Legacy Letters and Ethical Wills

A Practice Tool for Passing Forward What Matters Most

Most estate plans answer practical questions.

Who receives property?

Who manages the estate?

Who serves as trustee?

Who has authority to act?

How are assets transferred, protected, or distributed?
Those questions matter.

But they are not the whole story.

A will or trust can distribute what you own. A legacy letter or ethical will can help explain what your life
meant.

It can preserve your voice.

It can pass forward your values.

It can offer comfort, blessing, guidance, memory, and meaning.

It can help loved ones understand not only what you decided, but why it mattered to you.

Estate planning handles the transfer of assets.

Legacy planning helps steward the meaning of a life.

What Is a Legacy Letter?

A legacy letter is a personal message written to the people, family, community, or future generations you
wish to reach.

It may include memories, gratitude, lessons learned, hopes, apologies, blessings, family stories, spiritual
reflections, or words of encouragement.

It is usually written in your own voice.
It does not have to sound formal.
It does not have to be perfect.

It does not have to follow a legal format.

It simply needs to be honest.
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A legacy letter says:

This is what I want you to know.
This is what I hope you remember.
This is what I learned.

This is what I loved.
This is what I hope lives on.

What Is an Ethical Will?

An ethical will is an older tradition of passing forward values, wisdom, beliefs, and moral guidance.

Unlike a legal will, it does not distribute money or property. Instead, it passes forward what might be
called a moral, spiritual, emotional, or relational inheritance.

An ethical will may include:

Values that guided your life

Lessons learned from success and failure

Family or cultural traditions

Spiritual beliefs or moral commitments

Hopes for children, grandchildren, or future generations
Blessings, forgiveness, gratitude, or reconciliation

Stories that explain what mattered most

Guidance for living with courage, kindness, purpose, or integrity

A legal will may say, “This is what I leave you.”

An ethical will says, “This is what I hope you carry forward.”

How Are They Similar?

Legacy letters and ethical wills are closely related. Many people use the terms interchangeably.
Both are personal rather than legal.

Both can be written, recorded, filmed, illustrated, or created as part of a memory book.

Both can be shared during life or left to be read later.

Both are ways of preserving the human side of estate planning.

Both can help loved ones feel connected to the person behind the legal documents.
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Both can be revised as life changes.
Most importantly, both help answer the question:

What part of myself do I want to leave behind?

How Are They Different?

The difference is mostly one of emphasis.
A legacy letter often feels like a personal message from the heart. It may be written to one person, a
family, a group, or future generations. It may include memories, gratitude, encouragement, stories, and

love.

An ethical will often has a broader values-based purpose. It may focus more intentionally on principles,
beliefs, moral lessons, faith, family traditions, life wisdom, or guidance for future generations.

A legacy letter may say:

“I want you to know how much I loved you.”
An ethical will may say:

“These are the values I hope will guide you.”
Many people combine both approaches.

The result is a personal legacy document that carries affection, wisdom, story, and meaning.

How Does This Fit Into an Estate Plan?

A legacy letter or ethical will does not replace a will, trust, power of attorney, advance directive, or
beneficiary designation.

It should not be used to distribute property.

It should not contradict legal documents.

It should not create confusion about who receives what.

Instead, it works beside the legal plan as a companion document.

It may help explain:
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Why certain people or causes mattered to you

Why you made certain charitable gifts

Why a family home, land, heirloom, or collection carried meaning

What values you hope will guide the use of inherited resources

What stories you do not want lost

What you hope your loved ones remember during grief, transition, or disagreement
For some people, a legacy letter is kept with estate planning papers.

For others, it is shared during life as part of a family conversation.

Some people create separate letters for different people.

Some record a video or audio message.

Some write a letter each year and update it as life unfolds.

The format is less important than the intention.

A Gentle Caution

A legacy letter or ethical will is not a legal document.

If you want to make legally binding decisions about property, money, guardianship, trustees,
beneficiaries, health care, or end-of-life authority, those decisions belong in properly prepared legal
documents.

A legacy letter can support your estate plan.

It should not try to become the estate plan.

When in doubt, ask your attorney how to store or reference the letter so that it complements your legal
documents without creating confusion.

Closing Thought

A legal will can say where your possessions go.
A legacy letter or ethical will can say what your life stood for.

Together, they help transform estate planning from a transfer of things into a stewardship of meaning.
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Practice: Creating Your Own Legacy Letter or
Ethical Will

You do not need to write everything at once.
Begin with one quiet hour, one page, or one question.

Let the process unfold.

Step One: Choose Your Audience
Who are you writing to?

My children

My grandchildren

My spouse or partner

My siblings

My friends

My community

My students, colleagues, or successors

My future descendants

A charitable organization or cause I care about

Anyone who may someday need to understand my choices

You may write one letter to everyone, or separate letters to different people.
Prompt:

The person or people I most want to reach are...
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Step Two: Begin With Love or Intention

Start simply.

You might begin with:

I am writing this because...

I want you to know...

As I think about my life, I keep returning to...

If these words reach you after [ am gone, I hope they bring...

This letter is not about money or property. It is about what mattered most to me.
Prompt:

The reason I want to write this letter is...
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Step Three: Name the Values That Guided You

Think about the principles that shaped your decisions.
Examples might include:

Faith

Family

Courage
Kindness
Education
Service
Creativity
Freedom

Loyalty

Justice
Stewardship
Belonging
Gratitude
Responsibility
Compassion
Perseverance
Love of nature
Respect for elders
Care for future generations

Prompt:

The values that guided my life most deeply were...
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Step Four: Tell the Stories Behind the Values

Values become memorable when they are connected to stories.
Instead of only writing, “Be courageous,” describe a time when courage mattered.

Instead of only writing, “Family is important,” tell a story about belonging, sacrifice, forgiveness, or
showing up for one another.

Instead of only writing, “Use money wisely,” explain what life taught you about work, security,
generosity, or enough.

Prompts:

A story from my life that taught me something important is...
A difficult experience that shaped who I became was...

A person who changed my life was...

A moment I never want forgotten is...

A mistake that taught me wisdom was...
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Step Five: Share Lessons Learned
This is the heart of an ethical will.

You are not trying to control anyone from beyond your lifetime.
You are offering wisdom.

Prompts:

What I learned about love is...

What I learned about hardship is...

What I learned about forgiveness is...

What I learned about money is...

What I learned about work is...

What I learned about family is...

What I learned about faith, meaning, or purpose is...

What I learned too late, but hope you learn earlier, is...
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Step Six: Offer Blessings, Hopes, or Encouragement
A legacy letter can be a source of comfort.

It can say the things people may need to hear later.
Prompts:

My hope for you is...

When life is difficult, I hope you remember...

I bless you with...

I want you to know that you are...

I hope you carry forward...

I hope you release...

I hope you forgive...

I hope you live with...
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Step Seven: Explain Meaning, Not Legal Instructions

If there are parts of your estate plan that may need emotional context, you can explain the values behind
them without trying to rewrite the legal plan.

For example:

This home mattered to me because...

This land carries meaning because...

My charitable giving reflects...

My hope for this gift is...

The reason education mattered so much to me is...

The reason I cared about this community is...

Avoid using the letter to make new asset distributions or change legal instructions.

Keep the focus on meaning.
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Step Eight: Close With Your Voice

A strong closing does not need to be long.
You might end with:

With love...

With gratitude...

May you live with courage and kindness...
Remember that you are loved...

Carry forward what is good...

The story continues with you...

Prompt:

The final message I most want to leave is...
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Simple Legacy Letter Template

Dear s

I am writing this letter because

As I look back on my life, I realize that what mattered most to me was

The values that guided me were

One story I hope you remember is

What that experience taught me was

If I could pass forward a few lessons, they would be:

1.
3.

I hope you will remember that

If you ever wonder what I wanted for you, it was

My hope for the future is

Please carry forward

With love and gratitude,

Date:
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Sample Legacy Letter

Dear ones,
I am writing this not as a legal document, but as a message from my heart.

When I think about my life, I realize that the things that mattered most were not always the things that
could be counted or owned. What mattered most were the people I loved, the lessons I learned, the places
that shaped me, and the moments when I had the chance to offer kindness, courage, or service.

I hope my life will be remembered for trying to make things better, even when I did not always know the
right path. I learned that love is not only a feeling. It is a practice. It is showing up. It is listening. It is
forgiving when possible. It is protecting what is vulnerable. It is doing the next right thing even when no
one else sees it.

I hope you will remember that possessions are temporary, but the way we treat one another becomes part
of the story that continues after us. Use what I leave behind with gratitude, but do not measure my life by
it. Measure it by the values I tried to live: compassion, responsibility, curiosity, generosity, and faith in
the possibility of healing.

If I could offer one piece of guidance, it would be this: do not wait until life is perfect to live with
purpose. Begin where you are. Love the people in front of you. Care for the places entrusted to you. Learn

from hardship without letting it harden you. Let your life become a blessing in whatever way it can.

My hope is that whatever I leave behind will be used not only for comfort, but for meaning. May it
support life, learning, care, belonging, and the good that can continue through each of you.

Please remember that you are loved. Please remember that you are part of a larger story. And please carry
forward whatever was good, true, generous, and life-giving.

With love,
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Reflection ChecKklist

Before you finish, ask yourself:

Does this sound like me?

Have I written from love rather than control?

Have I shared values rather than legal instructions?

Have I avoided contradicting my will, trust, or beneficiary designations?
Have I included stories, not just advice?

Have I said what may bring comfort later?

Have I dated the letter?

Have I placed it somewhere it can be found?

Have I told someone I trust that it exists?

VALOR INSTITUTE LEGACY CENTER/16



	Legacy Letters and Ethical Wills
	A Practice Tool for Passing Forward What Matters Most
	What Is a Legacy Letter?
	What Is an Ethical Will?
	How Are They Similar?
	How Are They Different?
	How Does This Fit Into an Estate Plan?
	A Gentle Caution

	Closing Thought
	Practice: Creating Your Own Legacy Letter or Ethical Will
	Step One: Choose Your Audience
	Step Two: Begin With Love or Intention
	Step Three: Name the Values That Guided You
	Step Five: Share Lessons Learned
	Step Six: Offer Blessings, Hopes, or Encouragement
	Step Seven: Explain Meaning, Not Legal Instructions
	Step Eight: Close With Your Voice

	Simple Legacy Letter Template
	Sample Legacy Letter
	Reflection Checklist

