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When someone you love dies, the emotions are consuming and the simple everyday activity of 
managing finances may become overwhelming. 

Five major financial changes brought about by the death of a loved one:

1. Loss of income
2. Increase in bills related to the illness and the death
3. Sudden increase in income through inheritance
4. Loss of a trusted companion to discuss financial issues
5. Not having the energy to cope with everyday financial chores

Do’s and don’t’s of coping with finances during bereavement:

1. Set up a safety position. Make no major changes with your finances for at least a year. 
People trying to help may encourage you to make decisions with your finances that can have 
long term unexpected consequences. If at all possible do not make any major changes in 
your financial situation for at least one year.

2. Sometimes people come into sudden wealth as a result of a death:
a. Resist getting involved with people who want to help you invest your money, unless 

you already have a long term relationship with them.
b. Pay your normal bills to maintain your current level of living.
c. Initially, put the inherited money into an interest bearing account. Make sure that you 

have no more than $250,000 at each bank to be covered by FDIC insurance. 
d. Wait one year before making a decision on where to invest your money or how to use 

it, unless you already have a trusted financial advisor.

3. Some people become financially strapped from doctor’s bills, lack of being able to earn 
income while caring for someone who is seriously ill and/or the loss of a second income.

a. Prioritize maintaining your home, buying food and medicine.
b. Resist using credit cards, interest can be up to 26%. This means for every $100.00 

you spend you give the credit card company $26.00.
c. Do not make any major expenditures for at least one year.
d. Put off paying doctor’s bills until you know that insurance has paid their part. It usually 

takes medical insurance companies up to six months to pay their portion. You also 
may be able to negotiate a payment plan. 

e. Check out Social Security Survivor benefits at www.ssa.gov. You may be eligible.
f. Children under age 18 (or 19, up until the month before they graduate from high 

school) may be eligible for benefits even if you are not.



g. Make a claim for any life insurance as soon as possible. Only use that money to pay 
bills and maintain your current standard of living. Do not make a decision for the 
balance of the money for at least a year. Put it in an interest bearing account. 
Sometimes the insurance company will set up a money market account for you. 
These accounts usually pay a considerably higher interest rate than a regular money 
market account. You can get a checkbook to access the money for bill paying.

4. Funeral Expenses
a. Resist paying for an expensive funeral and or being talked into making your own 

prepaid funeral plans. 
b. Ask for direct simple cremation, unless there are religious preferences that prohibit 

this choice. Simple direct cremation can cost between $500-$1,000. In most states 
you must pay the funeral bill as part of the probate process. 

c. Social Security will provide a $255 death benefit. This will help defray some funeral 
expenses.

d. Check on veterans benefits.
e. Consider celebrating your loved one’s life in a way that minimizes expense.

5. Budgeting
a. Balance your check book. This is a task that some people don’t know how to do or 

forget to do when going through bereavement. It is important for you to get a grasp on 
how much money you have coming in and going out.

b. Make a simple budget two columns, one of income and one of necessary monthly 
expenses. This will allow you to see how much money you have left over to pay non-
critical bills and extras.

6. Settling the estate. 
a. For a trust this is usually a straight forward process to transfer the assets. You may 

need assistance from a lawyer if the trust is complicated by multiple beneficiaries, 
minors or the estate is over five million dollars, in which case it may be determined to 
be taxable from 2011 through 2012.

b. People who die with a will (testate) or no will (intestate)  must go through the probate 
process if there are any assets titled only in the name of the deceased. 

c. Whether it is a trust or a probate situation make sure you find a good lawyer. In most 
states you cannot probate the estate yourself, you must use a lawyer. This is because 
the courts do not have the time to teach each person how to probate their own estate. 

d. Find out if the lawyer charges by the hour or for a percentage of the estate. Lawyers 
that charge by the hour tend to be more cost effective than those who charge a 
percentage of the estate, unless there are special circumstances. If you have not 
preplanned for this, again take your time. Consult a trusted family member or friend 
on whom you should hire. You can also interview several lawyers. Go to your state’s 
bar association and find a lawyer in your area that specializes in probate. 

Take time to breathe, heal and be conservative with your money


