
A Guide for Individuals and Families

Life, After a 
Loved One Dies



After the death of a loved one, 
you are faced not only with 
mourning the loss but often with 
an overwhelming range of tasks 
vying for your attention.



Those left behind must provide an appropriate 
tribute and close out the financial, personal and 
incidental aspects of the individual’s life. 
In addition, you must move forward to ensure your own financial well-being. 
There’s so much to think about and to cope with at a time that is already 
fraught with stress and emotion.

Part of the problem is the difficulty of even identifying all the tasks that need 
to be done.

Accordingly, this guide has been created to highlight the key items that should 
be considered and to provide some helpful guidance on dealing with the 
demands, decisions and issues that arise when a loved one passes away.
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This guide is intended for the 
spouse and/or other close  
family members of a person  
who has passed away. Much of  
the information will also be of 
use to others, such as a family 
member or friend who has been 
designated as an executor.
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Honoring the Past
Your immediate concerns

The days surrounding the funeral are probably the busiest, most  
emotional and most stressful of all. By the time you’re reading this guide,  
you may already be well into this phase or even past it. But just in case, here  
are some helpful points about taking care of what needs to be done over  
the first few days.

Contact immediate family, close friends and extended family

Bring key family members together as quickly as possible, whether in person 
or by other means, to comfort one another, share in the tasks that must 
be dealt with and make the necessary decisions. Then contact friends and 
extended family.

If contact information isn’t readily available, check your loved one’s  
email accounts (if passwords are available) and personal telephone and 
address books.

Organize help

Arrange with family members and close friends for assistance with tasks,  
such as:

• Notifying additional relatives and friends as well as your loved one’s 
business colleagues and acquaintances from any organizations  
he or she may have belonged to.

• Preparing for the funeral or cremation — holding a memorial service  
or a ceremony to spread ashes.

• Providing food for visitors after the funeral.

• Caring for children or pets.

• Collecting mail and handling phone calls.

• Later on, helping you send thank-you notes and acknowledgments.

Asking for help is not a sign of 
weakness. Consider asking 
others for help to take care of all 
the things that need to be done. 
Most people will want to help.

Using social media to notify 
additional individuals, after family 
members and close friends have 
been informed of the bad news, 
is a personal preference that 
should be considered in light of 
the preferences of the family. 
The mourning and bereavement 
process can be quite private for 
some, so careful consideration 
should be given to using such a 
public forum.
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Gather end-of-life documents

If you don’t already know, you’ll need to find out as quickly as possible  
what instructions the deceased may have left concerning their funeral  
and burial — or alternatives. Locating the following documents, whichever 
exist, might shed light on their wishes in a variety of matters:

• Your loved one’s will

• Burial documents

• Life insurance policy(ies)

Check the safe deposit box

One place to look for important documents is the deceased person’s  
safe deposit box. In most states, if spouses have jointly rented a  
safe deposit box, the surviving spouse may open the box and remove  
all contents without restriction. Other family members — even if they  
are “listed” on the box and have access to the key — may not be  
permitted to open the box.

However, heirs and lawyers are permitted to inspect the box — in the  
presence of a bank employee — to search for the will, insurance policies  
and burial documents.

Talk with clergy and funeral home

A member of the clergy or the personnel at a funeral home can provide helpful 
advice about the funeral and burial or cremation. The funeral home can handle 
a number of important matters:

• Transporting the body to the funeral home

• Holding a funeral ceremony and coordinating burial with the cemetery or 
cremation services

• Obtaining death certificates — a dozen or more may be needed

• Facilitating an announcement and obituary in the local newspaper

If the deceased has not specified which funeral home to use, the family will 
have to choose one. If so, you may want to do a bit of research by checking  
with acquaintances who have recently dealt with a funeral home.

Keep in mind:

1.  You will need the original 
executed will. The court  
will not accept a copy.

2.  People often purchase life 
insurance for the very purpose  
of funding their funeral costs.

3.  The importance of obtaining 
death certificates cannot be 
overstated. Due to privacy 
laws, most financial institutions, 
government agencies, creditors 
and other organizations won’t 
discuss your loved one’s affairs 
with you unless you provide 
them with a death certificate.

guardianlife.com

3



Check with key agencies and organizations

Inquire to see if your family is entitled to a death benefit or burial benefit from 
any of the following:

• Social Security Administration

• U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

• Civil Service Retirement System

• A labor union or professional organization

If the deceased is a veteran, he or she may be entitled to special arrangements 
that could shape the funeral service, in addition to assistance with a burial plot 
and other benefits.

Contact the employer

The deceased person’s employer (and previous employers) should be 
contacted to see if there are any benefits or accounts payable, such as:

• Life insurance offered through employer.

• Pension and retirement plan benefits.

• Accrued vacation and sick pay.

• Terminal pay allowances.

• Disability income.

• Credit union balances.

• Medical or disability insurance for which the surviving spouse may  
still be eligible.

Contact the local newspaper and notify the post office

Place a death/funeral announcement and/or an obituary in the newspaper/ 
online if not taken care of by the funeral home.

If the deceased person was living alone, make sure to stop delivery of the 
newspaper and have the mail forwarded. Accumulated papers and mail can 
attract unwanted attention. Forwarded mail can provide a host of information 
about services, subscriptions, creditors and other accounts that may need  
to be canceled or otherwise dealt with.

It may be wise not to divulge 
certain types of information in 
obituaries (e.g., precise birth 
dates, a mother’s maiden name 
or home address) to protect 
against identity theft and fraud 
or even burglary.
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Dealing with grief

When a loved one dies, it’s important to understand that grief is a natural response 
to loss, that everyone grieves differently and that the bereavement process may be 
quite intense. It can span a spectrum of emotions and last much longer than most 
people realize.

If you want to learn more about understanding your grief — or help other family 
members — you might find it useful to access some of the resources listed below.

Modern Loss  
www.modernloss.com

What’s Your Grief?  
www.whatsyourgrief.com

National Institutes of Health  
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/bereavement.html

Mental Health America  
www.mentalhealthamerica.net/conditions/coping-loss-bereavement-and-grief

National Funeral Directors Association  
www.nfda.org/consumer-resources/grief-support/understanding-grief
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Taking Care of the Present
Things to be done over the first few weeks

Once the funeral-related activity subsides, you will need to turn your attention 
to certain financial and legal matters.

Your loved one’s business and financial affairs must be wrapped up, the 
provisions of their will and life insurance policies need to be carried out and 
their estate must be settled. Also, you may need to take certain measures  
to ensure that your and your family’s ongoing financial needs will be met.

In addition, you should be on guard against the potential theft of your loved 
one’s identity. People who have recently passed away can be the targets of 
identity theft and fraud.

Contact the family’s legal and accounting professionals

Your attorney can help deal with a range of issues, including determining 
whether probate will be required in connection with your loved one’s will. 

If there are minor children involved, the attorney can take care of notifying 
whomever is designated as a child guardian. Furthermore, the attorney and 
accountant can help settle the estate.

Contact insurance companies and file insurance claims

Once your loved one’s insurance policies have been located, someone should 
contact the appropriate financial professional(s). If you do not know who the 
financial professional is, you can contact the insurance company directly.

Your financial professional can help you complete the claim forms, submit the 
documentation required to get claims paid and select a claims payment option 
that will best meet your cash-flow needs — which is particularly important if 
the insured was the family’s chief wage earner.

If you are unsure if your loved one had any additional life insurance policies, 
many state insurance departments have processes to help you reach out to 
insurance companies to determine if there are any active policies in the name 
of your loved one.

• Search your loved one’s resident state insurance department website for 
instructions on how to complete this process. You can call their consumer 
hotline or search for links to their Consumer Assistance Inquiries or Lost 
Policy Finder tools.

• Access www.mib.com/lost_life_insurance.html as a resource to assist you 
with finding lost life insurance policies.

Settling an estate can take a 
considerable length of time to 
complete. The process can take  
from 6-12 months on average.

Given all the stress that you 
may be under, now might not 
be the right time to make any 
irrevocable long-term  
decisions about the money due 
from insurance policies. Your 
financial professional can explain 
how to protect the money you’ll 
be receiving until you’re ready 
to make important, far-reaching 
decisions.
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Gather additional documents

In addition to the will, burial documents and copies of the death certificate, 
your family will need to gather other important papers and information 
pertaining to your departed family member:

• Social Security number

• W-2 forms and other records of earnings for the current tax year

• Copies of the last two years’ tax returns

• Most recent bank statements

• Securities certificates and account statements

• Pension, IRA and retirement account statements

• Real estate deeds and mortgage documents

• Bills and most recent credit card statements

• Installment payment and loan documents

• Health insurance documents

• Marriage and birth certificates

• Nuptial and divorce agreements

• Military discharge papers and Veterans Affairs (VA) claim number

• Automobile registrations and titles

• List of the insured’s online passwords and accounts, if possible

• Trust agreements

• Citizenship papers, if applicable

• List of personal collections and jewelry

Keep in mind:

1.  These documents can help  
you uncover accounts and 
assets as well as assess 
outstanding debts.

2. Be sure to pay outstanding bills.

3.  Talk to your accountant  
and attorney about filing  
the appropriate “decedent”  
tax forms.

guardianlife.com
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Contact relevant organizations and agencies

You will need to inform a number of entities about the death:

• All creditors and companies doing business with the deceased

• Financial institutions at which the deceased has accounts — change  
or cancel credit cards and bank accounts

• The three major credit reporting agencies — Experian®, Equifax® and 
TransUnion®. Consider requesting, from each credit-reporting bureau,  
that a “deceased alert” be placed on your loved one’s credit report after 
they have passed.

• Utilities, internet and telephone service providers

• The post office

• Social Security Administration

• U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

• State agency that regulates motor vehicles — change or cancel ownership 
registrations (automobiles, boats, etc.) and driver’s license

• Local election board

• Social media sites and email accounts

Make a list of your loved one’s assets

A list of all the assets owned by the deceased should be prepared.  
This information will be important for the family to know, and it may  
be needed during any probate process. Many of these assets will come  
to light in the documents you have gathered. For finding other assets,  
your family’s attorney, accountant, financial professional, banker  
and other professionals may be of assistance. Perhaps one of your 
financial professionals already has your loved one’s assets listed on an 
aggregation tool.

Secure properties 

Steps should be taken to:

• Protect any residence left vacant.

• Move any automobiles no longer in use to a safe site.

It might also be prudent to notify the police, landlord, or property manager 
that a home is vacant.

Reminder: It may not be 
possible to cancel or change —  
or even discuss — many 
accounts without presenting  
a death certificate.

Informing businesses, 
institutions and agencies 
(particularly the three credit 
reporting agencies) of your loved 
one’s death is a key defense 
against ID theft and fraud.

It is important to make sure that 
Social Security and Veterans 
Affairs are contacted about 
stopping benefit payments to 
the deceased. This would also 
be true of any other monthly 
benefit payment the person was 
receiving, such as a pension.
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Preparing for the Future
Focusing on long-term financial needs
As you continue to recover from the pain of your loss and the stress 
surrounding the funeral period, you should begin working with your financial 
professionals to plan for the future. Here are a few important steps to 
consider toward achieving ongoing financial security for you and your family:

Updating your beneficiary designations
You should review your own will and insurance policies as well as any 
financial accounts that list beneficiaries. Then update them, if necessary, 
to make sure that your deceased loved one is no longer listed as a 
beneficiary. This is a simple, straightforward step — but one that should be 
taken care of sooner rather than later.

Reviewing your insurance coverage
When a key income-earner passes away, it is important for the surviving spouse 
or partner to have his or her own insurance coverage reviewed and, if necessary, 
updated to better protect any dependent children and reflect their family’s 
legacy intentions. Also, if you are now becoming the primary breadwinner, you 
may want to broaden your coverage to include disability insurance.

Reviewing your investments and creating a financial strategy
Once appropriate insurance protection is in place, you can start addressing 
other financial issues, such as evaluating whether your family’s finances 
are well set up to meet your current and long-term needs. Your financial 
professionals can work with you to analyze your situation and needs and 
design an appropriate long-term financial strategy.1

Gather and establish your own end-of-life documents
• Advance directive, living will, health care proxy

• Organ donations and updating your driver’s license — which may include 
organ donation instructions

Getting your own “estate” in order
In light of your experience wrapping up your loved one’s financial affairs, 
perhaps you would like to make sure that your dependents will not face difficult 
logistics should anything happen to you. Here are some things you can do now 
to help them later:

• Make sure your family members know where you keep important 
documents and your safe deposit box key.

• It might be wise to have one or more of your close family members listed on 
your safe deposit box.

• Among those documents, keep a summary of important financial and 
personal information, such as assets, liabilities, companies and institutions 
you do business with, organizations you belong to and your financial and 
legal advisors.

It can be overwhelming to come 
into a large amount of money all  
at one time, and, depending 
on your circumstances, you 
may want to take some time to 
consider all of your options.

Some financial services 
companies offer digital tools  
that can securely store your 
important documents and 
information so your family  
can easily access them if the  
need arises.
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This guide has been prepared by Guardian® to help our clients and their 
families deal with a difficult time in their lives — the aftermath of a loved 
one’s death. It is part of our ongoing effort to provide a level of service 
commensurate with the trust our clients place in us.
1  Securities products and advisory services offered through Park Avenue Securities LLC, a registered broker-dealer and registered investment 

advisor, member FINRA, SIPC. A financial professional must be a Registered Representative and/or work with a Registered Representative of  
Park Avenue Securities.

 Guardian, its subsidiaries, agents and employees do not provide tax, legal or accounting advice.
 Please consult your tax, legal or accounting professional regarding your individual situation.

 Guardian® is a registered trademark of The Guardian Life Insurance Company of America. 
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