
Selecting an Experienced Executor Matters

Executors have a lot to do. The duties of an executor, both moral and legal, are to unwind 
and close up the business of someone’s life—a complex and comprehensive process. 
These responsibilities often coincide with a time of personal loss and sadness, and continue 
as a nearly full-time job for approximately 9-12 months.

The executor of a will, also called a “personal representative” in some states, is a legal 
role governed by the laws of the state in which the decedent passed. Individuals name 
their executor in their will, and upon their death, the executor is officially appointed by a 
surrogate’s or probate court and given legal authority to transact business on behalf of 
the estate or the decedent. It is important to note that until the will has been probated, 
the executor has no power and can take no action on behalf of the decedent or estate, 
including things like writing checks or selling stock.

Duties of an executor

The executor’s duties are quite specific and fall into these main areas:

• Identify and take control of all assets owned by the decedent, including investment 
and brokerage accounts; bank accounts; personal property; and real estate. Every 
asset must be transferred into the name of the estate, including any new accounts 
opened by the executor. Assets have to be safeguarded and insured, and locks on 
residences may need to be changed.

• Appraise and value all of the decedent’s assets and identify liabilities.

• Determine the estate’s cash needs and sell assets as necessary to raise funds to pay 
bills and estate taxes.

• Review the decedent’s estate plan to identify if there are post-death tax-savings 
opportunities, including whether disclaimers—mechanisms for redistribution of estate 
assets and other tax-advantaged actions—could be useful.

• Collect benefits due to the decedent, such as employment and veteran’s benefits, 
and life insurance—including life insurance due to trust.
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• If the decedent was a business owner, the executor must determine the estate’s 
interest in the business and, possibly, value the business. There may also be an ongoing 
responsibility to run the business, depending on the succession plans.

• Distribute personal property and pay specific cash bequests per the will; sell any 
personal property not disposed of by will.

• As appropriate, clean out the house(s) and sell the real estate, including developing 
a marketing plan for the property.

• Fund any trusts created by the will.

• File state and federal estate tax returns, the decedent’s final income tax return, final 
gift tax return and the income tax returns for the estate.

• Account to the beneficiaries at the conclusion of the estate process, which could be 
up to 2-3 years after the death.

Selecting an executor

An executor can be an individual, a corporate trustee or trust company, or a combination 
of the two serving as co-executors. Selecting the right executor(s) depends on the size and 
complexity of the estate, as well as careful consideration of family dynamics.

An individual executor can be a family member, friend or a trusted advisor such as an 
accountant or attorney. The decision should be based on the expertise and skills necessary 
to effectively carry out the complex and time-consuming legal responsibilities of serving 
as executor, including professional knowledge, objectivity, attention to detail, sensitivity, 
availability and honesty.

Individual executors are best-suited to simple estates—especially when the individual is a 
friend or family member of the decedent. Even then, the passing of a loved one can be 
a time of overwhelming sadness, stress and financial uncertainty for the survivors. Personal 
differences among beneficiaries, dormant for years, may also surface, and the executor 
has to juggle personal and group concerns while remaining an effective communicator. 
In those cases, an executor or co-executor such as an accountant or attorney can be a 
wise choice.

The more complex and valuable the assets, the more important it will be for the heirs that 
the estate is properly administered and its value maximized within the tax laws then in 
effect. 
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An executor can offer continuity, permanence, professionalism and investment expertise. 
The financial integrity of an executor, its ability to keep assets segregated and accounted 
for, is further protection for the beneficiaries. A corporate trustee may also help avoid the 
biases and emotional tensions that result when a family member is an executor. Here, too, 
appointing co-executors who combine the professional oversight and impartiality of an 
executor with the personal involvement of a family member can be a good solution.

Summing up

As families and individuals consider whom to name as their executor, it is important to 
weigh the complexity of the estate structure against the knowledge, skills and resources 
that will be required to administer it. Unless the estate is very simple with clearly identified, 
straightforward assets, a corporate trustee, either as sole executor or as co-executor with a 
friend or family member of the decedent, is often the best choice for a successful outcome.

This material is intended to be a review of issues or topics of possible interest to Glenmede Trust 
Company clients and friends and it is not personalized investment, estate planning, tax or legal 
advice. Advice is provided in light of a client’s applicable circumstances and may differ substantially 
from this presentation. This material may contain Glenmede’s opinions, which may change without 
notice after date of publication. Information gathered from third-party sources is assumed reliable 
but is not guaranteed. This publication may not be used as legal or tax advice. 3


