
What to do when someone dies

Opening and managing an estate after your loved one 
dies is daunting. Learn how estate administrators and 
executors can handle the process with less anguish.



Step One: Is there a will?

Step Two: Handling the burial

 Veterans’ benefits

 Victims’ assistance

 Other government agencies

Step Three: Get death certificates in order

Step Four: Apply and file with the probate court

 What is a probate court?

 Where do I file for probate?

 What court do I file in?
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Administrator: 
The person named by the courts to be in charge of the estate when someone dies without a will.

Decedent: 
The deceased person.

Executor and/or Personal Representative: 
The person named as executor (or, in certain states, “Personal Representative”). This is the legal representative for the decedent and his/her estate. 
They are the person(s) responsible for arranging the funeral and managing the estate.

Next of Kin: 
The person’s closest living relative or relatives.

Distributee: 
Someone who is earmarked to receive a distribution from the estate. In most states the closest distributee is the next of kin.

Probate: 
The process courts use to determine whether a will is valid and authentic.

Legatee: 
Someone who is earmarked to benefit from an estate under the decedent’s will. 

Letters testamentary:
An order issued by a probate court or an office of the court informing an executor of a will of his/her appointment and empowering the executor 
to discharge the appointed responsibilities. In some states, they may be called an Executor’s Certificate, Letters of Administration or Letters of 
Representation. 

Terms to Know



When someone very close to you dies, not only are you grieving, but you quickly 
realize life moves on whether you’re ready for it or not. You’ll need to make many 
big decisions within a short period of time. In addition to handling personal and 
legal details for your loved one, you’ll also need to make essential decisions 
about handling the estate of a deceased loved one. 

There are limited resources for those handling the estate of a deceased loved one, 
which makes it overwhelming to know what questions to ask, what information 
to gather, and how to make a correct plan of action. And, even when armed with 
important questions to ask, understanding where to start is stressful. 
 
While you might think turning to legal counsel is your only option, it’s not true 
that you always need a lawyer to administer an estate.  With the right guidance, 
many people can handle their loved one’s estate themselves, and save money 
throughout the process. 

This guide will give you a sense of the overall estate administration process and 
some tips and tricks to use along the way.
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What are the first decisions to 
make after a loved one dies?

Following the death of your loved 

one, you’ll face a number of 

decisions regarding their estate 

that require immediate attention. 

Take a deep breath.  

The following steps will help you 

make decisions more easily:   
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Step  
Is there a will?

1

• You are named as executor

• There are instructions in the will about funerals, burials and disposition of remains

If you are not the executor and you have already paid for certain medical, funeral or memorial expenses, 
keep track of them and save your receipts. You should ask the person named as executor to reimburse you 
from the estate once they have the estate account open and are able.
 
If the decedent died without a will, you need to look at the intestacy laws in the state where they resided. 
These can be found with an easy Google search.  In general, the “closest distributee” is eligible to become 
the administrator of the estate. 

If this person does not want to administer the estate, then they can sign a formal rejection letter — also 
called a renunciation — and waiver so the next person in line is eligible. Renunciation does not mean 
someone is giving up their share of the Decedent’s estate, it just means they will not act as the estate 
administrator.

If your loved one left a will, some of your questions may be quickly answered. Examine the will to see if:
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Step  
Handling the Burial

2

• Who pays for the funeral?

• How do I pay for the funeral?

It’s important to know that you can reimburse yourself from the estate for any out-of-pocket expenses you spend planning the funeral and memorial, 
like food, flowers and transit.

If your loved one did not pre-plan their funeral and/or memorial service, you will first have to make decisions about final arrangements.  
As you begin planning, it’s common for questions to arise:

For additional resources to help offset burial costs, consider the following three programs:

Some states have compensation programs for victims 
of crime that cannot afford to pay expenses incurred as 
a result (like medical bills, burial and funeral costs.) In 
New York State, for example, the Victim Compensation 
Program will pay up to $6,000 for the funeral of a 
homicide victim.

If your loved one was a victim of a homicide or another 
crime that led to fatal injuries, consult your state’s Victim 
Compensation Program to see if you’re eligible for 
assistance. 

If your loved one died during an accident or due to a 
homicide, contact Trustate to learn more about the 
compensation you’re eligible for. 

Victims’ assistance

If your loved one was a veteran, or the spouse of a 
military veteran, you can check to see if they are eligible 
for burial in a national cemetery. 

In some cases for veterans the charge for a gravesite, 
headstone, vault or internment is waived thanks to their 
service. If you do go this route, there may be ancillary 
fees the estate administrator, executor or family is 
responsible for. 

If your loved one was killed while in service, and the 
death was caused by service-related injuries, the United 
States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) office will 
make burial allowance payments. The VA will also assist 
the family of the deceased if they were in a VA facility, or 
if they were a veteran receiving VA pension or disability. 

Veterans’ benefits

Two additional government services, the Social Service 
Department and Social Security Department, also 
provide aid, albeit usually a minimal amount.
 
For example, some states and Social Service Departments 
will help with funeral expenses if the decedent was 
receiving Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income or 
Social Security Disability benefits. 

Additionally, if the decedent was receiving Social 
Security Benefits, their spouse is eligible for a one-time 
payment of $255.

Other government agencies

https://ovs.ny.gov/victim-compensation
https://ovs.ny.gov/victim-compensation
https://ovs.ny.gov/victim-compensation
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Step  
Get death certificates in order

3

• Canceling subscriptions

• Consolidating assets

• Finding expenses

• Communicating with the deceased’s bank

• Getting an EIN for the estate

• Collecting property

• Probate

For that reason, it’s wise to ask for multiple copies of the death certificate (at least six, possibly more).  If 
you need additional copies, or new certificates, you can order additional copies through VitalChek. Save 
your receipt for any out of pocket expenses required to order multiple death certificates. You can reimburse 
yourself from the estate account once opened.

Pro tip: A recent study by The U.S. National Library of Medicine National Institutes of Health showed that of 
601 death certificates evaluated, 319 had errors. Double check the death certificates you receive for errors. 
If you find one, you can arrange to get it corrected using VitalChek.com, as you will likely need several 
originals. (Also, save your receipt for the purchase of multiple death certificates as you can reimburse 
yourself from the estate account once opened.)

Generally, the funeral home you work with will provide you with death certificates. As you continue through 
the estate administration process, you’ll likely need several original copies of the death certificate to 
proceed with estate administration duties, like:

Need help learning the 

nuances of fees and services 

from state to state?  

We can help, contact Trustate 

for more information. 

https://www.vitalchek.com/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5692167/#:~:text=Results%3A,10%25)%20had%20minor%20errors.&text=Certificates%20for%20deaths%20occurring%20in,001).
https://www.vitalchek.com/
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Step  
Apply and file with the probate court

4

• Heirs or Interested Persons: Who is included in the will as well as the family members and others who might have an interest in the estate if the 
will is found to be invalid. 

• Will interpretation: If what’s written in the will is straightforward and the beneficiaries and heirs are all on the same page, you might not need a 
lawyer. However, if the terms are more complicated or the estate is relatively large, you may require a lawyer. 

• Family tree: A list of the names, addresses and birthdays of the next of kin and immediate family members of the deceased. 

The probate process is usually when estate administrators and executors start to feel like a lawyer is necessary. However, when a will is relatively 
straightforward, you may be able to save the expense of hiring a lawyer, and can apply and file yourself.

You’ll just need the information for the following items within application: 

What is a probate court?

Probate is a legal process where a will is reviewed to determine whether 
it is valid and authentic. An executor of the will goes through probate 
court by completing an “application” to authenticate the will. Once 
the will has been processed, if there are no issues with the way it was 
signed or any potential estate beneficiaries or heirs, the court will issue 
Letters Testamentary to the executor. Once the court issues Letters 
Testamentary, the executor officially gains the authority to hold the 
funds of the estate and act on behalf of the estate. 

Where do I file for probate?

Estate executors will file probate in the state and county where your deceased loved one resided, which 
isn’t always the same as the state where they died. However, there are also a few exceptions to this rule. 

For example, if your deceased loved one owned properties in different states, you can sometimes choose 
to file for probate in the most favorable location. (However, you will usually need to file an application for 
“ancillary probate” in the other state(s) as well.) 

Ancillary probate is a shorter proceeding so that the executor can dispose of the property in the other 
state. Ancillary probate is usually only needed for properties in other states that are owned outright. If 
the decedent’’s name isn’t on the deed, the property is a co-op or a similar type of arrangement, you 
might not need to go through ancillary probate. 

Not sure which state to file probate? We can help.
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Step  
Apply and file with the probate court (continued)

4

What court do I file in?

Most courts have the papers (often called the probate application), that need to be filed (available on their website with instructions. Some states, 
like New York, allow you to prepare and file the entire probate application online yourself. If the process is confusing, or difficult to use, you can 
usually call the Court Clerk’s office for help. For more assistance, you can contact Trustate. 

1. Alabama: Each county has its own Probate Court
2. Alaska: Superior Court
3. California: Superior Court
4. Connecticut: Probate Courts (*Note, this system consists of 54 probate court districts.)
5. Delaware: each county has an individual Office of Register of Wills
6. District of Columbia: Superior Court, Probate Division
7. Georgia: Probate Court 
8. Maryland: Office of Register of Wills
9. Massachusetts: Probate and Family Court, Register of Probate
10. Michigan: County Probate Courts
11. Missouri: Circuit Courts
12. New Hampshire:  Probate Court
13. New Jersey: Surrogate’s Court which will change by county
14. New York: Surrogate’s Court 
15. Ohio: Courts of Common Pleas, Family and Probate Divisions, Probate Court, which will vary by county
16. Pennsylvania: Office of Register of Wills, which will vary by county
17. Texas: The county court handles probate matters in most instances, but its jurisdiction may overlap with the district court. Also, in ten specific counties the Texas 
Legislature has established one or more Probate Courts to handle probate matters, removing them from county or district court jurisdiction.
18. Vermont: Probate Courts, one in each of Vermont’s 14 counties
19.  Virginia: Circuit Court

Have questions about where to 

file your paperwork? 

In a state that is not listed? 

 

Contact Trustate today!

The name of the court where you file the will varies from state to state. For example, here is a non-exhaustive list of the different names a handful of states use:

https://www.courts.ca.gov/superiorcourts.htm
http://www.ctprobate.gov/Pages/Welcome.aspx
https://www.nccde.org/152/Register-of-Wills
https://www.dccourts.gov/superior-court/probate-division
https://georgiacourts.gov/probate/
http://registers.maryland.gov/main/
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/probate-and-family-court
https://courts.michigan.gov/administration/jis/court-systems/pages/probate-court-system.aspx
https://www.courts.mo.gov/
https://www.courts.state.nh.us/probate/
http://www.middlesexcountynj.gov/Government/Departments/CS/Pages/Surrogate/Surrogate-.aspx
http://ww2.nycourts.gov/courts/1jd/surrogates/index.shtml
https://secureprod.phila.gov/row/
http://www.courts.state.va.us/courts/circuit/home.html


Once the funeral has happened and the will has been authorized, you can move 
forward with the other tasks required by an estate administrator or executor. 

One of the most important roles of an estate administrator and executor is to 
gather the decedent’s records, accounts and assets, especially those that need 
to be appraised. Knowing where to look can be difficult if you’ve never gone 
through the steps. 
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What else does an estate  
administrator or executor do?

Here is a quick look at what you 

need to do, and how you can do it 

(on your own.) 



 
Change of address1

As an estate administrator or executor, it may be necessary to change the decedent’s address of record to 
receive IRS correspondence regarding the decedent and/or their estate. To change the address of record 
you’ll need to use IRS Form 8822, Change of Address. You’ll need to use separate Form 8822’s - one for the 
decedent and one for their estate. 

You’ll also want to update the USPS Mail forwarding address.

 
EIN2

To open an estate account, you will need to obtain an EIN from the IRS for the estate. You can do so by filing 
IRS Form SS-4.

Pro Tip - The IRS website also has an EIN application assistant that allows you to obtain an EIN for the estate 
online. https://sa.www4.irs.gov/modiein/individual/index.jsp 

Need help obtaining an EIN for 

an estate?  

 

Contact Trustate today!
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https://www.irs.gov/forms-pubs/about-form-8822
https://www.usps.com/manage/forward.htm
https://sa.www4.irs.gov/modiein/individual/index.jsp


Some or all of the information you need may be in the decedent’s personal records. If you need to request 
information from the IRS, you’ll need to show proof that you are authorized to receive it.

You’ll also need to send the IRS a copy of the death certificate, which is used to flag the account to reflect 
that the person is deceased. The death certificate may be sent to the IRS office where the decedent would 
normally file their tax return (for addresses see Where to File Paper Tax Returns). A copy of the death 
certificate may also be sent with the decedent’s final tax return.

It is your responsibility to also file the decedent’s final individual income tax return for the year of death. 
Even if they died in the very beginning of that year, a return may still need to be filed if they generated 
income over the threshold while they were still alive. 

If the decedent has not done so, you may also have to file individual income tax returns for years preceding 
the year of death. From IRS correspondence you find in their personal records, you may learn that the 
decedent has not filed required returns. You may also obtain verification of non-filing and certain income 
documents of the decedent from the IRS using IRS Form 4506-T, Request for Transcript of Tax Return. Before 
you submit any information request to the IRS, see Getting Information from the IRS.

 
IRS correspondence, taxes and SSA3
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https://www.irs.gov/filing/where-to-file-paper-tax-returns-with-or-without-a-payment
https://www.irs.gov/forms-pubs/about-form-4506-t
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/deceased-taxpayers-getting-information-from-the-irs


 
Wealth Transfer Taxes i.e. “Death Taxes”3

Federal Estate Tax

Federal estate tax is a tax levied on property included in the 
decedent’s will, and transferred to their heirs. Examples of 
potentially taxable property include:

2015 $5,430,000

2016 $5,450,000

2017 $5,490,000

2018 $11,180,000

2019 $11,400,000

2020 $11,580,000

2021 $11,700,000

• Cash and stock

• Real estate

• Insurance

• Trusts

• Annuities

• Business interests 

Over the past five years, filing has only been required for estates 
with combined gross assets and prior taxable gifts exceeding:

However, even if you are under the threshold, it still may be 
prudent to file if the decedent’s spouse is still alive and the estate 
is of a certain size, to preserve the exemption amount for use 
when the second spouse passes away. 

If the federal estate tax applies to the will (and even in some 
situations where it does not apply), the executor must file an 
Estate Tax Return (IRS Form 706). 

To determine the amount of tax owed, the IRS uses the fair market 
value of these items listed in the will, from the day the decedent 
passed away as opposed to, what he or she paid for them or what 
their values were when he or she acquired them.

Not sure whether you need to file a Federal Estate Tax Return?  

Contact Trustate.
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Wealth Transfer Taxes i.e. “Death Taxes” (continued)3

State Estate Tax

Sometimes an estate tax is imposed at the state level in addition to the federal level. If a decedent died a resident of one of the following places, 
then the executor may be required to pay state estate taxes and/or file a state estate tax return. 

* Some are subject to indexing for inflation.
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Exemption Amount by State*

$7.1 million in 2021
(scheduled to rise to $9.1 
million in 2022, scheduled 
to match the federal ex-
emption amount in 2023)

CT

$1,595,156
RI

$1 million
MA

$5.5 million

HI

$4M
IL

$3M
MN

$1M
OR

$2.193M
WA

$5.93M
NY

$5.8M
ME

$5mm
VT

$5 million
MD

$4 million
DC



In these states, you may be required to file a separate state inheritance tax return.

 
Wealth Transfer Taxes i.e. “Death Taxes” (continued)3

Inheritance Tax

While there is no federal inheritance tax, six states currently collect inheritance taxes on the transfer of assets to beneficiaries, based on the 
relationship of the beneficiary to the deceased. In the case of inheritance taxes, spouses, children, or siblings often have different exemptions. 
Each state that collects inheritance tax - highlighted below- sets its own inheritance tax rules, exemption amount, and rates:

Social Security

You’ll also need to cancel the decedent’s social security benefits. Most likely the funeral home you work with will report the death to the social 
security administration, but if they do not, you can do so by telephone. 

If you find yourself stuck on hold with the IRS while trying to obtain important pieces of information, like the EIN for your loved one’s estate, let 
us help! Learn how Trustate can help you navigate frustrating government systems.

Do you live in one of these 

6 states?

  

Let Trustate help you find the 

right professional to navigate 

inheritance tax and tax filings.  

Page 15   |   What to do when someone dies   |   What else does an estate administrator or executor do?

IANE

MD

PA

KY

NJ

https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/survivors/#:~:text=Apply%20for%20Survivors%20Benefits&text=In%20most%20cases%2C%20the%20funeral,800%2D325%2D0778).


 
Credit bureau correspondence4

Until you notify the credit reporting agencies (CRAs) and creditors, about your loved one’s death, their 
accounts will remain open. 

An active credit file will stay open for up to 10 years without activity. Sadly, opportunistic thieves will look 
for vulnerable accounts, and attempt to fraudulently use the Social Security Number (SSN) of a deceased 
person for financial gain.

To protect the estate, and save you a headache down the road, you’ll need to notify each credit reporting 
bureau (TransUnion, Equifax, and Experian) that your loved one has died by sending a copy of their death 
certificate to each credit agency. You’ll also need to:

• Ask the bureaus to put a “deceased alert” on the deceased’s credit report

• Get a copy of the deceased’s credit report and review it for questionable credit card activity

Another way to protect your loved one’s legacy from criminals is to avoid putting too much information 
in an obituary. Details like birth date, address, mother’s maiden name or other personally identifying 
information can be useful for identity thieves prowling for vulnerable accounts.

Trustate can help you order 

credit reports and determine 

the decedent’s debts.  

 

Learn More!

Page 16   |   What to do when someone dies   |   What else does an estate administrator or executor do?



Once you have a holistic view of your loved one’s finances, you’ll need to learn how their assets and debts 
balance out. You will also need to learn what assets they own and what their expenses are. This process 
can take a tremendous amount of time and it is easy to make mistakes and overlook assets and liabilities. 
Sometimes, people even close out an estate only to later find assets that require them to reopen the 
estate years down the road. This can become a major issue and headache as you work through the process 
of settling an estate. Luckily, Trustate has many different ways that we can help you find assets and/or 
expenses. Please contact us for more information. 

Because you will need to contact many different entities to begin collecting and managing all of the assets, 
you should still keep track of all of the non-probate assets (the accounts and assets that pass directly to 
a beneficiary, and not through the decedent’s will).  Is important to note that even though an executor is 
usually not responsible for transferring joint accounts, retirement accounts, and life insurance policies to 
the named beneficiaries, you may still be responsible for keeping a record of the size of these assets and 
putting them on the estate’s balance sheet for estate tax purposes. Because of your role, the rest of the 
deceased’s family may look to you to make sure that the transfers to each named beneficiary have been 
properly effectuated. You should make sure you know what is going to whom and help that beneficiary 
manage the process in order to keep things progressing and ensure family harmony.

It’s important that you don’t start paying expenses until you know that the estate has more assets than 
debt and, in some cases, until you receive tax closing letters. Also, prior to payment, all debts need to be 
verified and creditor claims against the estate may first need to be filed. This area also has many pitfalls for 
an Executor where they can easily incorrectly pay off an unjustified expense. If you need help figuring out 
what to pay and what to ignore, Trustate can help. Please contact us to learn more. 

 
Managing expenses5
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Taxes & ongoing management of estate6

Record Keeping

As an executor or administrator of an estate, it is imperative that you keep clean books and records. Not only are you required to keep detailed 
records of the assets and expenses of the estate, you should also reconcile such records with the fund in the estate from time to time. They should 
be consistent. Some states require you to submit an inventory of the estate or an accounting of the estate with their probate court.

State Inventory & Accounting Requirements

Sometimes the probate court requires an inventory of the estate be filed periodically. In other states, if the testator didn’t waive the requirement 
of a formal accounting in his/her will, then one needs to be filed at the end of the administration or sometimes periodically throughout the 
administration, too.
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• Does your decedent owe individual income tax (Form 1040 or 1040-SR tax)? You may have learned this from IRS correspondence in the 

decedent’s records or from a Notice of Federal Tax Lien reflected on credit reports or in public records. 

• If the decedent owes individual income taxes, for the year of death or preceding years, you can request payoff information by visiting the 

nearest Taxpayer Assistance Center, you will need to provide the authorization to represent the decedent to receive information. 



 
Distributing assets7

Once all assets and expenses of the estate have been handled, all tasks are complete and you receive 
closing letters from the various taxing authorities, you may be able to start distributing assets in accordance 
with the will (or state law, if the decedent died without a will). 

Before you make any distributions to the beneficiary(ies) of the estate, you should inform them of every  
action you have taken with respect to the estate through an accounting or similar informational document 
and request they sign a release. Sometimes probate courts require you also provide accounting 
documentation. 

Informational documentation allows the estate beneficiary to see everything you have done in the estate 
and make an informed decision as to whether or not they agree with your actions.

• If they do agree: 
You can distribute each beneficiary’s share of the estate to them and close the estate account.

• If they do not agree: 
They must let you know so you can address their concerns prior to closing the estate or making distributions 
to other beneficiaries.
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There is a delay in getting me 
appointed and opening the estate

After a death, it is normal to feel 

as though your life has been 

shattered. Having someone that 

handles the legwork and headache 

involved in picking up the pieces so 

that you have the space you need 

to cope with your loss is helpful.

What tasks can I still complete?

Even if you don’t have the official title of estate administrator or executor at 
the moment, there are still steps you can take to tie up loose ends after your 
loved one dies. For example, you can:

• Get a real property appraisal 

• Cancel your loved one’s Social Security Number

• Cancel select subscriptions like magazines, streaming services, internet, etc.

• If your loved one rented their home,  you can start cleaning out their living 

space and vacating the property

• If your loved one owned property, and was still making payments, secure a 

stay on the mortgage or any other known monthly payments



The experienced professionals at Trustate are here, every step of the 
way, to help you with estate management and to help you accomplish 
all the tasks, no matter how tedious, for you. 

Rest assured that your loved one’s estate is administered properly, and 
save yourself emotional strain. Keep your time freed up so you can 
properly heal and grieve. And, save money by eliminating the need for 
a lawyer to facilitate the estate process. 

Work with Trustate to help ease 
your burdens

Are you looking for help? Contact Trustate Today.

www.mytrustate.com 
(443) 599-8701
info@mytrustate.com

http://www.mytrustate.com
mailto:info%40mytrustate.com?subject=

