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Help When You Need It
A Guide to Provide Direction Through Grief and Uncertainty

First, determine if your loved one had a funeral plan in 
place. If not, here’s a guide that can help reduce your stress.

Who Should I Call First? 
•  Family and friends. Ask family members for help with 

notifying relatives, friends and business associates of the 
death—especially if you have many people to call.

•  Religious contacts. Communicate with your loved one’s 
place of worship to conduct the funeral service.

•  Employer. If your loved one was employed when he or 
she passed away, contact his or her employer’s human 
resources department and inquire about any final 
paychecks, sick time and benefits.

•  Professional groups. Contact organizations of which 
your loved one was a member, such as alumni 
associations and professional organizations. 

Making Final Arrangements
1] What will be the time, location and day of the funeral? 

2] Does your loved one have a prepaid cemetery plot?

3]  If your loved one wished to be cremated, where will the 
ashes be scattered or to whom shall they be given?

4] Will the casket be open or closed?

5]  Will there be any specific prayers, music, pallbearers and 
flowers for the service?

6] Should charitable donations be given in lieu of flowers?

7]  Will a luncheon be served following the service? Who will 
prepare the food?

8]  Is someone available to watch over the deceased’s 
home—especially during the funeral service?

9]  Is there a trusted friend or family member who can help 
you keep a list of people to thank for support, flowers, 
food and memorial gifts?

Funeral home staff members can help with numerous tasks, 
such as moving the body to the funeral home, obtaining 
copies of the death certificate (you will typically need at least  
10 copies for paperwork purposes), and even connecting 
you with a support group for survivors. Once the funeral 
arrangements have been made, inform the community through 
an obituary in the local newspaper or other publication.

You’ve just received the bad news: You have lost a loved one. As grief begins to enter your mind, you may wonder 
what’s next. Understanding that now is the critical time to make important decisions, you begin to focus on the 
next couple of days.
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Finding Important Documents
After the funeral, determine whether your loved one had a 
will. It’s wise to check safe-deposit boxes, home safes or files 
of important papers. When you find the original will (not 
a photocopy), contact an attorney experienced in probating 
wills. The attorney will then read the will and work with the 
executor to file it with the local probate court. If you cannot 
locate the will, contact the deceased’s attorney.

Other Documents You Should Locate
1] Trust documents 

2] Property deeds 

3] Bank and brokerage account statements

4]  Insurance policies, annuities and retirement accounts 

5] Recent income tax returns 

6]  Birth certificate, marriage certificate, divorce decree and 
military discharge paperwork 

7]  The most recent bills, such as credit card, mortgage and 
utility statements 

8] Vehicle titles and registrations 

9] Safe-deposit boxes and keys

Are You Eligible for Benefits?
If you are the next of kin, chances are you are a beneficiary, 
and benefits are due to you. Be sure to contact the following: 

•  Social Security. The funeral home will generally assist 
a surviving spouse or, in a few cases, a child in applying 
for Social Security’s $255 death benefit payable on 
behalf of the deceased. Social Security also needs 
notification to discontinue any benefits the deceased 
may have been receiving. Visit www.socialsecurity.gov 
for more information.

•  Veteran’s Administration. If your loved one was a 
veteran, visit www.va.gov/opa/persona to learn about 
benefits.

•  Life Insurance. You’ll need to determine whether your 
loved one owned any insurance policies. Contact the 
agent or the home office of the insurance company to 
file a claim. One method to determine if any policies 
may exist is to check bank records for any life insurance 
premiums paid in the last year or so.

Take Time to Grieve
A well-known and important rule to follow 
is to postpone any major decisions until at 
least a year has passed since your loved one’s 
death. After a year, you’ll have a clearer 
state of mind when making choices about 
your life, your residence and your finances. 




