents. That’s 
an opportunity for advisors. By helping clients negotiate and 
complete these steps they know are important, advisors 
can fill important gaps in their clients’ future planning while 
strengthening their professional relationship.

The gap between intent and action.
When it comes to planning, consumers need help 
making their good intentions a reality.

40% of consumers have 
“seriously considered” documenting 
account details. 22% have done so.

1 in 2 consumers have 
considered creating a living will.

1 in 4 actually have a 
living will.
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It’s time to bust the myth that people can’t bear to talk about 
issues around death and dying. Despite the assumed social 
taboos, the vast majority of people surveyed believe end-of-
life planning is something they should talk about. What’s more, 
people say that if we all planned for these issues, the world 
would be better for it. Far from being a taboo for all respondents, 
a mere 18% said these concerns were depressing or something 
they didn’t want to deal with.

This finding was true across generations and age groups. Parents 
and children, the young, and the elderly want this topic brought 
out in the open—and want help addressing it responsibly. It’s not 
surprising in an era defined by widespread access to information 
that people want their families to have complete access to their 
most important decisions. The question is how.

Attitudes support making change.
It’s a mistake to assume people don’t want  
to deal with these issues.

84%
say it’s important 
to share info across 
generations.

79%  
say they believe 
people need help 
with this.

Only 
18%
feel the topic is 
depressing and 
don’t want to talk 
about it.
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How can advisors close the gap between intention and action? 
The study found several areas where better guidance and 
tools were likely to change behaviors. Asked specifically about 
whether they wanted information and support to get organized, 
respondents were unequivocal: Over 95% agreed that some 
type of help would be valuable in creating such documents. 
Women on the whole were more likely to say that they needed 
help and support, especially in terms of step-by-step guidance.

Respondents realized getting organized is only a first step. 
Another unmet need was security: 97% agreed that they would 
like a safe place to store documents in a way their families could 
access them easily.

The vast majority of people surveyed (84%) also felt it was 
important to share information across generations—and said 
they would need help to do this (79%). Again, this suggests huge 
potential for insurance agents and financial advisors, who are 
already assisting their clients in this way. These trusted partners 
can be a go-to for deputies and beneficiaries when it’s time to 
carry out their loved ones’ wishes. New tools make that process 
easier than ever before.

Giving them what they need.
Assembling the missing pieces for clients begins 
with Organize, Store and Share.

95% said they would like help 
creating end-of-life documents.

More than half felt “a secure place 
to store and share these important 
documents” would be “very valuable.”
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Traditionally, end-of-life planning has been too complex—and 
the tools too rudimentary—for advisors and clients to widely 
embrace. But new resources are changing the equation.

Everplans Professional is a tool made especially for financial 
advisors and insurance agents. It allows you to guide clients 
step-by-step through legal, financial, healthcare and other 
decisions and help them organize, store and share those vital 
documents and personal requests.

By putting you and your clients in the driver’s seat for end-of-life 
planning, Everplans Professional turns good intentions into action.

To learn about pricing and plans,  
visit everplans.com/professional.

Everplans Professional.
New options empower advisors to close the 
planning gap.
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everplans.com

20 West 20th Street
Suite 1004
New York, NY 10001

The benefits of Everplans Professional:

• Engage clients in a new and relevant service.

• Expand your role by filling in gaps in your 
clients’ planning.

• Reach the next generation of clients by being 
a resource for beneficiaries.



1) HARRIS RESEARCH 

The first of these was done online within the United States between June 4-6, 2014. The 
sample was 2,036 adults (aged 18 and over), of which 539 are fathers. Figures for age, sex, 
race/ethnicity, education, region and household income were weighted where necessary to 
bring them into line with their actual proportions in the population. Propensity score weighting 
was used to adjust for respondents’ propensity to be online. All sample surveys and polls, 
whether or not they use probability sampling, are subject to multiple sources of error which 
are most often not possible to quantify or estimate, including sampling error, coverage error, 
error associated with nonresponse, error associated with question wording and response 
options, and post-survey weighting and adjustments. Therefore, the words “margin of error” 
are avoided, as they are misleading. All that can be calculated are different possible sampling 
errors with different probabilities for pure, unweighted, random samples with 100% response 
rates. These are only theoretical because no published polls come close to this ideal.

Respondents for this survey were selected from among those who have agreed to participate 
in our surveys. The data has been weighted to reflect the composition of the adult population. 
Because the sample is based on those who agreed to participate in the online panel, no 
estimates of theoretical sampling error can be calculated.

The Harris Poll is owned by Nielsen Holdings, a global information and measurement company. 
For more information, visit www.nielsen.com.

2) ASK YOUR TARGET MARKET 

The second study was conducted to complement the Harris research study using the online 
service Ask Your Target Market. It was conducted with 500 adults aged 18 – 65+ and was also 
recruited to be nationally representative for age and geographic region. This sample was also 
recruited to have a household income above $75K to more accurately represent the more 
client base for financial services and insurance businesses.

If you have additional questions regarding the research methodology or wish to reference this 
research, please contact William Charnock, Chief Marketing Officer of Everplans at William@
everplans.com or Gene Newman, Editorial Director of Everplans at gene@everplans.com.

APPENDIX: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Everplans.com conducted two waves of research. Both were carried out online 
with a sample that was nationally representative for age, location and gender.
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