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Avoidance behavior is easy and we all 
practice it to an extent. More often 
than not, though, people make mis-

takes by delaying important decisions that 
can have profoundly negative consequences 
for them and their loved ones. When it 
comes to estate planning here are four major 
mistakes that people make before they even 
begin the estate planning process. 

1. Not having an estate plan because 
you feel you don’t have 
enough assets or money: 

An estate plan is not just 
for the wealthy — these 
documents are critical to 

your wellbeing during life should you become 
ill or disabled. It can also help protect your 
assets during your life as well as upon your 
death for your loved ones. Everyone, regard-
less of net worth, should have an estate plan. 

 2. Not using an attorney because you 
don’t know the right one to call: Many people 
simply do not know where to begin in the 
process of finding an attorney. A good start is 
to ask your financial advisor or accountant for 
a recommendation. If you or a friend or rela-
tive is Internet-savvy, online research can also 
locate attorneys in your area who specialize in 
estate planning. Local bar associations have 
referral services to help members of the com-
munity find attorneys. As with any important 
decision or purchase, don’t be afraid to do 
your due diligence before you buy.

 3. Do it yourself estate planning: No mat-
ter how much time you’ve spent online or at 
the bookstore, or how many friends, neigh-
bors or co-workers you have interviewed 
about what they did, there is no substitute 
for qualified legal advice that addresses your 
specific situation. Trying to plan on your 
own — whether by using online will-drafting 
sites or adding joint owners to your house or 
accounts — often has disastrous outcomes. 
Resist the urge to be penny wise and dollar 
foolish.

 4. Too much or too little communication 
with your family about your estate plan: 
Involving your family in the estate planning 
process can leave you feeling like Goldilocks: 
How much information is “just right?” If you 
share too little, your family may be left in the 
dark in the event of your death or disability, 
not knowing who is authorized to make the 
decisions or what documents are in place. 
If you share too much, you may find your-
self caught between conflicting opinions of 
children. The reality is there is no “just right” 
— consider your particular family dynamics 
and then, like Goldilocks, decide what amount 
of information is “just right.”

Don’t make the mistake of delaying your 
estate planning. 
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value, but a requirement of 20 percent 
down is becoming the new normal in 
many cases. And any perceived imperfec-
tion in a credit record can spell denial.

If you’re about to accept an offer, make 
sure you inquire about the down payment 
and are informed about the buyer’s financ-
ing status. Consider accepting an all-cash 
offer, even if it’s not your highest. If your 
buyer is hitting a roadblock, consider talk-
ing with the lender to help structure a deal.

Don’t be afraid to speak directly to 
the prospective buyers. If they say they’re 
leery about committing to a home in this 
environment, you can help make the case. 
Be ready to show them any recent local 
statistics indicating that owning is better 

financially than renting, as is the case in 
many areas. And if you don’t accept an ini-
tial offer, share information to encourage a 
counteroffer and be ready to bridge the gap 
to close the sale.

5. Don’t rush to rent.
The fallback for many homeowners who 

can’t sell is to rent the property. 
But it’s a strategy that carries risk. With 

so many foreclosed and underwater houses 
on the market, Vogel said there’s at least a 
50-50 chance that any given house will be 
worth less in a year than it is now.

Not only that, you may be planning to 
move out of town, so renting would entail 
being a long-distance landlord.

Vogel said homeowners may need to 
take a deep breath and treat their house as 
a sunk cost — money that has been spent 
and cannot be recovered. “The house today 
is worth what it’s worth,” he said. — AP
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