
Years ago, when asked what he’d say to his deceased father if he were suddenly 
face to face with him again, an executor replied, “Where did you put the deed to 
the boat dock?” 

He was only half-kidding, given the headaches he went through to settle his dad’s 
estate.  As executor of his father’s will, he was “hip deep” in his father’s affairs and 
“sinking deeper by the day.” 

An executor – or personal representative, as they are called in some states – 
settles the estate according to the terms of the will.   While the job can be wrapped 
up in relatively short amount of time, the duties can still be overwhelming. 

Here’s a rundown of the many tasks you’ll face in fulfilling the deceased wishes, 
and what to consider when choosing an executor for your own estate. 

Step 1: Read and understand the Will. 

Being tapped as an executor may come as a surprise.  It’s quite common for 
someone to name an executor in his will but forget to tell that person about 
it.  Even though executors are paid for serving – states vary on how compensation 
is figured, but more than $100 an hour isn’t unusual – you may decide you’d rather 
not handle the job. Perhaps you’re not related to the beneficiaries, you don’t get 
along with one of them, or you expect some messy squabbles over 
property.  Then declining to serve makes sense.  (If the will doesn’t designate an 
alternate executor – a bank or trust company to serve as executor – the court will 
appoint someone.)  Most people, though, agree to serve out of a sense of duty 
and obligation. 

Next, you’ll have to register as the estate’s executor by filing the original will and 
the death certificate with your state’s vital records department.  (A few states – 
including Delaware, Maryland, and Pennsylvania – have county “Register of Wills” 
offices; New Jersey has county Surrogates offices).  This begins the formal legal 
process of “probate.” 

At this point it’s a good idea to hire an estate-planning attorney to guide you 
through the probate proceedings.  “Most estates are complicated enough to justify 
professional services,” says Phillip E. Harter, a judge for the Calhoun County 



Probate Court in Battle Creek, MI.  “In my experience, in most cases in which 
someone has tried to probate an estate without legal assistance, it has been a 
disaster and the decision was regretted.” A lawyer can also recommend important 
strategies that you might otherwise overlook. 

Moreover, hiring an estate planning attorney can help reduce the prospects of 
negligence, since a beneficiary can sue you for any dereliction in your duties as 
executor. 

Step 2: Account for all assets. 

As executor, you’re responsible for taking control of the estate’s assets.  This isn’t 
always easy, because you will be relying on the deceased records to inform you of 
each one and where it’s located. 

For starters, get a dozen certified copies of the death certificate from the vital 
records office and an equal number of “Letters Testamentary,” the original of 
which is issued by the court and officially recognizes you as the estate’s executor 
for processing insurance claims, investment and checking accounts and property 
deeds. 

“The estates that include a lot of personal property and collectibles – most of 
which would need to be appraised and perhaps auctioned – are the most difficult 
ones for an executor to deal with,” Harter says. 

You may also have to arrange appraisals of commercial property or business 
interests. If partners are involved, an attorney should review the buy-sell 
agreement, to determine the value of the deceased‘s share in the business minus 
any current liabilities.  One of the partners may offer to help, but whose best 
interests will he or she be acting in?  If the estate’s finances are at all complicated, 
it makes sense to enlist a Certified Financial Planner’s help. 

Step 3: Pay off debts and expenses. 

In addition to locating assets, it’s your job to collect the deceased’s mail and pay 
his bills on time.  If he owned a home or business, your first priority should be to 
make sure that all insurance premiums are paid in full and that the policy will 



remain in force until the assets are sold or ownership is transferred.  Again, you 
could be held liable for your inattention, so square away the insurance 
immediately. 

Next, attend to the rest of the bills and notify creditors of any anticipated delays. 
Most creditors will be flexible.  If the estate’s assets won’t cover its debts, the 
probate court in your state may stipulate which assets should be liquidated first to 
pay the bills. 

Everything should be paid for from a separate checking account in the estate’s 
name.  This includes funeral expenses, your fees as executor, and the fees of any 
experts you hire.   “As executor, you should never co-mingle your own personal 
funds with the estate’s funds,” says Harter.  “That’s a big no-no.”  Get receipts for 
everything and keep good records, he urges.   And remember that even if all of 
the bills are paid in full, you’ll still have to discontinue services such as cable TV, 
landscaping, garbage pickup, oil deliveries, etc. 

Taxes are another area you’ll be responsible for.  Depending on the complexity of 
the estate, you may have to file several returns: the final income tax return for the 
year in which the person died; any prior years’ returns for which extensions were 
granted; and, if necessary, a gift or generation-skipping tax return for the current 
year.  Since an estate or trust is its own tax entity, you’ll need to obtain a new tax 
identification number and file a fiduciary tax return for both state and federal 
purposes. 

Step 4: Close the estate. 

Once all debts, expenses, and taxes are paid or provided for, you’re ready to divvy 
up the property in accordance with the will.  Before you do, however, check with 
the court, as some states require you to file a petition before you can distribute the 
assets.  (You may also have to file periodic accountings with the court, to keep it 
abreast of your progress in closing the estate.)  Moreover, the timing of 
distributions can affect the tax that the beneficiaries owe – all the more reason to 
consult a Certified Financial Planner. 

Even if there’s no additional paperwork to file, it’s a good idea to make a separate 



property list for each beneficiary and have him or her sign it to acknowledge 
receipt.  You don’t want someone to come back later and say he never received 
something that he was legally entitled to.  Each beneficiary also should sign a 
release saying he agrees to refund any excess distribution made in error. 

That’s the protocol, even though legal experts say it’s difficult to enforce, which is 
why careful planning – and avoid a rush to distribute assets – is critical when 
serving as an estate’s executor. 

If the estate’s finances are at all complicated, it makes sense to enlist a Certified 
Financial Planner’s help, as we can help you set-up your estate planning so that it 
will be easier on your heirs. 
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