
The promise of a new year is a logical time to plan for the future. In this edition of The Philanthropist, 

we focus on the growing need for estate owners to manage their “digital assets.”

Do you know how many digital assets you own? Probably more than you think.

Don’t let your digital assets wander off into the ethereal cyber world 

when you’re gone. Take a look inside for ways to identify valuable digital 

property and how to transfer physical and electronic assets to heirs 

safely and efficiently. To help you get started, we included an easy-to-

use Digital Estate Worksheet on page 4. Make “researching a digital 

asset plan” one of your New Year’s resolutions. 

On behalf of The U.S. Charitable Gift Trust®, it is my privilege to thank you for last year’s generous 

support. Our whole USCGT team looks forward to working with you again in 2016.
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Don’t let your assets get lost in the digital world

Money Management

Given the wealth of information housed on personal computers and in cyberspace, modern estate planning 
should include a process for handling digital assets. Ask yourself:

√    When you’re gone, what will happen to your online presence?

√    Do you have digital property to pass on to heirs or favorite charities?

√    Will you know where to find your parents’ digital history when needed?

√    Have you drafted instructions explaining to your estate executor what to do with your digital assets? 

The burgeoning “digital estate” era is raising never-before-asked questions for estate owners as well as 
beneficiaries and administrators. Consider this: Prior to the digital age, a deceased loved one’s survivors 
could usually track down paper trails through monthly statements via the U.S. mail. Today, bills are often 
delivered and paid over the Internet with other financial records stored in the cloud. 

Digital assets you may have. Even people who don’t perceive themselves as digital-asset owners may be 
more plugged-in than they think. In addition to your email accounts, here are some common digital assets 
that may be in your possession. If you own a business, this list will likely expand.

Financial accounts

• Retirement funds

• Checking and savings

• Student debt

• Mortgages

• Auto loans

• Credit cards

• Insurance (life, auto, health, homeowner)

• Direct deposit

• Automatic payments

• Paypal

• Safe deposit box

• Philanthropic organizations

Social media

• Facebook

• Twitter

• LinkedIn

• Pinterest

Subscriptions/memberships

• Netflix

• Amazon

• eBay

• Skype

• Dropbox

• Airline mile and hotel rewards

• Medical related

• AAA
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Depending on your long-term goals and final instructions, you may want certain digital assets saved 
while others deleted or transferred to heirs, business partners or nonprofits. To ease this burden, you 
may appoint a “digital executor” in your will. A digital executor does not replace a traditional executor, 
but may take on a range of cyber-related tasks, including...

... deleting files from computers and other electronic devices,

... closing certain social media accounts and subscriptions,

... maintaining revenue-generating web sites,

... transferring valuable accounts, digital currencies and credits to heirs,

... archiving family photos, videos and other sentimental content, and

... informing online friends and philanthropic communities of your passing.

Put your digital vision into practice 

Estate Planning

Storing Passwords. It’s no surprise that Americans are logging more hours online for business and 
pleasure. Without up-to-date URLs, usernames, passwords, PINs and login credentials, gaining access 
to your electronic devices and accounts may be impossible. Weighing ease versus safety is an ongoing 
challenge. Each of the following common ways to store digital records has upsides and downsides. Choose 
one that works for you.

• Paper. Though convenient, writing sensitive data on paper poses obvious security risks. With this 
approach, consider using a safe deposit box or vault.

• Digital files. With certain commercial software, you may be able to add encryption protections.

• Password services. Several commercial websites offer digital asset storage. You could then issue a 
directive to a surviving spouse or estate administrator to access stored property using your death 
certificate.

Legal standing. As of 2015, fewer than half of U.S. states have uniform laws governing the transfer of 
digital assets.1 Most states rely on “terms of service” language created by individual online providers to 
help settle ownership disputes following the death of a digital-asset holder. Ask your financial advisor 
about your state’s rules.

Eaton Vance is not providing legal or tax advice as to the matters discussed herein. The discussion herein is general in nature and is provided for informational 
purposes only. There is no guarantee as to its accuracy or completeness. It is not intended as legal or tax advice and individuals may not rely upon it (including 
for purposes of avoiding tax penalties imposed by the IRS or state and local tax authorities). Tax benefits and any limitations will of course depend upon your 
individual circumstances, and we encourage you to consult with your personal tax advisor or accountant before making any decisions. Furthermore, tax law is 
subject to change.

Tip: Though it may seem counterintuitive, do not include passwords or other sensitive data in your will. 
Why? Upon death, wills become public documents — meaning anyone can read them. Whatever method you 
choose, it’s vital to inform one or more trusted individuals about document locations.

1Washington Policy Brief, “States Struggle to Adopt Uniform Access to Digital Assets Act,” April 8, 2015
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Questions? Contact Us!
We are here to assist you  
Monday through Friday  
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. EST at  
800-664-6901

You can also write to us at:
The U.S. Charitable Gift Trust®

c/o Wilmington Trust, N.A. 
1100 North Market Street, 2nd Floor
Wilmington, DE 19890

Visit us online at:
www.uscharitablegifttrust.org

Digital estate worksheet 
2016 Calendar Goal

JANUARY-FEBRUARY: Take Inventory

A digital-asset inventory can help survivors identify real and intangible property under your name. Here are areas to consider:

• Hardware. Computers, external hard drives, flash drives, tablets, smartphones, digital music players, e-readers, digital cameras, 
iPods, CDs, DVDs, tapes.

• Software. Do you use a tax preparation or accounting program with spreadsheets? Do you store data in the cloud? Do you possess 
a subscription list or customer records that could affect a family business, partnerships, clients or vendors?

• Online accounts. Identify web site(s), blog(s) and other social media sites where you’ve stored documents, photos and other 
important files. Don’t forget shopping sites and financial institutions that hold personal data, including email addresses and credit 
card numbers.

• Intellectual property. Copyrighted materials, registered trademarks, patents, Internet domain names.

MARCH-APRIL: Provide Instructions

Clearly written instructions can help family members and estate planners carry out your final wishes with greater speed, 
ease and accuracy. Upon death or incapacitation, do you want to …
... turn off utilities, dispose of credit cards and cancel financial accounts?
... pay outstanding online liabilities using certain funds?
... retrieve important documents, pictures, audios or videos from hard drives and social sites that you plan to close?
... publish a Farewell Blog to family members, online friends, business associates and favorite charities?

MAY-JUNE: Designate Authority

With estate plans, a surviving spouse or adult child is 
often designated as an executor. In the past, choosing 
someone with financial knowledge has been a priority. 
Today, it’s also smart to select someone who is digitally 
savvy. Possible names include:

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

In addition, you may want to designate an attorney, accountant 
or financial planner who can assist your executor with complex 
decisions. Possible names include:

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

Tip: Sketch a digital roadmap leading to computer folders storing key files and documents. If needed, make an audio, video or podcast 
presentation to help others navigate your unique filing system.


