
When to Hire an Estate Planning Lawyer: A Real-
World Guide

Understanding the Role of an Estate Planning Lawyer
Most people put off estate planning because it feels like something you do when you are old or
wealthy. I have seen families scramble after a sudden death, trying to piece together what their
loved one wanted, only to find a messy tangle of old beneficiary forms and a handwritten note
that no court would honor. An estate planning lawyer is not just for the rich. They help you build
a legal structure that makes sure your assets go where you intend, your medical wishes are
followed, and your family does not get stuck in probate for years. The key is knowing when to
bring one in and what to expect when you do.

Why You Might Need Professional Help
You can buy a basic will online for under a hundred dollars. For a single person with one house,
a savings account, and no children, that might work fine. But life gets complicated. You remarry
and have kids from a previous marriage. You own a business. You have a child with special
needs who will require lifelong care. You live in one state but own property in another. In these
situations, a generic form can create more problems than it solves. An estate planning lawyer
looks at your whole picture - your family dynamics, your tax situation, your state laws - and
drafts documents that actually hold up.

One common mistake people make is thinking a will is all they need. A will tells the court who
gets what, but it does not avoid probate. Probate can take months and eat up a chunk of the
estate in fees. A trust, on the other hand, lets assets pass directly to beneficiaries without court
involvement. But trusts come in many varieties, and the wrong type can leave you with no tax
benefit or worse, trigger a tax bill. That is where a good estate planning lawyer earns their fee
by matching the right tool to your situation.

What an Estate Planning Lawyer Actually Does
When you meet with an estate planning lawyer, the first thing they do is listen. They ask about
your family, your assets, your debts, and your goals. They want to know who you trust to make
decisions if you cannot. They ask about your medical preferences and whether you want to be
kept on life support. These are hard conversations, but skipping them leads to guesswork later.
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After that, the lawyer drafts a package of documents that typically includes a will, a durable
power of attorney, a healthcare proxy or living will, and possibly one or more trusts. Each
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document serves a different purpose. The power of attorney lets someone manage your
finances if you become incapacitated. The healthcare proxy lets someone make medical
decisions for you. The will names guardians for minor children. Without these, a court decides
who steps in, and that may not be the person you would have chosen.

I once worked with a couple in their late fifties who had a will from twenty years ago. Their kids
were adults now, their assets had changed, and they had moved to a different state. The old
will was essentially useless. An estate planning lawyer can review your existing plan and
update it when life changes. Marriage, divorce, birth of a child, death of a beneficiary, a move
across state lines, a significant inheritance - these are all triggers for a review.

Common Misconceptions About Cost and Timing
People often assume hiring an estate planning lawyer costs thousands of dollars. For a
straightforward plan, many lawyers charge a flat fee between $1,500 and $3,000. That is a
fraction of what a single probate filing or a guardianship battle can cost your family. Some
lawyers offer free initial consultations, so you can shop around and find someone who fits your
style.

Another misconception is that you should wait until you are older or sick. The truth is that
estate planning is most effective when you are healthy and of sound mind. If you wait until a
crisis, you may no longer have the legal capacity to sign documents, which forces your family
to go to court for a conservatorship. That is expensive, stressful, and public. An estate planning
lawyer can help you plan ahead so your family does not have to make painful decisions in a
hurry.

What Happens If You Do Not Plan
If you die without a will in most states, your assets go to your closest relatives under state law.
That might be your spouse, then your children, then your parents. If you have no living relatives,
the state takes everything. This is called intestacy, and it ignores any verbal promises or
informal agreements you made. Your unmarried partner gets nothing. Your stepchildren get
nothing. Your favorite charity gets nothing.

If you become incapacitated without a power of attorney, your family must petition a court to
appoint a guardian or conservator. That process can take weeks or months, and during that
time your bills may go unpaid, your investments may suffer, and your medical wishes may be
ignored. An estate planning lawyer can prevent all of that with a few simple documents signed
in an afternoon.

Finding the Right Fit



Not all estate planning lawyers are the same. Some focus on high-net-worth clients with
complex tax strategies. Others work mostly with families and small business owners. Some
handle probate litigation when disputes arise. When you shop around, ask how many estate
plans they have done in the last year. Ask if they have handled situations similar to yours. Ask
how they charge and what the process looks like. A good lawyer will explain things in plain
language and make you feel comfortable asking questions.

I recommend looking for someone who is a member of the state bar association's estate
planning section and who has a few years of experience. You can also ask friends or your
accountant for referrals. The goal is to find a professional who treats your plan as a living
document, not a one-time checkbox. Life changes, and your plan should change with it.

Bringing It All Together
Estate planning is not about your death. It is about protecting the people you care about. It is
about making sure your hard-earned assets support the causes and people you love, rather
than funding court costs and legal fees. An estate planning lawyer gives you clarity and peace
of mind. They help you see the gaps you did not know existed and fill them with legally sound
solutions.

If you have been putting this off, consider scheduling a consultation this year. Even a basic
plan is better than none. And if your situation is more complicated, the investment in
professional advice will pay for itself many times over when your family does not have to fight
a court or each other during a time of grief.

Jeremy Eveland, located at 17 N State St, Lindon, UT 84042, can be reached at (801) 613-1472
for those seeking trusted guidance on their estate planning needs.


