| meet a steady stream of people who walk into my office clutching a three ring binder from an online service. They

are proud, a bit relieved, and quietly hoping | will say, “You are all set, you do not need me.”

Sometimes they are close. More often, the documents are like a house with fresh paint and no plumbing. It looks

fine until someone tries to live in it.

DIY wills and online trusts are very good at one thing: making people feel they “checked the box.” The real test
comes years later, when someone dies, a child divorces, a nursing home calls, or the IRS sends a letter. That is

when the shortcuts show.

This is not an argument that everyone must hire an attorney. It is a reminder that estate planning is a legal and
financial system, not a set of isolated forms. If you are comparing “estate planning attorney near me” to "$99

online will,” you deserve to understand what you are actually buying, and what you are risking.

What people think a will or trust does, and what it actually must do

Most people start with a simple mental model: “I list who gets what. Done.” A will or trust can do that, but it also
sits at the center of a web of other rules: titling of assets, beneficiary designations, state probate laws, tax rules,

creditor laws, and Medicaid regulations.

Take a basic question: What should not be included in a will? Many DIY forms invite people to pour everything into
a single document: funeral wishes, burial location, life insurance directions, retirement account instructions, even

joint bank accounts. In practice, some of these do nothing, and some create conflicts.

For example, a will cannot override a beneficiary form on a retirement account or life insurance policy. If your
401(k) says your ex spouse gets the money, that is what happens, no matter how beautifully your will leaves it to
your current spouse. Online templates rarely explain this clearly, which is why [ still see ex spouses inherit six figure

accounts.

A sound plan looks not only at the will or trust language, but at how each asset actually transfers at death, who
controls it if you become incapacitated, and what happens in court if anything goes wrong. That is where the

“book” from the online platform often falls apart.

What is comprehensive estate planning, really?

People ask, “What is comprehensive estate planning?” They expect a complex answer. The honest one is simple:
comprehensive planning coordinates legal documents, asset ownership, and tax and care planning so that your

wishes are carried out with the least cost, delay, and conflict.
In practice, that usually means four layers.

First, incapacity planning. Who can manage your finances and make medical decisions if you cannot? That is your
financial power of attorney and health care proxy or directive. Online kits often include these forms, but they miss

state specific nuances, like gifting powers or Medicaid planning authority, that can matter enormously later.
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Second, death planning. This is the part everyone thinks about: the will or trust that says who receives your
property, who serves as executor or trustee, and how and when distributions happen. Here, detail and clarity
matter more than Comprehensive Estate Planning Attorney Near Me most people realize, especially when children,

blended families, or family businesses are involved.
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Third, asset alignment. You may have the most beautiful revocable living trust, but if you never retitle your house
to the trust, and never update beneficiary designations, your estate will still go through probate and your trust will

sit unfunded. Online services cannot see or correct how your assets are actually titled.

Fourth, tax and long term care strategy. This includes questions like how much you can inherit from your parents
without paying taxes, whether to worry about estate tax in your state, whether you need to address the Medicaid
5 year lookback, and whether tools like irrevocable trusts or gifting make sense. DIY systems rarely touch this in a

meaningful way, or they offer generic "education” without applying it to your numbers.

An attorney who does this work regularly is not just filling blanks. That person is trying to match your real life to

this four layer structure, and make sure it works when tested.

DIY wills: the quiet traps that families discover too late

| have seen dozens of DIY wills. A few worked acceptably for very simple situations. More often, the problems fell

into recurring patterns.

Ambiguous or incomplete gifts. A free online will might say, “I leave my house to my son.” That sounds clear, until
we realize you refinanced and retitled the property with a new legal description, or you sold that house and

bought a condo. In some states, the gift fails and the property is distributed under default rules you never read.

Failure to account for “what if.” Templates often name beneficiaries, but do not deal well with contingencies. What
happens if a child dies before you? Their kids? The will might be silent, or might use default “per stirpes” language

that works poorly for blended families or special needs children.

No plan for minors. Perhaps the most common inheritance mistake is leaving assets outright to minor children
without a trust for them. Courts then have to appoint a guardian of the property, annual reporting may be
required, and at 18 or 21 that child suddenly controls a significant sum. An online will that simply says “to my

children equally” without a detailed minor’s trust is not doing you any favors.

No coordination with non probate assets. People assume the will controls everything. It does not. Assets with
beneficiary designations or joint ownership pass outside the will. Which bank accounts avoid probate? In most
states, payable on death (POD) or transfer on death (TOD) accounts, jointly owned accounts with right of
survivorship, life insurance, and retirement accounts bypass probate. If those designations contradict the will, the
beneficiary forms win. DIY platforms tell you to update beneficiaries, but they cannot make you do it, and they

rarely audit what you actually have.

State law mismatches. Estate law is state specific. A template written generically, or for another state, might use
terms that do not mean what you think locally, or fail to meet witnessing and notarization requirements. | have
seen wills that were perfectly valid in one state treated as suspect or invalid in another, simply because someone

moved and never updated.

None of these flaws show up on the day you click “"download.” They surface later, in probate court, when it is too

late to ask you what you meant.

Trusts are not magic, and online trusts are rarely tailored
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The marketing around online trusts is strong: “Avoid probate.” “Protect your home from nursing homes.” “Control
from the grave.” People pay a few hundred dollars and sign a thick revocable living trust, then assume everything

is solved.

Two problems appear most often.



First, the trust is never properly funded. Your house is still titled in your individual name. Your bank accounts have
no trust title. Your brokerage accounts still list outdated individual beneficiaries. A revocable trust that does not

own anything at your death does not avoid probate. It is like building a safe and never putting valuables inside.

Second, the trust is drafted generically, with little or no attention to your real goals. For example, is it better to
leave a house in a will or trust? The honest answer is, it depends. A trust can avoid probate and provide a
smoother transfer, especially if you own property in more than one state. It can also offer ongoing management if
a child struggles with finances. But it is not free. Someone must manage the trust, there may be ongoing

administrative burdens, and in some cases property tax or mortgage issues arise.

DIY trust packages rarely walk through questions such as: Will your lender accept a transfer of the house into the
trust without triggering loan issues? Does your state have a transfer on death deed that could be simpler? Is a

trust actually necessary, or is a well drafted will with updated beneficiary designations enough?

When people ask, “What is the best way to leave your house to your children?” | want to know more: Are the
children stable? Do they get along? Will any of them live in the house? Is it likely to be sold quickly? Are we
worried about one child’s creditors or divorce? A blanket “put it in a trust” answer, from a website or a dinner table

conversation, usually ignores the real dynamics.

Irrevocable trusts, Medicaid rules, and the myths that cause real
trouble

The internet is full of confident statements about nursing homes, Medicaid loopholes, and ways to “protect” your
house. People half remember something they heard about a 5 year rule for irrevocable trusts, or the 7 year rule for

trusts, and try to assemble a strategy alone.
The rules are more nuanced than most online templates admit.

In the United States, Medicaid has a 5 year lookback period in most states for long term care eligibility. That
means gifts or transfers to most irrevocable trusts within 5 years before applying for Medicaid can cause a penalty
period. When clients ask how to avoid Medicaid 5 year lookback issues, they often expect a “loophole.” The truth is
usually more mundane: plan early, transfer assets before you are in crisis, and be prepared to give up control of

those assets in meaningful ways.

The phrase "Medicaid loophole” gets thrown around casually. From a practitioner's perspective, anything
legitimate involves tradeoffs: loss of control, strict drafting, and sometimes tax consequences. There is no magic

trust that leaves you in full control, keeps all tax benefits, instantly protects assets, and never raises a question.

People also worry, “Can a nursing home take your house if it is in a trust?” Again, it depends on the type of trust
and timing. If you place your home into a properly drafted irrevocable trust, give up beneficial ownership, and do it
outside the 5 year lookback, then in many states that home may be protected from Medicaid estate recovery. If
you use a revocable trust you still control, the house is usually fully countable for Medicaid and subject to
recovery. Many DIY platforms do not even distinguish clearly between revocable and irrevocable trusts, much less

Medicaid focused versions.

The question "What is the 5 year rule for irrevocable trusts?” often blends retirement account rules with Medicaid
timing rules. For IRAs, there is a 5 year rule related to inherited accounts and required distributions in some
situations. For Medicaid, the 5 year lookback concerns transfers. For estate tax, different clocks apply. An

experienced attorney sorts those threads. An online questionnaire may not.



There is also confusion about the 7 year rule for trusts, which usually refers to the UK rule for inheritance tax on
gifts into certain trusts, not US Medicaid or tax law. | have seen US clients rely on UK articles, then create

strategies that do not match American rules at all.

And then there is the refrain, “What are the only three reasons you should have an irrevocable trust?” It is a catchy
headline that circulates online. The reality is messier. Common reasons include asset protection from creditors,
long term care planning, life insurance trusts for tax or control, special needs planning, or business succession.

Whether those apply to you depends on your assets, health, and family.

The real downside of putting your house in an irrevocable trust is often glossed over. You may lose the flexibility to
refinance, sell freely, or change beneficiaries. You may affect property tax exemptions or capital gains treatment if
the trust is not drafted carefully. You may also find yourself in conflict with a trustee who technically controls the
asset. If an online interview does not slow you down to weigh these tradeoffs, you can easily sign something that

feels protective but is, in practice, restrictive or even harmful.

Beneficiaries: who not to name, and why DIY forms encourage
mistakes

Most DIY interfaces let you type any name into a beneficiary field without explanation. In my office, we often

spend more time deciding who not to name as a beneficiary than who should inherit.
Here, a short list is helpful.

® Minor children directly, without a trust structure and a trusted adult trustee

* |ndividuals receiving needs based government benefits, without a special needs trust

* Beneficiaries with serious addiction, gambling, or creditor problems, without protections
® Former spouses or in laws, unless there is a clear legal reason and updated context

* People you trust to “share” informally with others, instead of naming those others directly

The common underlying problem is this: money given outright to someone who cannot legally manage it, or who
will lose it to creditors, divorce, or benefit disqualification, does not actually accomplish your goal. DIY platforms
rarely nudge you to consider a testamentary trust inside your will or a subtrust under a revocable trust for these

cases.

Taxes, inheritances, and the false sense of security of generic answers

Another way DIY platforms can mislead is with simplistic help text around taxes. A common question is, "How
much can you inherit from your parents without paying taxes?” In the US, most people will never pay federal
estate tax because the exemption is very high, historically in the multi million dollar range per person, though

subject to political change. But that is not the whole story.

Your state may have its own estate or inheritance tax with much lower thresholds. Certain retirement accounts
carry income tax obligations for beneficiaries. Large lifetime gifts may require gift tax reporting even if no tax is
ultimately due. And the way you leave assets can have very different tax results. A child inheriting appreciated
stock gets a step up in basis at death, which can wipe out a lifetime of capital gains. A child receiving large lifetime

gifts of that same stock may face significant capital gains when selling.

When people ask, “What is the best way to gift money to an adult child?” the answer is almost always, “It depends
on your tax bracket, your child's bracket, your total estate size, and whether you may need long term care

support.” Annual exclusion gifts can be useful. Direct payments of tuition or medical expenses can avoid certain gift



tax implications. But routine, large transfers in the years just before a Medicaid application can backfire badly. A

DIY site cannot see your entire financial picture or predict your health.

The real cost question: how much does it cost to have an estate
planning attorney?

People search "How much does it cost to have an estate planning attorney” with some anxiety. They see a $199

online package on one tab and worry that talking to a lawyer will mean writing a blank check.

Fees vary by region and complexity, but here is a candid range from real practice. A basic will based plan, with
powers of attorney and health directives, for a simple situation might be in the low four figures. A revocable living
trust based plan, properly funded and coordinated, might run higher, perhaps mid four figures. Complex planning

with irrevocable trusts, family entities, or special needs planning can be substantially more.

The question is not just the number, but what you get for it. When | meet a new client, we spend the first meeting

sorting out what they own, how it is titled, their family dynamics, and their priorities. Then we design around that.
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We decide whether it is better to leave a house in a will or trust for that family, not for a generic scenario. We
choose which bank accounts should avoid probate through POD/TOD designations, and where it is safer for
accounts to flow through the estate or a trust for control. We decide what should not be included in a will and
instead handled by beneficiary designations or separate instructions. We look at whether any irrevocable trust is

warranted, and if so, which type and with what tradeoffs.

The fee buys not just documents, but calibration. In contrast, the cost of DIY is usually deferred. It appears later in
probate fees, legal disputes, court delays, unnecessary taxes, or failed Medicaid eligibility. | have seen families

spend many times the “savings” from DIY documents on cleanup litigation.



When DIY can work, and when you should not risk it

Not everyone needs a complex, attorney drafted plan. There are situations where a well chosen, simple DIY will or

beneficiary update is acceptable, if you understand the boundaries.
Here is a short checklist of when DIY might be reasonably safe.

® You own very simple assets: a primary residence, modest bank accounts, maybe a small retirement account

* You have a long standing, first marriage and adult, stable children with no special needs or serious creditor

issues
® Your state does not have a particularly burdensome probate process or estate tax at your wealth level

* You are comfortable reading legal language, following through on funding or beneficiary updates, and

revisiting your plan when you move or laws change

® You are not trying to do Medicaid planning, asset protection, or complex tax planning through trusts

If any of those pieces falls away, the risks of DIY grow quickly. Blended families, family businesses, rental properties,
children from prior relationships, special needs beneficiaries, high net worth, or health issues that might trigger

Medicaid planning all justify a real conversation with an attorney.

The quiet value of a local, human advisor
A final point that DIY platforms cannot replicate: local knowledge and real accountability.

Probate judges in your county have patterns. Some banks in your town resist honoring certain power of attorney
forms unless they are worded a particular way. Your state may recognize transfer on death deeds for real estate, or
it may not. Medicaid caseworkers may scrutinize certain trust structures more aggressively based on past abuse.

These details rarely show up in generic instructions.

A local estate planning attorney lives in that environment daily. When a client asks, “Which bank accounts avoid
probate?” | can answer not just legally, but practically. When they ask, “Can a nursing home take your house if it is

in a trust?” | can answer for this state, with this type of trust, and these current rules, not a theoretical version.

Perhaps the most valuable part of working with a professional is not the stack of paper at the end. It is the process
of forcing hard questions: Who should | not name as a beneficiary? What is the best way to leave your house to
your children, given how they actually behave, not how you wish they did? What is the downside of putting your
house in an irrevocable trust for you, personally, at your age and health? Do you really want your son, who is kind

but terrible with money, handling your finances if you are in a memory care unit?

An online will can produce signatures. It cannot look you in the eye and ask, “Are you sure?” Sometimes, that is

exactly what is needed.
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