EXECUTOR’S DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Stage 1 - Pre-probate Tasks

1. Provide physician with accurate information for death certificate - request at least 6 copies from funeral director or state bureau of vital statistics.

2. Arrange for security at homes of decedent and close relatives.

3. Meet with decedent's family/heirs; offer assistance, information; obtain psychotherapeutic aid if needed.

4. Discuss and make decisions on donation of body organs with close family members.

5. Ascertain who has right to make funeral arrangements; render assistance (notify clergy if no already informed).

6. Obtain deed to cemetery plot.

7. Help family prepare obituary.

8. Provide care for minors/family members unable to care for themselves.

9. Provide immediate care/security for plants/pets/business and personal assets (especially perishables) and documents.

10. Determine cash needs of immediate survivors and adequacy and sources of cash to meet needs.

11. Tell all friends and family members to give you receipts for funeral-related expenditures.

12. Arrange for decedent's mail to be held at post office until your formal appointment; then arrange for forwarding. Stop newspapers and other deliveries if appropriate.

13. Notify bank - if named as executor or trustee - of death and request immediate appointment of administration officer.

Stage 2 - Obtaining "Letters"

1. Locate the will. This may require contacting the bank where the decedent’s safe-deposit box is located. While there you may want to open a new box to store important papers and assets belonging to the estate.

2. Examine the will carefully. Make sure you understand who the descendent wanted to give his assets to and in what amounts. If the will is not clear, you should consult an attorney.

3. File the original will (not a copy) with the court.

4. Prepare petition for "letters" (out-of-state property may require ancillary administration as well).

5. Probate will at Register of Wills office and order "short certificates."

6. Advise spouse of right to obtain own attorney and elect against will.

7. Decide whether you want to retain an attorney to help you probate the estate. When you meet with the attorney be sure to discuss the fee arrangement and charges.

8. Estimate decedent's assets/liabilities.

9. If necessary, arrange for bond with surety. Ascertain if special procedure for small estates is available and/or if estate can be settled by family agreements.

Stage 3 - Inventory and Assets

1. Locate the deeds, mortgage instruments, and insurance documents to all real estate (land and buildings) owned by the decedent. Then get an appraisal of all real estate (land and buildings) owned in whole or in part by the decedent.

2. Locate and take control of all the decedent’s personal property, or "assets." Write down their location and value at the time of the decedent’s death. It may be helpful to examine receipts, credit card bills, checks, and certificates of title on vehicles, tax returns, and insurance policies. Wherever possible, collect supporting data to establish the value of each asset.

a. Sell or dispose of all perishables. 

b. Put all jewelry, furs, art objects, or other valuable personal effects into safe-deposit box or similar protected storage.

c. Arrange for appraisal of personal property. Some assets such as antiques, tools, and jewelry should be appraised by a qualified appraiser.

3. List all of the estate’s debts. 

4. Call property casualty insurance agent(s) and have all coverage checked for adequacy. Obtain confirmation in writing.

5. Examine all insurance policies for benefits payable upon the decedent’s death either to the estate or a named beneficiary. Call life insurance agent(s) to request claim forms for collecting proceeds on decedent’s life (IRS Form 712).

6. Analyze and review securities. Put idle funds into money markets or CDs.

7. Notify Social Security/V.A. and county and begin to process forms for obtaining benefits.

8. Contact employer and request unpaid salary/bonus/vacation pay/pensions/other death-related benefits.

9. Advertise grant of letters.

10. Notify local banks of decedent's death. Request information on accounts/safe-deposit box.

11. Transfer all cash to new checking account in estate's name. Set up accounting and control system and apply for employer identification number from IRS.

12. Obtain all stocks/bonds. Close brokerage accounts. Collect any interest/dividends. Sell securities to extent necessary/appropriate. Place balance in name of executor.

13. Inspect all real estate. Arrange for security, management/payment of taxes, collection of rents.

14. Proceed with, adjust and settle claims/lawsuits.

15. Check will/letter of instructions and consult decedent's heirs and attorney with respect to business continuation. Arrange for immediate supervision and management. Decide on sale/liquidation/continuance.

Stage 4 - Filing and Payments of Taxes, Debts, and Expenses

1. Request family exemption from state death tax if appropriate. Obtain exemption certificates for charitable gifts.

2. File state and federal income tax returns for (a) period before death and (b) period after death.

3. File federal estate tax returns if necessary and pay tax due.

4. File state death tax return(s) (including other states) and pay tax due.

5. Pay personal or real property taxes due.

6. Pay bills, loans, etc.

7. Pay appraiser's/accountant's/lawyer's/personal representative's fees and court costs.

Stage 5 – Distribution

1. Prepare and file accounting of receipts/ disbursements/ schedule of distribution.

2. Notify unpaid creditors and beneficiaries of filing of account and time and date of audit.

3. Notify attorney general of state if charitable gifts are involved.

4. Establish testamentary trusts.

5. Transfer securities and other assets in accordance with court-approved distribution schedule (obtain receipt and release).

6. Petition for surety's discharge.

