
What to Do When a Loved One Dies 
This checklist could help you cope with practical tasks during an emotional time - by Stacy Julien, AARP  

AARP recommends a checklist of things to do when a loved one dies. 
When a loved one dies, you might face the overwhelming responsibility of closing out the 

person's life. There are many things to attend to, from providing a proper tribute to closing bank accounts 
to canceling a gym membership. And many of the tasks require attention to detail — adding stress to what 
is already a pretty emotional time. 

To cope, cut yourself some slack: Don't try to handle everything yourself if you don't have to. 
"This burden shouldn't be placed on one individual," says Sally Hurme, an AARP elder law attorney and 
author of The ABA Checklist for Family Heirs. "When people ask what they can do to help, take 
advantage of the offer. Delegate." 

To do so, you need to have a full, clear picture of what needs to be done. Here's an ordered 
checklist to make your task easier. As you review what's in store, consider which undertakings you can 
hand off and who can best handle them. 

To Do Immediately 
Documents Needed to Complete Checklist 
Death certificates (maybe a dozen) 
Social Security card 
Marriage certificate 
Birth certificate 
Birth certificates for any children 
Insurance policies 
Deeds and titles to property 
Automobile title and registration papers 
Stock certificates 
Bank passbooks 
Honorable discharge papers for a veteran and/or VA claim number 
Recent income tax forms and W-2 forms 
Loan and installment payment books and contracts 
Arrange for organ donation. It may be the last detail you want to think about, but arrangements need to 
be made "almost immediately at death so the organs can be harvested as promptly as possible," Hurme 
says. Not certain about the person's wishes? Two sources to check: the driver's license and an advance 
health care directive, such as a living will or health care proxy. If the answer is "yes," the hospital where 
the person died will have a coordinator to guide you through the process. If your loved one died outside of 
a hospital — that includes in hospice or a nursing home — contact the nearest hospital. Staff will be on 
hand to answer questions about what's next. There is no cost. 
Contact immediate family. Of course you want to update key family members. Bringing them together 
in person, by phone or electronically (via mass email, Skype or Facebook Family page), is an opportunity 
not only to comfort one another but also to share information about important decisions that must be 
made — some of them immediately. Do any of you, for example, know of an arrangement for the funeral 
or other source for burial wishes? 
Follow body bequeathal instructions. If the person made arrangements to donate his or her body to a 
medical school, the family must respect those wishes. An advance directive, living will or health proxy 
may guide you to a particular institution. If the person hasn't made arrangements, the next of kin can 
donate the body, but the decision needs to be made as early as possible. 

Consider funeral preparations. If possible, bring together key family members for an early 
conversation. This is especially helpful if the deceased left no advance instructions or possibly made an 
unreasonable request. Factors to consider: 

• What did the deceased want? 

http://www.aarp.org/money/estate-planning/info-04-2009/letter_of_instruction.html
http://www.aarp.org/relationships/grief-loss/info-06-2008/odd_funeral_requests.html
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• What can you afford? 
• What's realistic? 
• What will help the family most? 

"Ultimately, people need to follow their heart, mind and gut about making these decisions," says 
Patrick Lynch, past president of the National Funeral Directors Association and co-owner of Lynch and 
Sons Funeral Directors in Michigan. "You have to know what will make your heart heal as best as it can." 
Choose a funeral home. Most people want a funeral home to transport the body from the morgue to its 
facility. The deceased may have identified which home to use — and even prepaid for funeral services. If 
there's been no conversation about arrangements, the choice will be up to the family. "Do some research," 
Lynch says. "Check with people who have had an experience with one." 
Notify close friends and extended family. Make a list of as many people as you can. Find contacts 
through email accounts and personal telephone books. Contact an employer and organizations the 
deceased belonged to, if necessary. 
Secure property. Lock up the person's home and vehicle. Is the car parked in a secure and legal area? 
Will the home be vacant? If so, you may want to notify the police (dial a non-emergency number), 
landlord or property manager. Have someone care for pets until a permanent arrangement is made. 
Notify the post office. Use the forward mail option. This will prevent accumulating mail from attracting 
attention. It can also inform you about subscriptions, creditors and other accounts that need to be 
canceled. "That mail that comes in will be very valuable in tracking down what you may not have thought 
of. It can be a treasure trove of information," Hurme says. 

To Do Before the Funeral 
Meet with the director handling the funeral or memorial arrangements. Use instructions your loved 
one might have left and the earlier family discussion to guide the many decisions to be made. 

• Will the body be embalmed or cremated? 
• Will there be a casket, and if so, will it be open or closed? 
• If body will be cremated, will the ashes be scattered? If the ashes are deposited in an urn, will it 

be placed in a mausoleum? 
• Where is the burial site? 
• Do religious traditions need to be respected? 
• Will there be contributions to charities in lieu of flowers? 

For a veteran, inquire about special arrangements. A range of benefits can help tailor a veteran's 
service. You may be able to get assistance with the funeral, burial plot or other benefits. You can find 
many details about options at the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs website . Or call Veterans Affairs at 
1-800-827-1000 or your local veterans’ agency, often included in local government listings. You can also 
inquire about veteran's survivor benefits. 
Consider whether you need or want other financial assistance for the funeral and burial. Help might 
be available from a number of sources, including a church, a union or a fraternal organization that the 
deceased belonged to. Phone or send an email to the local group. 
Enlist help for the funeral. Relatives and friends may be needed to serve as pallbearers, to create or 
design the funeral program, cook meals (for a repast gathering or simply for the household of the 
deceased), take care of children or pets, or shop for any items needed for the funeral or household of the 
deceased. 
Arrange for headstone. You can typically purchase a headstone through the cemetery or from an outside 
vendor of your choice. Consult the cemetery about rules, regulations and specifications such as color and 
size, particularly if you go with an outside vendor. 
Organize a post-funeral gathering. Depending on your tradition, it's called a repast or a wake. It can be 
held at the church, a banquet hall or someone's house. Enlist the help of friends and relatives to plan. 

http://www.aarp.org/relationships/grief-loss/info-11-2010/a_new_look_and_feel_for_final_resting_places.html
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Spread the word about the service. Once a date and time have been set for the service, share the details 
with those on your contact list. Include an address to send cards, flowers or donations. 
Make a list of well-wishers. Keep track of who sends cards, flowers and donations so that you can 
acknowledge them later. 
Prepare an obituary. The funeral home might offer the service or you might want to write an obituary 
yourself. If you want to publish it in a newspaper, check on rates, deadlines and submission guidelines. 
Don't include such details as exact date of birth that an identity thief could use. 
Handle the ethical will, if there is one. An ethical will isn't a legal document, but rather a letter of sorts 
written to your family and friends that shares your values, life lessons and hopes for the future. If the 
deceased left one, arrange to share it, maybe even have it printed. 
Related 

To Do After the Funeral 
Get duplicate death certificates. You may need a dozen certified death records to complete upcoming 
tasks, though some will require less expensive copies. Your funeral director may help you handle this or 
you can order them from the vital statistics office in the state where the death occurred or from the city 
hall or other local records office. Each certified record will cost in the neighborhood of $10 or $20. 
Send thank-you notes. From the contact list that you acquired earlier, send thank-you notes and 
acknowledgements. Consider delegating this task to a family member. 
Notify local Social Security office. Typically the funeral director will notify Social Security of your 
loved one's death. If not, call 1-800-772-1213 or contact your local office. If your loved one was receiving 
benefits, they must stop because overpayments will require complicated repayment. Even a payment 
received for the month of death may need to be returned. If the deceased has a surviving spouse or 
dependents, ask about their eligibility for increased personal benefits and about a one-time payment of 
$255 to the survivor. 
Handle Medicare. If your loved one received Medicare, Social Security will inform the program of the 
death. If the deceased had been enrolled in Medicare Prescription Drug Coverage (Part D), Medicare 
Advantage plan or had a Medigap policy, contact these plans at the phone numbers provided on each plan 
membership card to cancel the insurance. 
Look into employment benefits. If the deceased was working, contact the employer for information 
about pension plan, credit unions and union death benefits. You will need a death certificate for each 
claim. 
Stop health insurance. Notify the health insurance company or the deceased's employer. End coverage 
for the deceased, but be sure coverage for any dependents continues if needed. 
Notify life insurance companies. If your loved one had life insurance, appropriate claim forms will need 
to be filed. You will need to provide the policy numbers and a death certificate. If the deceased was listed 
as a beneficiary on a policy, arrange to have the name removed. 
Terminate other insurance policies. Contact the providers. That could include homeowner's, automobile 
and so forth. Claim forms will require a copy of the death certificate. 
Meet with a probate attorney. The executor should choose the attorney. Getting recommendations from 
family or friends might be the best approach, but an online search can also be an efficient way to find an 
attorney. "The advice of counsel can save a lot of frustration and running down dead ends," Hurme says. 
If there is a will, the executor named in it and the attorney will have the document admitted into probate 
court. If there isn't a will, the probate court judge will name an administrator in place of an executor. The 
probate process starts with an inventory of all assets (personal property, bank accounts, house, car, 
brokerage account, personal property, furniture, jewelry, etc.), which will need to be filed in the probate 
court. 
Make a list of important bills (mortgage payments). Share the list with the executor or estate 
administrator so that bills can be paid promptly. 
Contact financial advisers, stockbrokers, etc. Determine the beneficiary listed on these accounts. 
Depending on the type of asset, the beneficiary may get access to the account or benefit by simply filling 
out appropriate forms and providing a copy of the death certificate. If that's the case, the executor 
wouldn't need to be involved. If there are complications, the executor could be called upon to help out. 
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Notify mortgage companies and banks. It helps if your loved one left a list of accounts, including 
online passwords, Hurme says. Otherwise, take a death certificate to the bank for assistance. Change 
ownership of joint bank accounts. Did the deceased have a safe deposit box? If a password or key isn't 
available, the executor would most likely need a court order to open and inventory the safe deposit box. 
Most probate courts have administrative rules about steps to access the box of any decedent. 
Close credit card accounts. For each account, call the customer service phone number on the credit card, 
monthly statement or issuer's website. Let the agent know that you would like to close the account of a 
deceased relative. Upon request, submit a copy of the death certificate by fax or email. If that's not 
possible, send the document by registered mail with return receipt requested. Once the company receives 
the certificate, it will close the account as of the date of death. If an agent doesn't offer to waive interest or 
fees after that date, be sure to ask. Keep records of the accounts you close and notify the executor of the 
estate about outstanding debts. 
Notify credit reporting agencies. To minimize the chance of identity theft, provide copies of the death 
certificate to the three major firms — Equifax, Experian and TransUnion — as soon as possible so the 
account is flagged. Four to six weeks later, check the deceased's credit history to ensure no fraudulent 
accounts have been opened. 
Cancel driver's license. Clearing the driver's license record will remove the deceased's name from the 
records of the department of motor vehicles and help prevent identity theft. Contact the state department 
of motor vehicle for exact instructions. You may have to visit a customer-service center or mail 
documentation. Either way, you'll need a copy of the death certificate. 
Cancel email and website accounts. It's a good idea to close social media and other online accounts to 
avoid fraud or identity theft. The procedures for each website will vary. For instance, Google Mail 
(Gmail) will ask you to provide a death certificate, a photocopy of your driver's license and other detailed 
information. 
Cancel memberships in organizations. Reach out to sororities, fraternities, professional organizations, 
etc., the deceased belonged to and find out how to handle his/her membership status. Greek organizations 
may want to hold a special ceremony for your loved one. 
Contact a tax preparer. A return will need to be filed for the individual, as well as for an estate return. 
Keep monthly bank statements on all individual and joint accounts that show the account balance on the 
day of death. 
Notify the election board. According to a 2012 Pew Center report, almost 2 million people on voter 
registration rolls are dead. 

This information is provided by  

Jim Faughn 
2326 Lakewood Drive 
Paducah KY 42003 
(270) 908-1942 
faughnjim@gmail.com
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A To-Do List for the Surviving Spouse 

This checklist can help widows and widowers figure out which tasks to address early on, and which ones 
can wait 

- Susan B. Garland; Contributing Editor; Kiplinger’s Retirement Report; September 1, 2011 

The death of a spouse is one of the most devastating events of a person's life. To make matters 
worse, at a time when you feel incapable of dealing with life's routines, you're slammed with an avalanche 
of financial tasks that require immediate attention. This can be particularly stressful if the surviving 
spouse, usually the wife, did not play an active role in the household finances. 

But despite the pressure to do so, this is precisely the wrong time to make major financial 
decisions. If you act precipitously, you may make costly mistakes that will be tough to unwind later. "I tell 
my clients that they should be in a decision-free zone for six months to a year," says Karen Folk, a 
certified financial planner in Urbana, Ill. 

Don't put your house on the market. Don't give away money to your children or charity. Don't sell 
stocks or bonds. And don't agree to move in with an adult child, says Folk. Eventually, any of these steps 
may make perfect sense. But take a breather in the overwhelming weeks and months after a spouse dies. 

One other no-no: Don't allow a salesperson to talk you into buying financial products, such as an 
annuity or life insurance. "Ambulance chasers will catch you when you are vulnerable," warns Kathleen 
Rehl, a certified financial planner in Land O'Lakes, Fla. Rehl wrote Moving Forward on Your Own: A 
Financial Guidebook for Widows (Rehl Financial Advisors, $20) after the death of her husband in 2007. 

To drive home her point, Rehl recounts the story of a widowed client who was paid a visit by an 
insurance agent. The agent came to deliver the proceeds from her husband's life insurance policy, and he 
persuaded her to sign over the check for a new policy that she did not need. 

A case in point for not making big decisions soon after a spouse's death is Maureen Saunders. The 
financial chores following the death of her husband, Hubert, from pancreatic cancer in 2006 at age 65 
were crushing enough. Although Saunders, now 58, balanced the checkbook, her husband was the main 
financial decision-maker, especially when it came to investments. His death left her "in uncharted waters, 
not only emotionally and spiritually but also financially." 

Saunders had to wrangle with the life insurance company, which didn't believe she was her 
husband's beneficiary. She had a "total meltdown" in the bank when she discovered, after bouncing some 
checks, that the Social Security Administration had rescinded Hubert's latest direct-deposit benefit 
payment. She proved that her husband died after the deadline to be eligible for that month's payment, but 
it took weeks for the government to return the money. She did not realize that she would not be eligible 
for a survivor benefit until she turned 60. "You're so vulnerable and raw, and there is always another form 
to fill out," says Saunders, who lives in St. Petersburg, Fla. 

The checklist below can help surviving spouses figure out which tasks to address early on. The 
tips apply to husbands and wives. 



Gather the documents. If your late spouse ran the household finances, it would be great if he left behind 
an organized filing system as well as all the passwords you need to access computer files. But if you need 
to dig through the piles yourself, Rehl recommends starting a filing system using colored manila folders. 
Among the headings: banking, bills, credit-card statements, taxes, life insurance policies and estate 
documents. 

You'll need to gather Social Security numbers, birth and marriage certificates, military discharge 
papers, company benefits booklets, car titles, powers of attorney, and current statements for bank, 
brokerage and retirement accounts. 

Get 10 to 25 copies of your spouse's death certificate. The funeral director can help with this. 
Many financial institutions require a death certificate to close an account or to change ownership of 
investments. You'll need the certificate to transfer title on real estate and to claim life insurance and 
veterans benefits. 

Make sure to pay your bills for credit cards, utilities, car loans, property tax, insurance premiums 
and the mortgage. You could incur late charges if you let these tasks slide. (If you are hit with such 
charges, ask for a waiver due to the circumstances.) 

Notify Medicare and other health insurance companies that you will no longer pay your spouse's 
premiums. Also cancel club memberships and magazine subscriptions that you don't need. Explain the 
situation and you may get a partial refund. 

Folk suggests that you keep a joint checking account for at least a year. "Occasionally, odd checks 
to the deceased spouse come in," she says. "If you close or retitle the account, there won't be a place to 
put them." 

Get some help. Charles Simon, a certified financial planner with Taconic Advisors in Poughkeepsie, 
N.Y., suggests creating a "financial support team." The group could include an accountant, a lawyer, a 
financial planner, and a trusted friend or family member who has good financial skills. "In the first six 
months, you're in a state of shock," says Simon, a widower who counts many surviving spouses among 
his clients. "Your team can help you when you're least able to attend to details." 

Before Veronica Cavalla's husband, Peter, died in 2008 at age 68, he managed part of the couple's 
investments while a broker handled the rest. Cavalla, 64, says the broker wanted to take control of more 
of the investments, so she began initialing documents. She didn't know what she owned. 

In addition, the new widow couldn't follow her lawyer's instructions to retitle property or take 
other steps to prepare the estate for probate and estate taxes. "Part of my problem was that I was so 
embarrassed because I didn't know what people were talking about," says Cavalla, who lives in 
Poughkeepsie and recently retired as a registered nurse. "Unless it was a simple matter, I avoided it." 

Eventually, Cavalla's frustrated lawyer recommended that she see Simon, a fee-only planner who 
helped her plow through the paperwork. "I should have hired him right away," she says. If you need to 
find a fee-only planner, contact the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors (www.napfa.org; 
847-483-5400). 

Assess your cash flow. While you should postpone big financial decisions, you should take stock quickly 
of your expenses and income. Make a list of your income sources: Social Security, pension payments, 
dividends, interest, job earnings and IRA distributions. 

Write down your fixed expenses, such as groceries, mortgage payments, utilities and insurance. 
"Look at your checkbook to see if there are recurring payments on your credit card," says Simon. Check 
your deceased spouse's check register, too. Make a separate list for your discretionary costs, such as gifts 
and travel. 

Some income payments may decline. For instance, if your husband was receiving a Social 
Security benefit and you were getting a 50% spousal benefit, the spousal benefit will disappear. But some 
expenses will end as well, such as your spouse's Medicare premiums. If you are short on cash, start 
chipping away on the discretionary spending. "I used to have a 32-foot boat," says Saunders. "Now I have 
two kayaks." 

Rehl says new widows should build a reserve for one to two years of expenses in a liquid 
account, such as a bank money-market account. "Widows worry, 'Will I be a bag lady?' " Rehl says. "With 
a liquid account, no matter how the market is going, they will feel secure." 

http://www.napfa.org/


Collect life insurance benefits. If you can't find the life insurance policy and you don't have an agent, go 
through checkbook registers and canceled checks to see if there were any checks written to an insurance 
company. For a fee, the MIB Solutions' Policy Locator Service (www.policylocator.com) might help you 
find the application. Your spouse also may have had a group policy through an employer or former 
employer or professional or fraternal organizations. 

When you file a claim, you may have choices regarding how you will receive the money. Read 
the fine print carefully. In some cases, an insurance company will place your funds into its own money-
market funds and send you a checkbook. Turn down this option, and then place the money in a federally 
insured bank account or a money-market fund. If you're instead considering guaranteed monthly 
payments for life, seek the advice of your lawyer or financial adviser. 

Prepare the estate. Until you meet with your estate lawyer, hold off on placing your spouse's assets in 
your own name, says Wynne Whitman, an estate lawyer with Schenck, Price, Smith & King, in Florham 
Park, N.J. If you touch assets in your spouse's name, you'll lose any opportunity to "disclaim" the property 
-- that is, allowing those assets to go directly to your children or other heirs. If you forgo these assets, they 
will not count against your federal or state estate-tax exemption when you die. 

You have nine months from the date of your spouse's death to file a federal estate-tax return. 
Some states have earlier deadlines for filing returns for state estate and inheritance taxes. 
Whitman suggests that you save all receipts related to the estate, especially if the estate's value is close to 
or exceeds the estate-tax exemption. "The funeral is a legitimate expense and so is a post-funeral 
gathering," says Whitman. "You will need every single deduction." 

Assuming you had named your spouse to make financial and health-care decisions on your behalf 
in the event you became incapacitated, you will need to designate a new agent for your financial power of 
attorney, health-care power of attorney and health-care directive. 

Check with the employer. If your spouse was employed at the time of his death, call the benefits 
administrator to ask about benefits due to you. Besides life insurance, these can include unpaid salary and 
bonuses, accrued vacation and sick pay, leftover funds in a medical flexible spending account, and stock 
options. 

You'll also need to check on pension benefits. Assuming your spouse was retired and you were 
both receiving monthly pension benefits in the form of a joint and survivor annuity, notify the plan 
administrator immediately, says Rebecca Davis, a lawyer with the Pension Rights Center, in Washington, 
D.C. Depending on the type of annuity you chose, you could be due 50%, 75% or 100% of what both of 
you were receiving before your spouse died. "If you have a 50% option and the plan keeps paying the 
100% benefit, it could expect you to send back the overpayment," says Davis. 

If your spouse had a 401(k), it makes the most sense to roll the account into an IRA -- assuming 
you get the go-ahead from your estate lawyer. If your spouse still had accounts from former employers, 
consolidate them into one IRA. The custodial firm that holds your IRA can help with the paperwork.  

The 401(k)-to-IRA rollover can be dicey. Ask the 401(k) administrator to make a direct transfer to 
the IRA. If the plan instead sends you a check, get it into the IRA within 60 days. If you miss the 60-day 
cutoff, the IRS will consider the money to be a withdrawal and you will pay tax on the entire amount. 

If you were receiving health coverage under your spouse's employer plan, you may be able to 
continue on the group plan for 36 months through COBRA coverage. (An employer with fewer than 20 
employees is not required to provide COBRA coverage.) Ask the plan administrator if the company will 
continue picking up the employer's premium subsidy. 

Roll over an IRA. If you are the only beneficiary of your spouse's IRA, you can roll the retirement plan 
into your own IRA tax-free. (There are other steps you must take if you are one of several beneficiaries.) 
Before doing so, make sure your spouse, if he was 70 1/2 or older, took his required minimum distribution 
before he died. If he didn't, you must take his RMD by December 31 in the year he died or pay a penalty. 

In the following years, after you've rolled the plan into your own IRA, you can skip distributions 
until you're 70 1/2, allowing the account to grow tax-free. Once you turn 70 1/2, your required 
distributions will be based on your life expectancy. 

http://www.policylocator.com/


It may be wise to forgo a rollover if you're younger than 59 1/2 and need to tap the account. By 
leaving the account in your spouse's name and remaining as a "beneficiary," you will not pay a 10% 
penalty on any withdrawals. After you turn 59 1/2, you can roll the account into your own. If your spouse 
left you a Roth IRA, you can claim the Roth IRA as your own, in which case distributions are never 
required during your lifetime. 

Claim a Social Security benefit. A widow or widower is entitled to a survivor benefit that is equal to 
100% of the deceased spouse's benefit, as long as the survivor waits until full retirement age to collect. 
You can collect a survivor benefit as early as 60, but your benefit will be permanently reduced a bit for 
each month you claim before your full retirement age. (It's reduced by 28.5% if you claim at 60.) 

If you were collecting a spousal benefit, you can "step up" to a survivor benefit. At that point, the 
spousal benefit will disappear. If you are younger than full retirement age and decide to wait to claim the 
full survivor benefit, you will stop receiving the spousal benefit. If your husband dies before claiming a 
benefit, you will be eligible for a survivor benefit equal to the benefit he was entitled to at the time of his 
death. 

This information is provided by 

Jim Faughn 
2326 Lakewood Dr. 
Paducah KY 42003 
(270) 908-1942 
faughnjim@gmail.com 



HOW TO PREPARE FOR THE DEATH OF A SPOUSE 
www.wikihow.com 

If your spouse is dying, you may go through a variety of strong emotions, all of which are 
natural. Preparing for death is a difficult process, both emotionally and physically, but there are 
several ways to make the most of your time together, as well as plan for what lies ahead. As a 
spouse, you will likely play different roles in this process as a decision-maker, emotional support 
system, and caregiver. 

Part 1 - Providing Comfort to Your Spouse 

1.  Seek guidance from healthcare professionals about end-of-life care. In facing the death of a 
spouse or loved one, you may feel overwhelmed about what to do in caring for your spouse. If 
your spouse has been diagnosed with a terminal illness, and no further treatments are being done, 
talk with your doctor or healthcare providers about options through hospice and palliative care. 
Often the hospital's social work department is most helpful in this situation.  

Consider contacting hospice agencies directly about what they may offer. Hospice is a Medicare 
benefit that will generally pay 100% of medical expenses related to your spouse's primary 
diagnosis. Hospice benefits are often offered through private insurance too.  

2.  Be present and provide reassurance. During the final weeks, your spouse may seek to make 
amends, and want to feel that it is "okay to go." Provide a loving hand, and a soothing voice, to 
your spouse. Let them know that that they have permission to go, as it may provide them a sense 
of peace and comfort. Consider doing the following in the final weeks and days:  

First, ask the person what they need to be comfortable. They may want items from home, etc. 
They may want more jolly music or to look through old photos, etc. Respect what they do or do 
not want to do — if you think they might like something, and they say no, then respect their 
wishes and don't force it on them. 

Create a peaceful atmosphere with soft lighting and soothing music. Reduce noise where 
possible. 

Read a poem, book, or spiritual passage to your loved one. 

If appropriate, engage in prayer for your loved one in this time of need. 

Allow them to reminisce and reflect on their life. 

Gently massage a hand or foot, or simply hold hands. 

3.  Find ways to say goodbye. Saying goodbye to a loved one is heart-breaking, but can be a 
great comfort for the loved one who is dying. While you may have many feelings of sadness, 
fear, or loneliness, avoid burdening your loved one with these feelings in their final moments. 

http://www.wikihow.com/Discuss-End-of-Life-Care-with-Your-Doctor


Allow family and friends to be share their good-byes, and give them an opportunity to visit or 
say a few words.  

Often the ability to hear is the last of the five senses to go, so while your loved one may seem 
unaware, they may be listening.  

Check in with your spouse regularly to see if they need some quiet time. 

4.  Recognize the signs and symptoms when death is near. Your healthcare providers may help 
provide education about signs and symptoms for a person's end-of-life care, depending on the 
diagnosis. In general, a person who is at end-of-life will often sleep more, eat and drink less, 
become more withdrawn, and communicate less during the final one to three months before 
death. In the final weeks, the loved one will likely become bed-bound and may experience the 
following:  

Continued loss of appetite and thirst, with difficulty in swallowing 
Increased pain, that can be treated, and fatigue 
Changes in blood pressure, heart rate, and breathing 
Congested breathing due to secretions that build up in the throat, which sound like gurgling 
Changes in body temperature and skin 
Possible disorientation or hallucinations such as talking to people who aren't there 
Slowing of urine and bowel output 
Changes in sleeping patterns  



Part 2 - Planning for End-of-Life Wishes 

1.  Engage in a family discussion about your spouse's end-of-life wishes. By having an open and 
honest conversation early, this may reduce stress in the long run. In terms of medical care and 
treatment, work with your spouse and family on completing an advanced directive and medical 
treatment preferences regarding their care. Often you want to have this conversation, then break 
for a while to let everyone process and think about it. This helps you and your family not be 
ruled by your emotions when making decisions. Reconnect later to hash out the official 
decisions. These can include the following:  

Appointing a "health care agent" or Medical Power of Attorney. You are the default decision-
maker regarding your spouse's care, unless another family member is appointed via the advance 
directive; or if you are unable to mentally or physically assist with decisions. 

Determining medical treatment preferences, such as Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) Status if no heart 
rate, or unable to breathe independently. 

Deciding if you wish to donate your organs or body for medical purposes. 

2.  Make a living will and get your finances in order. Talk with a lawyer about estate planning, 
and how to address any financial assets that may change ownership if your spouse passes. Obtain 
current information about your spouse's financial holdings, debts, and assets, in order to avoid 
headaches and surprises after your loved one passes.  

If seeking legal advice is too costly, look into lower cost options through your state's legal aid 
program, or if you or your spouse are over 60, there may be a senior legal aid hotline through 
your state. 

3.  Discuss funeral preferences and ways to memorialize. Depending on your family's spiritual 
background, there may be specific wishes, such as burial versus cremation. There may also be 
preferences about location of the burial, or where to scatter the ashes.  

By understanding your loved one's specific wishes, you can honor their choices. You or other 
family members may have differences of opinion about how to memorialize a loved one, but the 
best way is to respect those choices made by your spouse. 



Consider calling various funeral homes, before your loved one is near death, in order to 
understand the varying costs and options available. By understanding your budget for funeral 
expenses, you can be better prepared when the time comes, and not face additional financial 
burdens. 

4.  Keep a list of your spouse's personal contacts and financial information. In our modern age, 
your spouse may have many online accounts for email, banking, retirement, insurance, and bill 
paying. Collect the passwords and account details of all these accounts that need to be 
monitored, paid, and closed. As the spouse, you will likely become the primary person 
responsible for handling the bills, and closing accounts, in your loved one's name.  

Consider making a "lifebox" folder with all the various details of the spouse's medical, financial, 
and personal contacts. In an emergency, it will be easier to reference this folder, than to rummage 
through files, or piles of paper. 

5.  Honor your spouse's memory and legacy. Discuss with your spouse and family if there are 
ways to honor your spouse after he or she has passed. Depending on what your spouse loved 
most, these actions could be big or small:  

Plant a tree 
Dedicate something in your spouse's name 
Give or donate personal possessions, or your time, to the community 
Create a scrapbook of happy memories 
Set up a charitable fund in your spouse's name 



Part 3 - Finding Support for Yourself 

1.  Reduce caregiver burnout. If your spouse has a terminal illness, you may be overwhelmed by 
the level of care needed. Reach out to healthcare professionals such as doctors, nurses, and social 
workers to identify ways to reduce your physical and emotional stressors. Respite options may 
be available through in-home care, or care at a facility.  

Ask friends or family to sit with your loved one, so that you can run errands, or have a short 
break. 

Your appetite may be down, but try to eat something a few times per day. Also, nap when you 
feel like you could sleep, even if that's not during the night. 

Find other ways for family to be useful in helping with your spouse's care. If someone offers to 
help, say yes. Most of the time our instinct is to say thank you, I'm fine. Then later we regret it 
when we are overwhelmed with things to do. Challenge yourself to find something they can do 
to lighten your load. Saying yes along the way can keep things from snowballing out of control. 

2.  Give yourself permission to feel your emotions. Be open with people who you trust about 
your feelings. It is natural to be sad, upset, anxious, afraid, and lonely when your spouse is near 
death or has passed away. This is one of the most difficult transitions you may ever experience. 
Here are some ways to get help:  

Talk one-on-one with trusted family and friends about what you're feeling. 

If appropriate, talk with a chaplain or other religious support system about your feelings of loss. 

Engage in activities that help you cope effectively and positively with your emotions. Avoid 
alcohol and other substances as a means to cope. 

Join a grief and loss support group, and share with those who have had similar experiences. 

Talk one-on-one with a grief counselor. 



3.  Recognize that there may be both emotional and financial challenges after a spouse has 
passed. If your spouse was the primary breadwinner, you may face financial turmoil about how 
to manage bills, or possibly taking on the care of children or family members without your 
spouse's support. This can be a shock. It is important to discuss with friends and family about the 
options available, and if adjustments to living situations need to be made.  

See if your spouse has life insurance to help with bills in the short term. You may even be able to 
withdraw your spouse's life insurance policy earlier without penalty, when a terminal illness has 
been diagnosed. Life insurance policies may also have a cash value component, but this may be 
less than if used upon death.  

If you or your spouse are over retirement age, you may have access to spousal benefits via Social 
Security. 

A reduction in income may change your standard of living, or you may need to find work. Put 
the word out that you need help finding employment. You will generally have an army of people 
looking for some way to help. 

4.  Recognize that your time to heal is your journey, and no one else's. Each person's experience    
with grief and loss is his or hers alone, and cannot be determined by family or social pressures. 
Family and friends often want to help, but may not always know how. Be mindful that their 
hearts are often in the right place. Be open to accepting hope, love, and peace for the future.  

Family and friends may encourage you to "move on" before you are ready, so kindly ask them to 
support you and respect your time frame. They will often say these things out of their own 
discomfort because they don't know what to do when you are grieving. Remember that is about 
them, not you. 

Forgive yourself, and don't let regrets about what should have been, or what you could have 
done, stand in the way of remembering the good things that you and your spouse share. 

Your spouse will someday pass away, but you can still continue to honor his or her memories — 
past, present, and future. 

Remember that it is never too early to talk about the above-mentioned arrangements — even if 
all parties are healthy. Take action now to avoid having to deal with that stress while trying to 
grieve. 
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