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Revocable Living
Trust Starter Guide

A clear, practical guide to revocable living trusts,

probate avoidance, incapacity planning, and the

one step many families miss funding the trust.



S T A R T  H E R E  ·  W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

A living trust is not just a document.
It is a plan for the people you love.

A revocable living trust is one of the most commonly used estate

planning tools in California. Many people hear that a trust “avoids

probate,” but that is only part of the story.

A well-designed living trust can

help answer the questions that

quietly shape every family's future,

long before anyone needs to ask

them out loud.

A trust can be powerful. But it only

works properly when it is created,

signed, coordinated with the rest of

your estate plan, and funded.

F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S  A  T R U S T  A N S W E R S

01 Who manages your assets if you

become incapacitated?

02 Who receives your property after

you pass away?

03 How should inheritances be handled

for children and vulnerable

beneficiaries?

04 How can your loved ones avoid

unnecessary court involvement?

05 How can your wishes stay private

rather than enter a public probate

file?

A trust does not move your assets for you. The signature

creates the safe, the funding puts the right things inside it.

—  A  N O T E  F R O M  A I S H A



C H A P T E R  O N E  ·  T H E  B A S I C S

What is a revocable living trust?

I N  P L A I N  E N G L I S H

A legal arrangement you create during your lifetime. You

transfer assets into the trust, keep control while you are

alive and able, and name someone to step in when you

cannot act, or after you pass away.

T H E  F O U R  K E Y  P E O P L E  I N  A  T R U S T

R O L E  0 1

Settlor, Trustor, or Grantor
The person who creates the trust. In most

family trusts, this is you.

R O L E  0 2

Trustee
The person or institution managing the assets.

While you are alive and capable, you typically

serve as your own trustee.

R O L E  0 3

Successor Trustee
The person or institution who takes over if you

become incapacitated, or after you pass away.

R O L E  0 4

Beneficiaries
The people or organizations who benefit from

the trust, now or in the future.

W H Y  “ R E V O C A B L E ”

A trust is generally revocable unless

the document says otherwise.

You can usually amend, restate, or revoke it

during your lifetime while you have legal capacity.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

A trust is a working plan,

not a filing cabinet.

It is meant to follow your life, changes in family,

assets, and California law.



C H A P T E R  T W O  ·  T H E  B E N E F I T S

What a living trust can help with.
Five things a well-designed trust quietly does for the people you love.

01
Avoiding formal probate

Probate is the court process used to transfer certain assets after someone dies. In

California, it can be expensive, public, and time-consuming. Assets properly titled in

a living trust generally avoid formal probate.

Planning for incapacity

A living trust can allow your successor trustee to manage trust assets if you become

unable to manage them yourself, helping reduce the need for a court-supervised

conservatorship.

Keeping family matters more private

Probate filings are generally court records. A living trust administration is usually

more private than a formal probate case.

Creating structure for inheritances

A trust can do more than say “who gets what.” It can set rules for timing, age-based

distributions, education support, special needs planning, blended family protection,

and ongoing trustee management.

Reducing confusion

When your documents clearly name decision-makers and explain your wishes,

your loved ones have a roadmap during an emotionally difficult time.

02

03

04

05



C H A P T E R  T H R E E  ·  I M P O R T A N T  L I M I T S

What a living trust does not
automatically do.
A trust is a powerful tool, but it has limits, and missing them is where

most plans break.

It does not protect assets from your own creditors while revocable.

Because you typically retain control during your lifetime, the assets are still treated as

available to you for many legal purposes.

It does not avoid estate tax by itself.

Most California families are not currently affected by federal estate tax, but a

revocable living trust alone is not an advanced tax shelter.

It does not control assets that are not connected to it.

Signing the trust is only step one. Assets must be properly funded, titled, or

coordinated with beneficiary designations.

It does not replace every document in an estate plan.

A complete plan often pairs the trust with several other instruments listed below.

A  C O M P L E T E  C A L I F O R N I A  E S T A T E  P L A N  O F T E N  I N C L U D E S

· Revocable living trust · Pour-over will

· Durable power of attorney

· Advance health care directive · HIPAA authorization

· Trust certification

· Asset transfer documents · Beneficiary designation review



C H A P T E R  F O U R  ·  T H E  S T E P  M O S T  F A M I L I E S  M I S S

The funding problem.
Think of your trust as a safe. Signing it creates the safe. Funding it

puts the right assets inside.

A S S E T S  T O  R E V I E W

0 1  ·  P R O P E R T Y
Real estate

Real property often requires a deed transferring title into the trust, with

attention to vesting, recording, reassessment, mortgage, and insurance.

0 2  ·  B A N K I N G
Bank accounts

Some accounts may be retitled into the trust; others may

use payable-on-death designations depending on the plan.

0 3  ·  I N V E S T I N G
Non-retirement investments

Brokerage accounts are often retitled into the trust to

coordinate with the rest of the plan.

0 4  ·  B U S I N E S S
Business interests

LLC interests, corporate shares, and partnership interests may require

review of operating agreements, bylaws, restrictions, or consents.

0 5  ·  R E T I R E M E N T
Retirement accounts

Usually not retitled into a living trust during life. Beneficiary

designations must be reviewed carefully.

0 6  ·  I N S U R A N C E
Life insurance

Often handled through beneficiary designations, but those

designations should coordinate with the overall plan.

C O N V E R S A T I O N  C H E C K L I S T

Use this as a starting point, not a substitute for legal, tax, or financial advice.

R E A L  E S T A T E

· Is each property titled in the trust? Vesting, recording, and reassessment

reviewed? Mortgage, insurance, and title implications?

A C C O U N T S

· Which accounts belong in the trust? Which should use beneficiary

designations? Are titles consistent with the trust name?

R E T I R E M E N T  &  L I F E  I N S U R A N C E

· Are beneficiary designations current? Minors or special needs concerns?

Contingent beneficiaries listed?

P E R S O N A L  P R O P E R T Y

· Trust assignment of personal property? List of meaningful items

documented? Digital assets and access recorded?



C H A P T E R  F I V E  ·  C O M M O N  M Y T H S  &  W H E N  T O  G E T  H E L P

Four myths, one next step.
C O M M O N  L I V I N G  T R U S T  M Y T H S

M Y T H

“I have a will, so my family will

avoid probate.”

R E A L I T Y
A will does not avoid probate. It is a set of

instructions for the probate court unless assets

pass another way.

M Y T H

“My trust automatically controls

everything I own.”

R E A L I T Y
Only assets properly titled in the trust, or

otherwise coordinated with it, are controlled

by it.

M Y T H

“I only need a trust if I am wealthy.”

R E A L I T Y
In California, probate exposure is often driven

by real estate ownership, not overall wealth. A

modest home can be enough.

M Y T H

“Once I sign my trust, I never need

to update it.”

R E A L I T Y
A trust should be reviewed after major life events,

asset changes, moves, marriages, divorces, and

major legal or tax shifts.

Y O U R  N E X T  S T E P

Your estate plan should make life
easier for the people you love.

A trust is not about paperwork. It is about protecting your family from

confusion, court delays, and preventable stress. If you are ready to

create or review your California plan, Aisha Williams Law can help you

build one that fits your life.

This guide is for general educational purposes only and is not legal advice. Estate planning, probate, public benefits, and tax rules depend on your

specific facts. Reading this guide does not create an attorney-client relationship. For advice about your situation, speak with a qualified California

estate planning attorney.

clientcare@aishawilliamslaw.com

619-354-0770

Carlsbad, CA 92008

@aishawilliamslaw

aishawilliamslaw.com
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