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It's something no one really likes to think about, or plan for, but you usually find yourself dealing 
with it at one time or another. Just what do you do when a loved one dies? What are the mundane 
tasks that need to be taken care of, as well as the important decisions that must be considered? 
Whether a death follows a prolonged illness, is sudden and unexpected, or is the natural end to a 
long and satisfying life, the loss of a friend or family member is always difficult. Hopefully, the 
following will help prepare you for what lies ahead, and be of assistance in handling the many 
responsibilities involved. 
 
During the First Moments… 
The first moments after death will probably be the most intense because of the immediacy of your 
emotions combined with the reality of the situation. In these moments, try to see that your loved 
one's end-of-life wishes are met, but also to pay attention to your own needs about saying 
goodbye before the body is removed. 
 If your loved one dies at home, it is perfectly acceptable to take your time with the body 

before calling your doctor; the hospital, hospice or facility involved in care; or 911. Medical or 
emergency response personnel will officially pronounce death before the body is removed 
from your home. A body will generally be moved to a hospital or medical examiner's morgue, 
or directly to a funeral home or provider. 

 In a hospital, hospice or nursing home setting, notify a nurse or doctor, who will pronounce 
death and arrange for the body to be moved. It may be more difficult to spend time alone 
with the body, but don't be timid about requesting what you need. 

 
Make medical decisions. 
Shortly following death there are certain medical decisions which must be made. 
 Consult with the doctor or medical professional about what will be listed as the cause of death. 
 Determine whether an autopsy will be performed. An autopsy is usually required if there are 

questions about cause of death. Next of kin or a surviving spouse can request an autopsy, but 
there may be costs involved. 

 Decide whether any organs or tissue will be donated. Organ donation can be arranged in 
advance or at time of death; tissue donation can be authorized after death. 

 
Investigate prearrangements. 
As soon as possible, determine what, if anything, was prearranged insofar as funeral preparations 
or wishes. Find the answers to the following questions: 
 Is there a letter of intent with contacts and the location of important documents? 
 Has a funeral home or cemetery already been selected? 
 Does the deceased have a preference about burial, cremation or other options? 
 Were any requests made about the type of funeral or memorial service? 
 Were any arrangements already paid for? 



Support for everyday issues. Every day. 
Phone: 1-888-881-LINC (5462)

Web: www.supportlinc.com

Tip Sheet:  What to Do When a Loved One Dies 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Contact a funeral home or provider. 
Although it is not a legal requirement to use the services of a funeral home following death, in the 
U.S. it is certainly the most common approach. Experienced funeral directors can be of invaluable 
assistance in handling the many matters involved. Cremation services can also be arranged 
independently. If a provider has not been chosen in advance, try to get local referrals or contact 
the Funeral Consumers Alliance at 1-800-765-0107 (or http://www.funerals.org). For a National 
Directory of Cremation Providers visit http://www.cremation.com. 
 
Be prepared to give the following information about the deceased to the provider for issuance of a 
death certificate and to help prepare an obituary or a paid death notice: 
 Name, home address, and telephone number 
 Length of residence in state 
 Gender and race 
 Occupation, title, and employer 
 Social Security number 
 Department of Veteran's Affairs (VA) claim number 
 Driver's license number 
 Passport Number 
 Citizenship 
 Date and place of birth 
 Time, date, and place of death 
 Name and birthplace of father and mother 
 Memberships in organizations 
 Marital status 
 Immediate and underlying cause of death 
 Whether an autopsy was performed 
 Survivors' names and contact information 
 
Handle urgent matters. 
Other priorities following a death involve reaching out to friends and family, and assessing your 
loved one's day-to-day situation. 
 Notify others. 

Think of this not so much as a responsibility, as an opportunity to get support and help from 
family and friends. Over the days ahead, share the duties with those closest to you. Allowing 
people to become involved will help them deal with their own grief, as well. One of the first 
ways others can pitch in is to make a list of who else to notify, and then provide any needed 
travel assistance—including arranging accommodations—for anyone from out of town. 
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 Take care of dependents. 
If the deceased's household is not your own and there is a child, elder or anyone who needs 
attention, help to find care arrangements, even if they're only temporary. 

 Deal with property matters. 
If you do not live in the household, ensure that the rent, mortgage, taxes, utilities, etc. will be 
paid. Find a new living situation for pets, or make plans for feeding, etc. If the house is empty, 
arrange to have a house-sitter or put timers on the lights and TV, have someone pick up the 
mail, and cancel newspaper delivery. You may want to remove valuable belongings such as 
jewelry, wallets, and small antiques from the house. 

 Cancel services. 
Be sure to cancel any services such as meals-on-wheels, home health aides, or volunteers. 
Attempt to locate a calendar and cancel any of the deceased's appointments. 

 Find pertinent documents. 
Locate the following as soon as possible 

o Will or living trust 
o Birth certificate (or legal proof of age) 
o Social Security card 
o Marriage license (and divorce papers) 
o Citizenship papers 
o Insurance policies (life, health & accident, automobile, property) 
o Bank books and financial records 
o Deeds/tiles to property 
o Automobile title and registration 
o Income tax returns and records 
o Veterans discharge certificate 
o Disability claims 
o Cemetery plot or memorial park certificate of ownership 

 
Make funeral arrangements. 
Funeral homes offer a variety of plans, services and merchandise; traditional funerals with a casket 
generally cost from $6,000 to $10,000. Most funeral providers suggest purchasing packages, but 
federal and state rules require that funeral directors make available an itemized price list and 
detailed information about the range of goods offered. 
Some of the decisions to be made about a funeral or memorial service include: 
 Who will be financially responsible for billing purposes? 
 What religious or family traditions should be followed? 
 Will there be a burial or cremation? 
 Will the body be embalmed? Embalming is not required by law. 
 What clothing the deceased will be wearing for a burial? 



Support for everyday issues. Every day. 
Phone: 1-888-881-LINC (5462)

Web: www.supportlinc.com

Tip Sheet:  What to Do When a Loved One Dies 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 Are there any personal objects or jewelry to be buried with the body? 
 Will the casket be open or closed? 
 Will there be a viewing or calling hours at the funeral home? 
 Will there be a funeral or memorial service, and what will be involved? 
 Should any additional information be included in an obituary or paid death notice for local 

papers? Find out if there are any other publications which should receive the obituary. 
 Should flowers, or donations in lieu of flowers, be encouraged? If donations, contact the 

charity of choice to arrange details. 
 What sort of special touches might you bring to any services? Consider music, art or 

photographs, memorial cards, a personalized eulogy, and whatever else might be meaningful. 
 What will you wear for the services? 
 
Complete necessary paperwork. 
In the days and weeks surrounding a death, it's vital that you stay organized and keep track of all 
the necessary paperwork. If this isn't your strong suit, let someone else in your circle be in charge 
of record-keeping, including compiling a list of individuals who should receive thank-you notes in 
the months ahead. 
 Death Certificates 

The funeral director will usually obtain death certificates; get 10-25 certified copies depending 
upon how complicated the estate is. 

 The Will 
Contact either the executor named in the will or the attorney directly, and let them handle 
probate court and estate matters. If there is no will, the process varies depending upon 
individual state laws. Usually, the deceased's spouse, partner or a close family member should 
contact an attorney, or go to the county courthouse to have an executor named. 

 Social Security 
Complete information regarding Social Security benefits including several online publications 
can be found at http://www.ssa.gov/. 

In the days following a death: 
 Notify Social Security of the beneficiary's death by calling 1-800-772-1213. 
 Stop any payments made to the bank via direct deposit, and do not cash any checks received 

for the month of death, or anytime after. Return any uncashed checks to Social Security. 
 As a surviving spouse or child, you are eligible to receive a one-time payment to help cover 

funeral expenses. 
 As a spouse, apply for survivor's benefits. 
 As a domestic partner, check individual state laws to see if you qualify for survivors benefits. 

o Veteran's Military Benefits 
Contact the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs at 1-800-827-1000 for information 
about financial assistance and burial services, or visit http://www.va.gov/. 
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o Active Peace Officers and Military 
Contact local representatives for additional benefits. 

o Insurance Policies and Employer Benefits 
Check all insurance policies for any death-related benefits. Contact deceased's 
employer regarding life insurance; any unpaid compensation; retirement plans 
including pension, Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs), stock options, etc.; and also 
ask about possible continuing medical coverage for a spouse, partner and/or 
dependents. 

o Other Benefits 
Check for possible benefits for spouses, partners and children through social or 
fraternal organizations; unions; mortgage companies; credit cards which offer life and 
accidental death insurance; and frequent flyer programs which often allow transfer of 
mileage. 

 
Final To-Dos 
If you are a surviving spouse, partner or dependent, still other important matters need to be 
handled. 
 Contact your attorney. 

Any assets and titles to vehicles and property must be legally transferred; this is usually be 
done as part of the estate settlement. Do not pay any of the deceased's debts without 
consulting with the estate executor or an attorney. The executor should file necessary forms 
with the post office. 

 Contact your accountant or tax advisor. 
Get advice on filing taxes, preparing a budget and valuing assets including any stocks, bonds, 
and investment accounts transferred, as well as listing any debts for which you are responsible. 

 Contact your bank. 
Open individual checking and savings accounts in your name. 

 Locate deceased's safe deposit box(es). 
Check individual state laws regarding access. 

 Contact insurance agents. 
Change policies and beneficiaries as appropriate for your life, health, car and home policies. 

 Contact credit card companies. 
Cancel the deceased's individual credit cards, but don't remove name from joint accounts for 6 
months. 

 Contact all home utilities. 
Make sure all utilities are in your name. 

 Update your will and make your own prearrangements. 
Use this time to update your own will regarding beneficiaries, and outline a letter of intent 
about your wishes after death. 
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Dismantling a Home 
If a home must be sold following a death, the will should outline the disposition of major items 
including the property itself, furniture and valuables. Sorting through the remaining belongings 
may be painful, but can also bring back positive memories. 
Keep in mind the following tips as you make decisions about a home's contents: 
 Enlist someone to oversee the entire project, and divide up the various tasks. 
 Categorize items into those for charity, for sale, for family and friends. 
 Contact charity organization(s) to pick up all donated items. 
 Sell items through an estate sale if there are numerous antiques or valuables. 
 Have a garage or yard sale for fewer belongings of less value. 
 Consider using an online auction site if there are a small number of items. 
 If the situation is overwhelming, hire a move coordinator. 
 
For more information, guidance and assistance regarding what to do when a loved one dies, 
contact SupportLinc at 1-888-881-5462 or visit www.supportlinc.com. 
 


