WHAT TO DO WHEN
YOUR SPOUSE DIES IN
ARKANSAS
“No question, the death of a spouse is one of the most devastating
tragedies that can take place.”

DEBORAH SEXTON
FAYETTEVILLE ARKANSAS ESTATE PLANNING ATTORNEY

What’s worse, you suddenly become overwhelmed with the financial and

legal responsibilities associated with death, at a time when even the
simplest of tasks seems impossible. Knowing what to do when your spouse
dies can, at the very least, give you some peace of mind.

GATHER IMPORTANT DOCUMENTS
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The first step is to locate important documents regarding your finances,
taxes, life insurance policies and estate documents.

Among the other

important documents, you will need to find your spouse’s social security
card, birth certificate, marriage certificate, military discharge papers, car
titles, retirement account information and other financial records.
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OBTAIN A COPY OF YOUR SPOUSE’S DEATH
CERTIFICATE

Once you have obtained
your spouse’s death
certificate, make at least
10-15 copies of it. Most
financial institutions
require the death
certificate in order to close
accounts or change
investment ownership.
You will also need the
death certificate in order
to transfer title on real
estate and to claim life
insurance and veteran’s
benefits.

CONTINUE PAYING NECESSARY BILLS
Don’t forget to continue paying all necessary bills, especially those your
spouse may have been mainly responsible for paying. However, notify
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Medicare or any other health insurance companies that you will no longer
be paying premiums for coverage for your spouse. Cancel any memberships
or subscriptions that your spouse had that you no longer need. If you
explain the reason, you may be entitled to a partial refund.

COLLECT ON LIFE INSURANCE POLICIES
Usually, you have a choice
as to how to receive the life
insurance

proceeds.

One

option is usually to place
the money in a federally
insured bank account or
money-market fund. If you
are considering receiving
monthly payments for life,
discuss this option with
your

estate

planning

attorney to determine the
advantages and disadvantages of doing so.

If, by chance, you cannot find the life insurance policy, there are policy
locator services that can help you find the policy information for a fee.
Also, your spouse may have had a life insurance policy through his or her
employer, and you can obtain the information you need from them. In
addition to life insurance, there may be other benefits available to you, such
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as unpaid salary and bonuses, accrued vacation and sick pay, leftover funds
in a medical flexible spending account and stock options.

CHECK FOR ANY PENSION BENEFITS
If your spouse was retired at the time of his or her death, determine
whether there was a 401(k) or other pension plan. With a 401(k), one
option is to roll the account into an IRA. If there were any IRAs already in
existence, they can be consolidated into one IRA account. A direct transfer
of funds to the IRA should be made, instead of a check being sent to you.
Otherwise, the IRS may consider it to be a withdrawal from the 401(k) and

impose taxes on the entire amount. If you had a joint or survivor annuity,
notify the plan administrator immediately.
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MAKE A CLAIM FOR SOCIAL SECURITY
SPOUSAL BENEFITS
Widows and widowers are entitled to a survivor benefit from Social
Security, equal to 100% of the deceased spouse’s benefit. However, you
must wait until full retirement age to collect, or the benefit amount will be
permanently reduced, based on how early you begin to collect.

If you were collecting a spousal benefit at the time of your spouse’s death,
you can "step up" to a survivor benefit, and the spousal benefit will
disappear. If you are younger than full retirement age, but choose to wait to
claim the full survivor benefit, you will stop receiving the spousal benefit
immediately. If your spouse died before claiming his or her benefit, you will
still be eligible for a survivor benefit equal to the benefit to which your
spouse was entitled at the time of death.
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If you have questions or need assistance with any estate planning needs,
please contact the Deborah Sexton Law Office online or by calling us at
(479) 443-0062.
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About the Author
Deborah K. Sexton
As the sole attorney in the Fayetteville law firm of
Deborah Sexton Law Office, Deb oversees a
practice devoted to providing clients with the best
in estate planning.
Deborah Sexton, C.P.A., J.D., L.L.M., combines
an extensive background in accounting with a
wide range of legal experience to provide her
clients with a uniquely practical perspective. An
attorney since 1983, she now devotes her practice
primarily to estate planning and elder law.
EXPERIENCE
After obtaining her undergraduate degree in accounting from Abilene
Christian University in Abilene, Texas, she worked in Dallas in public
accounting for several years, and then went to the University of Arkansas
Law School in Fayetteville. Upon graduating from law school, she went on
to obtain an L.L.M. degree in Taxation from New York University.

Deborah Sexton Law Office
www.arkansas-estateplanning.com
2766 Millennium Drive
Fayetteville, AR 72703
Phone: (479) 443-0062
Fax: (479) 443-2001
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