
 

At a Loss: Helping an Elderly Loved One Make Decisions After a Spouse’s Death 

Making good financial decisions is hard when you’re not thinking clearly. A senior loved one 

who’s grieving over the loss of a spouse is likely suffering severe emotional trauma and probably 

won’t be thinking clearly for a while. Unfortunately, there are difficult decisions to be made 

concerning their spouse’s estate, their property, and investments. You can do your loved one a 

great service by providing caring and well-considered advice at a time when they shouldn’t be 

making important decisions by themselves.  

Don’t Rush It 

There’s probably a lot to do, and your loved one may not be much help when it comes to 

providing information. It’s a good idea to put off any decisions that can be delayed for a while, 

especially those that are irrevocable. There may be research to do and paperwork to be gathered, 

especially if you’re unfamiliar with a loved one’s finances and any special arrangements they 

may have made over the years. Part of your role may be to reassure an anxious relative that 

everything will be okay and that being diligent and methodical is in their best interests.  

Funeral Dispositions 

The funeral is one of the most difficult subjects to deal with after the loss of a loved one. If the 

departed left detailed instructions concerning the service and how they want their remains to be 

disposed, your job is made easier. If not, these things will need to be decided right away. 

Determine whether provisions have been made in advance to pay for the funeral. Bear in mind 

that there is a one-time death benefit from Social Security that can defray some of the expense.  

 

First Steps 

 

https://www.verywellmind.com/decisions-to-delay-if-youre-grieving-4065127
https://www.aarp.org/home-family/friends-family/info-06-2012/when-loved-one-dies-checklist.html
https://www.thebalance.com/who-is-eligible-for-a-social-security-death-benefit-2388916


You’ll need to let creditors, credit unions, and banks know about your relative’s death so they 

can remove him or her from accounts. Also, make arrangements about settling any outstanding 

debts. If there’s a house, it’ll need to be put in the surviving spouse’s name.  

 

Don’t Give Away the Ranch 

Some people may be tempted to make rushed decisions about their home and where they want to 

live after a spouse’s passing. Advise your loved one to delay making this decision until after the 

funeral and when things have calmed down a bit. It’ll be easier to think it all through then. 

Moving away means losing the emotional support of one’s social circle, finding new medical 

providers, and getting used to new surroundings and a new routine. You may find that the 

finances involved might make this decision easy. If your relative doesn’t have enough equity in 

their home, or if the local housing market is sluggish, selling might not be in the cards. 

Call in a Pro 

Consider consulting a financial professional, who is someone who can review a loved one’s 

finances and help make decisions that will put them in the best possible situation. Sometimes, 

it’s necessary to bring in someone who can take an objective view of the overall financial 

picture. Investments, income, taxes, insurance policies, and estate details need to be reviewed, 

and that can be a lot to swallow for people who don’t have a lot of experience in such matters. A 

Certified Financial Planner can be extremely helpful under such circumstances.   

Legal Advocacy 

It may be necessary to act as a relative’s legal advocate so you’re in a position to execute their 

wishes. Power of attorney allows you to act on a loved one’s behalf if they’re incapacitated, 

while a living will lists their wishes when it comes to end-of-life decisions and medical 

arrangements. Keep in mind that you may need to fill out an Appointment of Representative 

Form if you’re dealing with the Social Security Administration on behalf of a loved one. 

Losing a spouse is an emotionally crippling experience that leaves the survivor feeling 

overwhelmed, frightened, and confused. It’s often necessary for someone close to the situation to 

take an active role in making key financial and personal decisions, especially in the days and 

weeks after such a loss.  
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https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/03/your-money/4-money-pitfalls-every-widow-should-avoid.html?mtrref=www.google.com&gwh=3B7F6219481CAE713A9EA04CCDB6C4FB&gwt=pay
https://www.thebalance.com/home-sellers-without-equity-pay-to-sell-1799033
https://www.forbes.com/forbes/welcome/?toURL=https://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2015/06/19/money-advice-for-wives-whose-husbands-die-suddenly/&refURL=https://www.google.com/&referrer=https://www.google.com/
https://www.medicare.org/Articles/advice-education/forms-needed-to-act-on-a-loved-ones-behalf
https://www.agingcare.com/articles/things-you-can-and-cant-do-with-poa-152673.htm
https://pixabay.com/en/woman-old-senior-desperation-grief-1246587/

