
The 80/20 Rule of Inherited Property

 

After three decades of working with families, attorneys, and advisors on inherited 
property transactions, I have watched the same pattern repeat itself hundreds of 
times. 

Most people assume the outcome of an inherited property sale comes down to 
market conditions or property type. It doesn't. The forces that shape these 
transactions are mostly ones nobody can control: grief, family dynamics, timing, and 
circumstance. They are real and powerful. These realities make up the uncontrollable 
80%. 

But a small number of early decisions carry outsized weight, especially who guides 
the process, how direction is set, and whether the right experts are in place from the 
beginning. Working with the right attorney, tax advisor, and real estate broker 
ensures inherited property is transferred seamlessly and efficiently. This 20% is 
entirely controllable. 

When the 20% is handled well, most problems are avoided. When it is not, issues 
compound, timelines stretch, relationships strain, and what should be a 
straightforward transaction becomes a prolonged source of stress for everyone 
involved. 

That is the essence of what I call the 80/20 Rule of Inherited Property. 
You do not need to control everything. 
You need to get the small set of decisions that can be  
controlled right, so the rest does not derail the process. 
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The 80%: What You Can't Control 

These are the forces that shape every inherited property situation. They are real, 
they are powerful, and no amount of planning eliminates them. The goal is not to 
manage them. It is to recognize them clearly so that energy is directed where it can 
actually make a difference. 

1. Grief and emotional readiness. Multiple heirs sometimes don’t operate on a 
rational timeline. Some want to sell immediately, some cannot face it for a 
year. 

2. Family dynamics. Sibling rivalries, estrangement, blended families, step-
parents, heirs who have not spoken in years. These predate the inheritance 
and no broker or attorney created them. 

3. Unequal financial positions among heirs. One heir needs cash now, one 
can afford to wait, one wants to keep the property but cannot buy the others 
out. That tension is inherited with the situation. 

4. Number of heirs and geographic spread. Three siblings in three states with 
three opinions. The coordination problem alone can stall everything. 

5. Emotional attachment to the property. Childhood home, family gathering 
place, the last tangible connection to the person who died. 

6. Contents of the house. Furniture, paperwork, valuables, junk, family 
mementos, firearms, photos, missing documents, locked digital accounts. 
People fight over personal property long before they fight over price, and the 
organizational state of what is left behind is entirely inherited. 

7. Who is occupying the property. A sibling living there, a surviving partner, a 
tenant, a caretaker, or someone who was “just staying there for now.” 
Occupancy changes everything. 

8. Property condition at time of inheritance. Deferred maintenance, hoarding 
situations, outdated systems. You inherit whatever state it is in. 

9. Unknown property-specific problems. Unpermitted work, code issues, 
boundary disputes, mold, foundation problems, title clouds, missing permits, 
buried oil tanks, encroachments, environmental liability. These are discovered, 
not chosen. 

10. Market timing and local conditions. Interest rates, seasonal demand, 
neighborhood trajectory. Nobody chose when the person passed away. 
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11. Whether there is a clean legal structure. Intestate vs. will vs. trust, title 
issues, multiple names on the deed. The attorney handles this, but the 
complexity level is inherited, not chosen. 

12. Court and institutional timelines. Probate calendars, continuances, waiting 
periods, lender response times, title underwriting delays. Nobody in the 
transaction controls how fast institutions move. 

13. Debt and cash pressure inside the estate. Mortgage arrears, taxes, 
insurance, HOA dues, maintenance, creditors. Even when heirs want to be 
patient, the property may not let them be. 

14. Out-of-state complications. Ancillary probate, heirs in different jurisdictions, 
different advisors, different expectations, and simple logistical drag. 

15. The executor's bandwidth and comfort with the role. Sometimes the point 
person is organized and decisive. Sometimes they are overwhelmed, conflict-
avoidant, or completely unprepared for what the role demands. 

16. The insurance cliff. Standard homeowners insurance often becomes void or 
severely limited once a property is vacant for 30 to 60 days. The heirs did not 
choose the policy and did not choose the vacancy, but they inherit the risk of a 
pipe bursting in an uninsured house. 

17. Medicaid estate recovery. If the deceased received long-term care through 
Medicaid, the state may have a legal claim against the property to recoup 
costs. This silent lien can consume the equity before heirs see anything, and it 
was set in motion years before the inheritance. 

The 20%: What You Can Control 

These are the early decisions that carry outsized weight. They are presented in the 
order they should be made. When this sequence is followed well, most of the 
problems on the 80% list resolve themselves. 

When it is not, complications multiply. 

1. Confirm authority before strategy. Before anyone debates price, repairs, or 
timing, the first controllable question is who actually has authority to act. 
Trustee, executor, personal representative, attorney-in-fact, unanimous heirs, 
or some combination. A surprising amount of wasted motion comes from 
people making plans before that question is answered. This is the 
precondition for everything that follows. 
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2. Facts first: getting the property file straight. Title and lien review, date-of-
death appraisal or valuation baseline, occupancy status, insurance status 
(including whether the current policy covers a vacant home), known repair or 
permit or code issues, access to digital accounts and smart home systems, 
basic document collection. Families get into trouble when they make decisions 
based on assumptions instead of facts. A broker experienced in inherited 
property knows what to gather and in what order, and can coordinate with 
the attorney to get the factual foundation in place before any strategy 
discussions begin. 

3. Broker selection, and why inherited property is a specialization. Most 
families default to whoever sold their own house or whoever a friend 
recommends. That broker may be excellent at traditional residential sales and 
completely unprepared for multi-heir dynamics, out-of-state coordination, 
probate timelines, or properties that need significant work before listing. The 
single highest-leverage decision is matching the property with a broker who 
has specific experience handling inherited property situations. Someone who 
knows how to work with multiple decision-makers, set realistic expectations, 
and navigate the emotional layer without getting derailed by it. 

4. Setting expectations early with all parties. Timeline, pricing, condition, 
roles, and decision-making authority. Families that go sideways almost always 
trace back to misaligned expectations that were never addressed upfront. 
What is the realistic sale timeline? What will the property likely sell for given its 
current condition? Who is the primary point of contact? Who has final 
decision-making authority? Getting these answers documented early, even 
informally, prevents most of the conflicts that surface later. This applies 
between heirs, between heirs and the broker, and between heirs and the 
attorney or advisor. 

5. Communication structure. Who talks to whom, how often, and through 
what channel. In multi-heir situations, the absence of a clear communication 
plan creates a vacuum that fills with anxiety, suspicion, and side 
conversations. An experienced broker proactively sets this up: regular updates 
to all parties, a single point of contact, clear documentation of decisions. This 
is one of the simplest things to get right and one of the most damaging things 
to neglect. 

6. A deadlock plan for disagreements. Neutral coordination works when heirs 
are willing to cooperate. But in multi-heir situations, it helps to define in 
advance how disputes get resolved: majority rule on operational decisions, 
unanimous consent on major ones, attorney-guided resolution, or mediation 
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if necessary. Defining the framework before a dispute exists is far easier than 
improvising one in the middle of a conflict. 

7. Neutral coordination between heirs. When a broker operates as a neutral 
party rather than being perceived as "one heir's person," the dynamic shifts 
entirely. This is especially critical when heirs disagree. The broker should be 
someone all parties can trust to represent the collective interest, not someone 
who was brought in by one sibling and feels beholden to that relationship. 
Done well, the broker also serves as a professional buffer: instead of one 
sibling telling another "we need to lower the price," the broker delivers data-
backed recommendations, removing personal friction from hard business 
decisions and preserving family relationships. 

8. Occupancy and access plan. Occupancy is on the 80% list because you 
inherit whoever is living there. But the response to occupancy is entirely 
controllable. Who is staying and for how long. Whether the home can be 
cleaned out and secured (changing locks, maintaining HVAC, winterizing if 
vacant, activating security). How showings will work. Whether access will be 
cooperative or contentious. A clear plan, set early and agreed upon by all 
parties, prevents one of the most common sources of delay and conflict in 
inherited property sales. 

9. Choosing how to handle the personal property. The contents of the house 
are on the 80% list because you inherit whatever is there. But how you handle 
them is a decision. Estate sale, donation, storage, family distribution, cleanout 
service. Doing this before the property goes to market removes one of the 
biggest emotional and logistical obstacles. Doing it badly, or not doing it at all, 
stalls the sale and inflames family tension. A broker experienced in inherited 
property can advise on sequencing and connect the family with the right 
resources. 

10. Carrying-cost awareness. Every extra month has a cost: mortgage, taxes, 
insurance, utilities, HOA, lawn care, maintenance, and vacancy risk. Families 
make better decisions when they understand what waiting is actually costing 
them. This is not about pressuring anyone to move faster than they are ready 
to. It is about making sure the decision to wait is an informed one rather than 
a passive one. 

11. Interim liquidity and expense funding. Understanding the burn rate is one 
thing. Deciding how to fund the gap is another. Estate advance services, one 
heir covering carrying costs in exchange for a larger share of the equity, or 
establishing a shared expense ledger with reimbursement at closing. These 
are real decisions that prevent utility shutoffs, insurance lapses, and the kind 
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of neglect that destroys property value. A meticulous ledger also eliminates 
one of the most common sources of post-sale disputes between heirs. 

12. The "keep, sell, or rent" threshold decision. The entire process assumes 
the property is being sold, but one of the earliest and most consequential 
decisions is whether to sell at all. Could one heir buy out the others? Could 
the property be rented and held as an investment? Could a 1031 exchange 
into a different asset make more sense than a straight sale? The answer 
depends on the financial positions of the heirs, the property's income 
potential, the local rental market, and the tax implications. A broker 
experienced in inherited property can frame this honestly rather than 
defaulting to "let's list it" because that is how they get paid. 

13. Sale path and condition strategy. Two related decisions that shape 
everything downstream. First, do you sell the property as-is or invest in 
repairs, updates, and staging? There is no universal right answer, but there is 
a right process for arriving at one based on condition, financial position, 
timeline, and local market. Second, what sale route fits the situation? 
Traditional MLS listing, off-market sale, investor sale, auction in rare cases, or 
broker match to a niche specialist. A broker with inherited property 
experience can frame both tradeoffs accurately. A generalist broker often 
defaults to what they know from conventional sales. 

14. Pricing strategy that accounts for the situation. Inherited property pricing 
is not the same as conventional pricing. Condition, deferred maintenance, 
dated interiors, and the need for speed all factor in differently. Overpricing 
because "Mom would have wanted" a certain number is one of the most 
common and most costly mistakes. The right broker prices based on the 
property's actual market position and the family's actual priorities, not on 
sentiment or ego. 

15. Timing the listing relative to legal milestones. There is a right window to 
list, and it depends on the legal structure. Listing too early, before authority to 
sell is confirmed, creates legal exposure and can attract buyer skepticism. 
Waiting too long costs money and drains the emotional energy of everyone 
involved. A specialized broker knows how to coordinate with the attorney on 
timing so the property enters the market at the right moment. 

16. Tax awareness at the right moments. Step-up in basis, capital gains 
exposure, potential 1031 exchange options, installment sales. The attorney or 
CPA handles the technical work, but the broker needs to understand these 
concepts well enough to avoid inadvertently creating problems. A broker who 
does not understand step-up in basis might push for a pricing or timing 
strategy that triggers unnecessary tax exposure. The coordination between 
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broker and tax advisor should be established at the outset, not discovered as 
a need midway through the transaction. 

17. Selecting the right professionals around the broker. The broker is the 
most important choice, but the supporting cast matters too. Estate sale 
companies, cleanout crews, inspectors, contractors if repairs are warranted, 
title companies experienced with probate or trust transactions, and 
sometimes mediators. A broker who has handled inherited property before 
comes with a network already in place. A generalist broker starts from scratch, 
and every vendor search adds time and risk. 

The 80/20 Rule is not a theory. It is a pattern observed across hundreds of inherited 
property transactions over three decades. The families who navigate this well are not 
the ones who control every variable. They are the ones who identify the small 
number of decisions that matter most and get those right early. 

For the professionals advising those families, the implication is straightforward: the 
most valuable thing you can do is connect your client with the right expertise at the 
right time, and make a clean handoff. That single decision, made early, prevents 
most of the downstream problems that otherwise consume time, damage 
relationships, and delay resolution. 

The Bottom Line 

Inherited Property Match is a free broker matching service built for one specific 
situation: selling inherited real estate. We connect heirs, executors, and trustees with 
brokers who specialize in inherited property transactions. There is no cost to the 
family. The broker pays us a referral fee at closing, only if the property sells.  

Inheriting real estate is complicated. Finding the right broker doesn't have to be. 

InheritedPropertyMatch.com | property@inheritedpropertymatch.com | (800) 841-5033 

Alan Fruitman | Co-Founder, Inherited Property Match 
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