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Selected Online Sources  
for Valuing Estate Assets

ne of the most important as-
pects of planning and con-
cluding an estate is valuing 
the client’s assets. While many 

attorneys will seek the assistance of pro-
fessional appraisers, the Internet can be an 
excellent alternative, particularly in the plan-
ning stages and for ascertaining whether 
an estate tax return may be necessary. This 
article will focus on sites that provide valu-
ation information for homes, stock, and au-
tomobiles, and while this is not an exhaus-
tive list of sites, it should provide you with 
an excellent starting point for your valua-
tion research.

Home Valuation

Zillow, http://www.zillow.com,1 is a fairly 
new website that offers free residential 
real-estate estimates along with other tools 
for real-estate buyers and sellers.2 Although 
Zillow is a new website, it has received a 
significant amount of press since its incep-
tion.3 Zillow distinguishes itself from other 
home valuation sites by providing a self-
serve interface, backed with loads of in
formation. Zillow provides an actual home 
estimate (referred to as a “Zestimate”), not 
just comparable home sales. Zillow’s “zes
timate” is based on multiple data points, 
and it allows the homeowner to adjust 
the estimate based on upgrades and im-
provements, such as remodeling and land-
scaping improvements. Unlike some other 
home valuation websites, Zillow does not 
require disclosure of personal information 
and does not involve interaction with a 
real-estate agent.

Despite Zillow’s popularity, it is not per-
fect. Some of its estimates can vary as much 
as 8 percent,4 and the database of homes 
is limited. For instance, in searching for a 
home in a popular Okemos, Michigan neigh

O
borhood, Zillow returned no hits, but it did 
return an estimate for a home in the more 
populous suburb of Troy, Michigan.

Real Estate ABC.com, http://realestate 
abc.com, is another home valuation website 
that caters to home buyers and sellers. Like 
Zillow, it is easy to use, does not require any 
personal information, and provides actual 
estimates of a home’s value. The estimate is 
calculated using comparable homes sales, 
adjusted for such things as price apprecia-
tion and the relative size of the home.5 One 
of the attractive aspects of the website is its 
sliding scale feature, which allows the user 
to manually adjust the estimate in relation to 
comparable homes in the area. Also, like Zil-
low, it allows the user to improve the accu-
racy of the estimate by adding information 
about home improvements.

Real Estate ABC.com performed slightly 
better than Zillow when requesting esti-
mates for homes in Okemos and Troy, Mich-
igan. It was unable to provide an estimate 
for the home in Okemos, but it did return 
sales information for homes within the gen-
eral proximity. As for the home in Troy, 
Michigan, valued at approximately $290,000, 
there was a $5,000 difference between ABC’s 
estimate and Zillow’s estimate.

Homegain, http://www.homegain.com, 
is another website created for home buyers 
and sellers, with an emphasis on connect-
ing real-estate agents with buyers and sell-
ers. It is one of the oldest and most respected 
real-estate websites on the Internet. Like Zil
low and Real Estate ABC, Homegain pro-
vides free and reasonably accurate home 
value estimates. What distinguishes Home-
gain from the other home valuation web-
sites is its user-friendly interface and quick 
response time. The home valuation func-
tion is clearly marked on Homegain’s home 
page, and it returns the estimate in less than 
15 seconds. Homegain provides an estimate 

range, as opposed to the single-value esti-
mate provided by Zillow and Real Estate 
ABC. Therefore, the user will have to do 
some extrapolation to come up with an ex-
act value. However, Homegain provides a 
list of comparable home sales that makes 
this process fairly easy.

Homegain performed the best when 
asked to retrieve home values for addresses 
in Okemos and Troy, Michigan, and was 
the only website of the three that provided 
an estimate for the home in Okemos.

Historical Stock Prices

In the past, finding historical stock prices 
meant a trip to the library or a call to a bro-
ker. However, with the advent of the Inter-
net, you can find historical stock prices in a 
matter of minutes without leaving your of-
fice. Three notable websites for locating 
historical stock prices are Yahoo Finance, 
Google Finance, and Big Charts, Historical 
Stock Quotes.

Yahoo Finance, http://finance.yahoo.
com, and Google Finance, http://finance.
google.com/finance, are very similar in 
terms of content and features, especially 
when searching for historical stock prices. 
Both websites provide historical stock prices 
from the 1980s forward, with some select 
stocks going as far back as the early seven-
ties. While most probate attorneys won’t 
need historical data that is more than a few 
months old, the depth of the historical in-
formation is nevertheless impressive. Addi-
tionally, the data is reliable. It is provided 
by CSI, which is one of the world’s leading 
suppliers of historical market data.6 Histori-
cal stock prices may be found by searching 
for a particular corporation using the stock 
symbol or the corporation’s name. Once 
you’ve entered this information into the 
search engine, it will retrieve the company’s 
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profile, which includes a link to historical 
stock prices. The historical stock prices page 
defaults to the most recent stock prices, but 
you can search for older prices by entering 
a date range and running a new search.

Big Charts, Historical Stock Quotes, http:// 
bigcharts.marketwatch.com/historical, is an
other well-respected website for finding his
torical stock prices. Like Yahoo Finance and 
Google Finance, Big Charts provides his-
torical stock prices from the 1980s for-
ward. What distinguishes Big Charts from 
the other two is its straightforward access 
to historical stock price information. In-
stead of requiring that you first search for 
a company profile, Big Charts takes you 
directly to its historical stock prices web 
page, from which you can search for a com
pany using its stock symbol. The date func-
tion in Big Charts defaults to a random date 
in 1994, so you’ll have to enter the date 
you’re researching. Aside from that peculiar-
ity, Big Charts has a slight edge over Yahoo 
Finance and Google Finance because it pro-
vides direct access to historical stock prices 
without requiring any intermediate steps.

Valuing Automobiles

Automobile information has been avail-
able on the Internet for more than 10 years. 
Two of the oldest and most well-respected 
auto websites are Cars.com, http://www.
cars.com, and Edmunds.com, http://www.
edmunds.com. Car buyers and sellers flock 
to these sites for advice on car buying and 
selling, automobile reviews, and car value 
information. Both websites feature valua-
tion calculators that are easy to use, accu-
rate, and free.

To effectively use the valuation calcula-
tors, you’ll need to know the make, model, 
year, and mileage of the car you’re re-
searching. Additionally, it’s helpful to know 
whether the automobile includes equip-
ment beyond the standard equipment pack-
age, because this information can be used 
to customize the valuation. Once you’ve 
entered this information, the calculator will 
present a valuation report that includes 
three different values: trade-in, private sale, 
and retail. Overall, both websites performed 
well, and there was little variation between 
the values calculated by each site.

Conclusion

The Internet is certainly changing the 
way in which attorneys conduct legal re-
search, and nowhere is this more evident 
than in the area of property valuation. Esti-
mates that could previously be calculated 
only by professional appraisers can now be 
obtained online in a matter of minutes.

With any luck, this article has provided 
you with some useful and efficient new le-
gal research tools for your estate and pro-
bate practice. n
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