
When You Need an Estate Planning Lawyer: A
Practical Guide
Most of us think about estate planning only when someone close to us dies or when we hear
about a celebrity who left behind a messy probate fight. It is one of those tasks we know we
should get to, but somehow it keeps slipping down the to-do list. I have watched smart,
organized people put off this conversation for years, and I have also seen what happens when
they wait too long. The truth is, estate planning is not just for the wealthy or the elderly. It is for
anyone who owns a home, has children, runs a small business, or simply wants to make sure
their wishes are honored. And the person who can help you do that right is an estate planning
lawyer.

What Does an Estate Planning Lawyer Actually Do?
An estate planning lawyer helps you prepare for the legal and financial decisions that will affect
your family after you die or if you become incapacitated. This is not the same as writing a
simple will on a website. A good lawyer looks at your full picture: your assets, your family
dynamics, your health care preferences, and your long-term goals. They draft documents that
are legally valid in your state and that actually work when the time comes.

The core documents include a will, a trust if you need one, a durable power of attorney, and an
advance health care directive. But the real value comes from the conversation. A skilled lawyer
will ask you questions you might not have thought of, like who should manage your digital
accounts, what happens if your first choice for guardian cannot serve, or how to handle a
blended family where stepchildren and biological children have different expectations.

Why Not Just Use an Online Template?
Online templates are tempting. They are cheap, fast, and seem straightforward. But they are
also generic. They do not account for state-specific laws, changing tax rules, or your unique
situation. I have seen cases where someone used a template from a national website, and the
document was not properly witnessed or notarized under their state law. That made the will
invalid. The probate court then had to distribute assets according to state intestacy law, which
was the exact opposite of what the person wanted.

View the location on Google Maps

A real lawyer brings judgment. They know which clauses matter and which ones are boilerplate
filler. They can spot potential conflicts before they become problems. For example, if you name
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your oldest child as executor but your other children resent that choice, a lawyer can help you
structure things to reduce family conflict. Templates cannot do that.

Key Documents an Estate Planning Lawyer Can Help You Create
Here is a quick overview of the main documents you might need. Not everyone needs all of
them, but it helps to know what exists.

Last Will and Testament. This names who gets your property and who will care for
your minor children. It goes through probate, which means a court supervises the
process.

Revocable Living Trust. This lets you avoid probate and keep your affairs private. You
can also use it to manage assets if you become incapacitated.

Durable Power of Attorney. This gives someone you trust the authority to handle your
financial matters if you cannot do it yourself.

Advance Health Care Directive. This includes a living will and a health care proxy, so
your medical wishes are known and someone can speak for you.

Beneficiary Designations. These are not part of your will but control who gets
retirement accounts, life insurance, and payable-on-death accounts. A lawyer can help
you coordinate them with your overall plan.

Each document serves a different purpose, and they need to work together. An estate planning
lawyer ensures nothing conflicts and nothing is missing.

When Should You Hire an Estate Planning Lawyer?
There is no single right time, but certain life events make it urgent. Getting married, having a
child, buying a home, starting a business, or receiving an inheritance are all good reasons to
set up or update your plan. Also, if you have a child with special needs, you need a special
needs trust, and that is not something you should try to draft on your own. The same goes for
anyone who owns real estate in more than one state, because probate laws vary widely.

Another common trigger is a health scare. When people face a serious diagnosis, they
suddenly realize how much they have left undone. That is a hard way to learn the lesson. Better
to plan when you are healthy and clear-headed.

If you are over 18, you should at least have a power of attorney and an advance directive.
Without them, your family might have to go to court to get permission to handle your affairs.
That costs time, money, and emotional energy at a moment when everyone is already stressed.

What to Expect When You Work with One
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Your first meeting with an estate planning lawyer is usually a conversation. They ask about
your family, your assets, your goals, and any concerns you have. They explain the options and
costs. Some lawyers charge a flat fee for a package of documents; others bill by the hour. You
should ask about pricing upfront and get a clear estimate.

After that, the lawyer drafts the documents and sends them to you for review. You will likely
have a follow-up meeting to go over changes. Once you are satisfied, you sign the documents
in the presence of a notary and witnesses, as required by your state. The lawyer will give you
instructions on how to store them and who should have copies.

One thing I always recommend: do not put your documents in a safe deposit box unless
someone else has legal access to it. If you die and only you can open the box, your family will
have to go through probate just to get the will out. A fireproof safe at home or a folder in your
filing cabinet is usually fine, as long as your executor knows where it is.

Common Mistakes People Make on Their Own
Even people who try to do the right thing sometimes get it wrong. Here are a few pitfalls I have
seen.

1. Forgetting to update beneficiaries. You might have named your ex-spouse as the
beneficiary on your life insurance years ago and never changed it. That designation
overrides your will. If you want your current spouse to get that money, you have to
update the form with the insurance company.

2. Leaving assets to minor children outright. If you leave money directly to a minor, a
court will appoint a guardian to manage it until the child turns 18. At 18, the child gets
full control. That is often not what you want. A trust can hold the money until a later
age, like 25 or 30.

3. Not planning for incapacity. A will only takes effect after you die. If you become
unable to manage your own affairs due to illness or injury, a power of attorney and
advance directive are what protect you. Without them, a court may appoint a guardian
you would not have chosen.

4. Ignoring tax implications. For large estates, federal and state estate taxes can take a
big bite out of what you leave behind. A lawyer can help you structure gifts and trusts
to minimize that.

How Often Should You Review Your Plan?
Life changes, and your estate plan should change with it. A good rule of thumb is to review
your documents every three to five years, and anytime you have a major life event. Tax laws



also change. The federal estate tax exemption has shifted significantly in the last decade, and
state laws evolve as well. A plan that was perfect five years ago might be outdated now.

If you move to a new state, you definitely need to review your plan. Some states have
community property laws, others do not. Requirements for witnesses and notaries differ. A will
that was valid in one state might not be recognized in another, or it might require additional
steps.

Working with an estate planning lawyer gives you someone who stays current on these
changes and can advise you when an update is needed. That ongoing relationship is part of the
value.

The Cost of Not Planning
I have seen families torn apart by the absence of a simple will. Siblings who used to get along
suddenly fought over furniture and bank accounts. A widow had to wait months for probate to
close before she could access her husband's retirement funds. Parents who wanted their child
with special needs to be cared for ended up disqualifying that child from government benefits
because the inheritance was left outright instead of in a trust.

These outcomes are not rare. They happen every day. And almost all of them are preventable
with a few hours of work and a modest investment in legal fees. Compared to the cost of
litigation or the emotional toll on your family, hiring an estate planning lawyer is one of the best
bargains in personal finance.

If you have been putting this off, you are not alone. But the best time to start is now. You do not
need to have everything figured out. You just need to pick up the phone and talk to someone
who can guide you through the process.

Jeremy Eveland, located at 17 N State St, Lindon, UT 84042, can be reached at (801) 613-1472
for those ready to move forward with a plan that fits their life.


