
Influ enc ing C lients: 
Biases, B ehavio r, 

a nd B uilding R apport 
Estate planners can more effectively guide client decision making 

by gaining a greater understanding of the client's thought processes . 

odern economic theory is 
ba ed on 18~"hcenrury econ
omi t Adam mith' a er
tion in Th e Wea}th of 

Nations that self-interest motivates 
economic activity.1 But a client's self
interest in the short-term is not nec
essarily the same as his or her best 
interest in the long-term, and as even 
Smith (in his book The Moral Sen
timents) recognized, people are 
motivated by multiple interests and 
needs, including the needs for under
standing, control, autonomy, relat
edness, and a sense of justice or fair
ness. Recognizing these needs and 
learning how to work with, rather 
than against, human nature will lead 
to more effective advice. 

A significant challenge estate 
planning advisors face is how to 
more effectively convince clients 
to adopt suggestions that will serve 
them best over the long haul. Ration
al and disciplined clients are the eas
iest for estate planning practition
ers to help. But not all clients are 
rational and disciplined. Sometimes 
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biases and life experience get in 
the way of balanced, forward-think
ing behavior. How do emotions like 
fear and greed affect financial deci
sions? Why do some people priori
tize one type of goal while others 
choose something totally different? 
How should estate planning prac
titioners reconcile goals from clients 
that seem contradictory? These 
questions can vex even the most sea
soned advisor and require a high 
level of skill to navigate. 

Before delineating the emotion
al and behavioral challenges that 
clients bring to the table and sug
gesting solutions for building rap-
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port and addressing those issues, a 
brief review of human brain struc
ture is in order-because the inter
play of biology and life experi
ence influence individual percep
tions and decision-making. 

Brain structure 
A useful oversimplification of 
human brain structure is that 
humans have a triune brain, made 
up of three distinct sections.2 The 
"reptilian brain" is generally com
prised of structures at the lowest 
level that are responsible for sur
vival instincts such as seeking food, 
warmth, and security and engag
ing in the fight-flight-or-freeze 
response under threat. The "mam
malian brain" consists of structures 
in the mid-brain that control more 
complex motivations, emotions, 
and memory. The third section of 
the brain, the cerebral cortex, is 
located at the top and is the ration
al, planning, and decision-making 
brain. The cerebral cortex, how
ever, can be "hijacked" by the rep-










