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Should you be sitting in cash right now?

If you have a $500,000 portfolio, download the latest report by Forbes columnist Ken Fisher's fim. It tells you whe
think the market is headed and why. This must-read report includes research and analysis you won't find anyplace
Don’t miss it Click Here to Download Your Reportt
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Expert View
The Case Against Do-lt-Yourself Wills

Deborah L. Jacobs, 09.07.10, 9:50 AM ET

A will is one of the most important financial planning documents, especially as you move toward retirement. Yet an
astonishing number of people of all ages still don't have one.

Psychological factors are at play--it's extremely stressful to confront one's own mortality. Plus it's painful to spend
money on estate planning, because you don't live to reap the benefits even if you know your heirs will.

Purveyors of do-it-yourself books, software and online forms are trying to change that. The cookie cutter
documents they sell to help you generate a will cost a fraction of what many lawyers charge. Fueled by the
technological revolution, these products have proliferated in recent years, with at least a dozen offered online, plus
many books and assorted boxed software.

This development makes me cringe--so much, that | won't mention specific products in this article, because | don't
want any of them saying in promotion materials, "As featured in Forbes."

Why am | strenuously opposed to do-it-yourself wills? There are just so many things that can go wrong--from the
wording of the document, to the required formalities for how it must be signed and witnessed before it can be valid.
As the author of a consumer-oriented book, Estate Planning Smarts: A Practical, User-Friendly, Action-Oriented
Guide, | make it a hobby of collecting DIY horror stories. And I've gathered some doozies. As Timothy E.
Kalamaros, a lawyer with his own practice in South Bend, Ind., says, using a DIY will is like "pulling your own tooth
with a pair of pliers instead of going to the dentist."

One sad example involved Charles Kuralt, the CBS News correspondent and anchor. Several weeks before he died
in 1997, he penned a note to Patricia Elizabeth Shannon, his mistress for 29 years, promising to leave her 90 acres
and a renovated schoolhouse near the Montana fishing retreat where they spent time together. After Kuralt's death,
his family and Shannon spent six years in court fighting over whether this note was a valid amendment to the 1994
will that a lawyer had prepared, or simply a promise to revise the document--a promise that Kuralt never carried
out. Without ruling on this issue, a Montana court awarded Shannon the $600,000 property but stuck Kuralt's family
with all the estate taxes.

In Pictures: 10 Celebrity Estate Mistakes

More recently, a wealthy Texan who tried to save a few bucks wound up forfeiting his $3.5 million federal estate tax
exemption.(Texas has no estate tax). Using a form he copied from a library book, this guy cobbled together a will,
leaving everything--a cool $7 million--to his wife. There was no estate tax due at that point because assets left to a
citizen spouse (or to charity) generally aren't subject to the tax. But anything left when she died, less her own
exemption amount, could be taxable as part of her estate.

To fix the problem after the husband died, Wiliam Wollard, a lawyer with his own practice in McKinney, Texas,
recommended the wife disclaim (or turn down) the entire $3.5 million exemption amount, allowing it to pass under
state law, estate-tax free to the couple's three adult sons. The assets she chose to disclaim were most of the
ranch land the couple owned, and a large sum of cash.
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