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The death of a spouse can be devastating. At a time when many people feel incapable of 
basic tasks, an onslaught of financial matters require immediate attention. Obtaining 
counsel to help you navigate the initial steps of an estate administration can offer comfort 
in this trying time.

1. Don’t Make Any Major Financial Changes.
The first step is simple: take a moment to breathe. The weeks following the death of a 
spouse can be chaotic. In the upheaval, you may be tempted to make major financial de-
cisions. Don’t. Don’t sell your house, don’t agree to move in with an adult child, don’t give 
away all your money to your children or charities and don’t allow a salesperson to talk you 
into buying annuities and life insurance policies that you don’t need. With the exception 
of disclaimers for transfer tax purposes (which have a nine month deadline and are the ex-
ception to the rule), all major decisions should be tabled for 6 months to a year while you 
get your house in order. 

2.	Obtain	the	Death	Certificate.
Shortly, you will be contacting many financial institutions and agencies to close (or change 
the ownership of) your spouse’s accounts and they may require certified copies of the 
death certificate  to make these changes. The funeral director can help you obtain the 
death certificates, or they can be ordered from the office of vital statistics. 

3. Gather the Documents.
While waiting for the death certificates, gather all your estate planning and financial  
documents. If your late spouse was in charge of the finances, hopefully he or she left be-
hind an organized filing system.
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And if not, now is the time to start one of your own. Invest in some multicolored manila 
folders and label them billing, banking, insurance policies and estate planning documents. 
You will need to update billing information, change account ownership, collect insurance 
policies and even close some accounts. Getting organized will help you make a list of  
agencies and institutions that need to be notified of your spouse’s death.    

4.	 Send	Out	the	Notices.
Your family and friends aren’t the only ones who need to know your spouse has passed.   
Insurance companies need to be notified that you will no longer be making premium 
payments and will be claiming the life insurance policies. The appropriate government  
agencies will need to know that you will be ending or beginning benefits. Your spouse’s 
banking and investment accounts will need to be closed or retitled from joint to singular 
ownership. Be mindful to leave one joint account open for at least one year. Checks payable 
to your spouse may continue to trickle in and you will need somewhere to deposit them. 
Lastly, notifying the credit bureaus of your spouse’s passing may prevent identity theft. 

5.	 Focus	on	Pressing,	Routine	Financial	Decisions.
There is a lot do when settling your spouse’s estate, but don’t let routine financial decisions 
be overlooked. Make sure the credit card, utilities, mortgage and car payments continue to 
be made on time. If these payments are auto debited from your spouse’s personal checking 
or credit card account, update the payment method to your own account. It can take one 
billing cycle for the change to be effective so remember to follow up that the payment was 
received. If any late charges are incurred, you can consider requesting a waiver due to the 
circumstances.

Our Relationship Managers are experienced in assisting clients in these situations. Please 
don’t hesitate to reach out to your team or email us at Top5@glenmede.com.
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