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Who this guide is for

Two people. Someone who has recently lost a partner and needs to know what actually has 
to be done. And someone who would rather their family never had to work it out alone. If you 
are reading this in the first week, read the opening section and leave the rest for now.

What’s inside
1. Weeks one and two: mostly what not to do

2. Nothing happens automatically

3. Who you actually need

4. Superannuation does not pass under the will

5. The will, and what it actually covers

6. Probate and how long it takes

7. Finding everything

8. The digital problem

9. What to organise while you both can

10. The 90-day checklist

After loss:  
The first 90 days
What happens, what can wait,  
and what to organise while you still can
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A note before you start
If you are reading this, we are very sorry.

We wrote it for a specific reason. Over the years we have sat with many families through the first 
weeks after a partner has died, and the same thing comes up every time: nobody hands you a 
map. The doctors, the funeral director and the solicitor each help with their part. But the moment 
you are left with the finances of a household you may not have been running, there is nobody to 
walk you through what to do first.

This is that walk. It is not investment advice and it is not tax advice. It is a roadmap for the first 90 
days, in roughly the order things will arise.

Four things to know before you read on
•	 There is no rush. Most of what follows can wait a few weeks and some of it can wait far longer. If 

anyone is pressuring you to make a big decision in the first month, that is a signal to slow down 
rather than hurry up

•	 You do not have to do this alone. If your partner worked with an adviser, an accountant or 
a solicitor, those are the first calls. Not because they will do it all, but because they know the 
shape of your affairs

•	 You will not remember everything. Keep a notebook. Write down every call, every reference 
number, every promised call-back. In three weeks you will not remember what the electricity 
company said on day four, and nobody expects you to

•	 Some of this will feel impossible. It is normal to sit down to do one item and find you cannot. Put 
it down and come back tomorrow. Nothing on the list is more important than you are

The guide is organised so that the first section covers the first fortnight. If that is where you are, read 
that and leave the rest. It will still be here.
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1.

The first fortnight is the wrong time for almost every significant decision. Grief is not a state in which 
anyone makes good financial choices. This phase is about avoiding harm and gathering names.

What can wait, and should

•	 Do not sell the family home. It can be sold in a year if that turns out to be right. It cannot be 
unsold

•	 Do not close accounts you are not required to close. Some carry protections for a surviving 
spouse, some carry penalties for early closure

•	 Do not make investment changes. Do not switch funds, sell shares or move money. If someone 
tells you markets are about to crash and you must act now, that person is either wrong or selling 
something

•	 Do not sign anything you do not fully understand. If an urgent-looking envelope arrives with a 
signature line, put it in a folder. Someone can explain it later

What is worth doing

•	 Register the death, which the funeral director will usually handle through your state’s Registry of 
Births, Deaths and Marriages

•	 Order at least six certified copies of the death certificate. Every bank, fund, insurer and agency will 
want one. Six is a starting point, not a maximum

•	 Check for a prepaid funeral or funeral bond before paying for anything

•	 Make sure you personally have access to enough cash for the next few months

•	 Find the will, or find out who is holding it, and speak to the solicitor about whether probate will be 
needed

•	 Make one list of institutions to notify. Do not start notifying yet. Just make the list.

That is the whole of the first fortnight, financially speaking. If you get through it, you have done well. If 
you do not, you have still done well.

Weeks one and two: mostly what not to do
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2.

There is no central register that tells the banks, the share registries, the utilities or the tax office that 
someone has died. Nobody arrives to help. Every institution has to be told separately, by you, and 
each has its own process.

That cuts both ways. It means the administration falls to the family. It also means nothing collapses 
on day one, and you have more time than you think.

What changes once you do notify them

Accounts held in the deceased’s sole name are frozen. They stay frozen until the estate has authority 
to deal with them, which for anything substantial usually means a grant of probate. Credit cards in 
their name are cancelled, and that includes any additional card issued to you on their account.

The practical consequences people do not anticipate

•	 Direct debits attached to a frozen account simply fail, so insurance, utilities and subscriptions 
start defaulting

•	 An additional credit card you have used for years stops working without warning

•	 Income paid into a sole-name account becomes inaccessible until the estate is administered

•	 Joint accounts generally pass to the surviving owner by survivorship and remain available

This is the argument for keeping accounts in joint names and holding a credit card in your own 
name rather than as an additional cardholder on your partner’s. It costs nothing to arrange and it is 
the difference between an inconvenience and a crisis.

If you are in this now

Before you notify anyone, make sure you have enough accessible cash in your own name to cover 
several months of living expenses. Then work through the institutions at your own pace. There is no 
penalty for taking a fortnight to get to the electricity company.

Nothing happens automatically
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3.

You do not need all of these people, and you certainly do not need them all at once. But knowing 
who does what saves a great deal of wasted effort.

A solicitor

For the grant of probate and the administration of the estate. Also essential if the will is unclear, 
if there is any prospect of a claim against the estate, or if the assets are held through trusts or 
companies.

An accountant

A final tax return is required for the deceased covering the part-year to the date of death, and the 
estate itself may need to lodge returns while it is being administered. There are also capital gains 
consequences when assets are transferred or sold, and they are not always what people expect.

A financial adviser

For the superannuation, which is where the largest and most time-critical decisions usually sit, and 
for what happens to your own income once one pension stops. Age Pension and Commonwealth 
Seniors Health Card entitlements often change too, sometimes significantly, because thresholds for 
a single person are lower than for a couple.

Friends and family

The only item on this list that cannot be bought, and the one that carries most of the weight. 
Someone to sit with you while you make the calls, to bring food, to drive you to the solicitor, to take 
the children for an afternoon. If people ask what they can do, this is the answer to give them.

Family can also do the parts you cannot face. There is no rule that the executor makes every phone 
call, and dividing the list between two or three people is both faster and considerably kinder than 
working through it alone at the kitchen table.

If you are the executor, you are responsible for the estate being administered properly. You are not 
required to do the work personally. Delegating the legal and financial parts is normal and sensible, 
and the cost comes out of the estate.

Who you actually need
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4.

This is the single most misunderstood part of the system, and the one that causes the most distress.

Superannuation is not owned by the deceased in the way a bank account is. It is held in trust, and the 
trustee of the fund decides who receives it. Unless the trustee has been given a valid direction, that 
decision is theirs to make, and the will has no bearing on it.

The two ways to remove that discretion

What to have in place

•	 A binding death benefit nomination, which directs the trustee to pay a specific person. Most 
lapse after three years unless the fund offers a non-lapsing version, so they need checking

•	 A reversionary pension, where an existing income stream simply continues to the nominated 
beneficiary. For a surviving spouse this is usually the cleanest arrangement available, because 
the payments continue without a claim, a decision, or a gap

Why the fund type matters enormously

In a self-managed fund, control passes to the surviving trustee. The paperwork still has to be done 
properly, but you are not waiting on anyone else’s queue.

In a large industry or retail fund, you are. And the record here is poor enough that the regulator has 
taken action over it.

78% of share of delayed death benefit claims where ASIC found the cause was within the trustee’s 
own control

ASIC’s 2025 review of ten trustees, covering more than a third of all APRA-regulated member benefits, 
found excessive delays and systemic failures, and issued 34 recommendations. The fastest fund 
closed around 48 per cent of claims within 90 days. The slowest managed 8 per cent. Not one of the 
trustees reviewed was tracking how long claims took from beginning to end.

Enforcement followed. Cbus was penalised $23.5 million in the Federal Court over delays affecting 
more than 7,000 people, and proceedings were brought against AustralianSuper over roughly 7,000 
death benefit claims. ASIC’s June 2026 progress report found complaints had fallen by around half, 
but that some trustees still had not made basic improvements.

None of which means an industry fund is the wrong place for your super. It does mean that if your 
money sits in one, a valid binding nomination or a reversionary pension is not administrative 
housekeeping. It is the difference between weeks and a year.

The tax, briefly

Superannuation paid to a spouse is tax-free regardless of its components. Paid to an adult child who 
is not a tax dependant, the taxable component attracts 15 per cent, plus the Medicare levy where it 
is paid to them directly. On a large balance that is a meaningful sum, and it can often be reduced in 
advance through a recontribution strategy.

Superannuation does not pass under the will
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5.

The will governs assets the deceased owned in their own name alone. A surprising number of things 
sit outside it.

Generally not controlled by the will

•	 Superannuation, unless it is directed to the estate

•	 Property owned as joint tenants, which passes to the survivor automatically

•	 Life insurance held outside super with a nominated beneficiary

•	 Assets held in a family trust or a company, which are owned by the structure rather than the 
person

There is no reading of the will

This is a scene from films and it does not happen. The executor obtains the will, applies for probate 
where required, and notifies beneficiaries in due course. Depending on the state, beneficiaries and 
certain other people can request a copy, but there is no gathering, no announcement, and no 
dramatic moment.

Knowing this in advance saves families a peculiar kind of disappointment, and it removes a deadline 
that never existed.

If there is no will

The estate is distributed according to a statutory formula that varies by state, and someone must 
apply for letters of administration rather than probate. The formula rarely matches what the person 
would have chosen, and it is slower and more expensive. This is the strongest argument for making a 
will that exists.

The will, and what it actually covers
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6.

Probate is a grant from the Supreme Court confirming that the will is valid and that the executor has 
authority to act. Banks, share registries and land titles offices will generally not release significant 
assets without it.

Roughly how it goes

The usual sequence

•	 Locate the original will, not a copy

•	 Compile a full list of assets and liabilities as at the date of death

•	 Publish a notice of intention to apply, with a waiting period

•	 Lodge the application with the Supreme Court in the relevant state

•	 Receive the grant, then begin collecting and distributing assets

The process, the thresholds and the fees vary by state, and small estates can sometimes be dealt 
with without a grant at all. Timing varies widely: a straightforward application might be granted in a 
few weeks, while anything contested or complicated can run much longer.

Executors should not distribute an estate too early. There are statutory periods during which claims 
can be made against an estate, and an executor who has already paid everything out can be 
personally exposed. This is precisely the kind of thing a solicitor is for.

Testamentary trusts

A testamentary trust is created by the will and comes into existence on death. Rather than assets 
being paid out to beneficiaries directly, they are held in trust and distributed over time.

Why people use them

•	 Tax: income distributed to minor beneficiaries is taxed at ordinary adult rates rather than the 
penaltyrates that normally apply to children

•	 Protection: assets held in trust are generally better insulated from a beneficiary’s divorce or 
bankruptcy

•	 Control: useful where a beneficiary is young, vulnerable, or not equipped to manage a large sum

The trade-off is complexity. A trust needs a trustee, annual tax returns and ongoing administration, so 
it earns its keep on larger estates or where there is a specific risk worth managing, rather than as a 
default.

Probate, and how long it takes
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7.

The most time-consuming part of administering an estate is rarely the legal work. It is assembling a 
complete picture of what somebody owned.

The hunt

Where things tend to hide

•	 Shareholdings accumulated over decades, often across several registries, sometimes from 
demutualisations people forgot they participated in

•	 Old superannuation accounts, including small balances transferred to the ATO

•	 Property titles, particularly where a property is held with others or was inherited

•	 Life insurance held inside a super fund, which the family frequently does not know exists

•	 Prepaid funerals and funeral bonds, which are worth finding before you pay for a funeral

•	 Unclaimed money held by state revenue offices and the ATO

Get on top of the bills early

Work out what was being paid automatically and from which account. When an account freezes, 
those payments stop, and the first sign is often a lapsed insurance policy or a disconnection notice. 
Redirecting the essential ones early avoids a second round of problems.

Keep records from day one

An executor has to account for the estate, so every payment made and received needs a record. 
Starting a simple spreadsheet and a folder on the first day is considerably easier than reconstructing 
it all a year later.

Finding everything
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8.

This is the newest of these difficulties and, increasingly, the hardest. Twenty years ago the paperwork 
was in a filing cabinet. Now it is in an inbox nobody can open.

Email is the master key

Statements, policy documents, share registry correspondence and subscription receipts all 
arrive by email. More importantly, email is what password resets run through. Without access to it, 
reconstructing someone’s financial life becomes enormously harder.

Do not cancel the phone

The mobile number is usually the second factor for banking, email and government services. 
Cancelling the service early, which families often do to stop a bill, can lock you out of accounts you 
were part-way through accessing. Keep it running until everything else is resolved.

Social media and the rest

Most major platforms have a process for either memorialising or closing an account, and several 
allow a legacy contact to be nominated in advance. Photographs are often the thing families most 
want and the thing hardest to retrieve, so it is worth asking early whether they exist anywhere other 
than a phone.

There is a genuine legal grey area here. Using someone else’s credentials can breach a platform’s 
terms of service even when you are the executor, and formal processes can be slow. The practical 
answer is preparation: a password manager with an emergency access contact, or a written list 
somewhere secure.

The digital problem
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9.

If you are reading this in advance rather than in the aftermath, this is the section that matters. Almost 
every difficulty described in this guide is cheap to prevent and expensive to fix.

The list

•	 Check your binding death benefit nomination is valid and has not lapsed, or put a reversionary 
pension in place

•	 Hold your main transaction account in joint names

•	 Make sure each of you has a credit card in your own name, not as an additional cardholder

•	 Keep enough accessible cash that either of you could manage for several months alone

•	 Make or update your wills, and tell your executor where the original is held

•	 Put enduring powers of attorney in place, remembering they operate while you are alive and 
cease on death

•	 Write down where everything is: accounts, policies, titles, registries, the accountant’s name

•	 Set up a password manager with emergency access, or leave a written list somewhere secure

•	 Check whether you hold a funeral bond or prepaid funeral, and make sure someone else knows

Then tell somebody

A perfectly organised folder that nobody knows about is no better than no folder at all. Tell your 
executor and at least one other person where it is, and what is in it.

Couples who divide financial responsibility entirely, where one person handles everything, leave 
the other in the hardest possible position. It does not require both of you to be interested. It requires 
the one who is not to know where things are and who to call.

What to organise while you both can
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10.

A single page to print and keep beside you. Nothing here is a deadline.

Weeks one and two

•	 Register the death and order six certificates

•	 Speak to the solicitor about the will and probate

•	 Locate the important documents, or ask for help locating them

•	 Make the list of institutions to notify, but do not start notifying

•	 Make sure you have accessible cash in your own name

Weeks three to six

•	 Notify the bank, and ask about probate requirements

•	 Start the superannuation claim, which is the longest-running item on this list

•	 Notify the life insurer, the ATO, Centrelink, Medicare, the employer and the utilities

•	 Gather everything into one folder

•	 Update your own will, and your own beneficiary nominations

Weeks seven to ten

•	 Work out what is now coming in, and when

•	 Sit with three months of real bills and work out what is going out

•	 Cancel direct debits and subscriptions you do not need

•	 Move household accounts into your own name

•	 Ask about an interim payment if there is a gap before the super arrives

Weeks eleven and twelve

•	 Do not sell the family home

•	 Do not restructure investments in a hurry

•	 Talk to someone you trust about the bigger picture, when you are ready

•	 Give yourself credit for how far you have come

The 90-day checklist
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The bottom line
The kindest thing you can do for the people who outlive you has almost nothing to do with how 
much you leave them. It is leaving it in a form they can find, access and understand while they are 
grieving.

And if you are reading this because it has already happened: take the time. Very few of these 
decisions improve for being made quickly and several get worse. Sort out access to cash, find the 
will, and let the rest wait until you have the capacity for it.

There is no medal for doing all of this alone. If your partner worked with an adviser, an accountant 
or a solicitor, lean on them now, even if you were never part of those relationships. They already 
know the shape of your affairs.

There is no version of this that is easy. There is a version that is considerably less hard, and it is 
mostly built beforehand.
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Let us guide you on your retirement journey 

Drew (on the left) and Jamie  
(on the right) have been 
advising and educating  
self-funded Australian  
retirees for two decades now.  

We work exclusively with self-funded retirees and pre-retirees. The simplest way to begin is our short 
questionnaire. It takes a few minutes, there is no cost, and it gives us the context to tell you something 
useful rather than something generic.

Ready to optimise your tax position before retirement? Contact Wattle today

This guide has been prepared by Wattle Partners Pty Ltd ABN 89 145 903 840, Australian Financial 
Services Licence 383169.

It contains general information only and does not take into account your objectives, financial 
situation or needs. Everyone’s situation is different, and what works for one person may not work 
for another. Before acting on anything in this guide, consider whether it is appropriate for your 
circumstances and seek advice from a licensed financial adviser.

Contact us Melbourne 
Level 4, 125 Flinders Lane 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

GPO Box, 2031 
Melbourne, VIC 3000

Sydney 
Level 3, 63 York Street 
Sydney, NSW 2001

T: +61 3 8414 2901
E: adviser@wattlepartners.com.au 
W: wattlepartners.com.au

https://start.wattlepartners.com.au/
tel:+61384142901
mailto:adviser%40wattlepartners.com.au?subject=
mailto:https://www.wattlepartners.com.au/?subject=

