A SURVIVOR’S GUIDE

What to Do
When Your Loved
One Dies
Steps to Take After Death Occurs

For human beings,

because it

and in stories,

life is meaningful;

is a story,

endings matter.
—Atul Gawande
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When
Death Occurs
When a loved one dies, you may experience a wide range of
emotions. You may experience sadness, confusion, loneliness,
anger, anxiety, and perhaps even guilt or relief.

This is a time to honor family and cultural rituals. These rituals
allow you to acknowledge the reality of the death and to begin
to heal.
At the same time, you must complete a variety of tasks. You need
to call family and friends. You need to consider holding a funeral or
memorial service. You need to alert various government agencies
and businesses, and settle the estate.
This publication will help you get though the hours, days, and
weeks immediately following the death of a loved one.
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The First
Few Hours
It is not necessary for the funeral home or mortuary to be
contacted immediately. This is a time to call your family members,
friends, and clergy to be with the deceased.
Give yourself adequate time to experience what has just happened.
You may want to hold or touch a loved one who has died and say
your goodbyes. Sharing stories with friends and family also can
help to begin the grieving process.
Spending these final moments with your loved one can help
you in many ways:
• It can help to deal with your loss at a time of grief
• It can help release the person who has died
• It can allow you to reflect on the past, deal with the present,
and look to the future
Once you have said your goodbyes, it is time to surrender
the body of your loved one to the mortuary or funeral home.
Your chosen mortuary or funeral home will be contacted by the
Hospice House nurse. A vehicle will be sent to pick up the body.
There are a number of options for final disposition of the body.
Burial, cremation, and body donation are most common.
Culture, religion, and personal preference all play a role in
determining what your loved one and your family want.
The Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg Chaplain
keeps an updated list of area burial, cremation, and funeral
service providers. Please contact the Hospice House & Support
Care of Williamsburg Chaplain for a copy (bereavement@
williamsburghospice.org) or visit Hospice House & Support Care
of Williamsburg online at www.williamsburghospice.org or
call 757-253-1220.
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Practical
Matters
After you have surrendered the body, there are many tasks to
complete, and you may be at a loss as to how to proceed. Here are
some suggested steps:
Contact the funeral home to make arrangements
You will want to contact the funeral home to make arrangements
for your loved one. The funeral director may also assist you with an
obituary. Two questions you’ll need to answer for the funeral
home are:
• Will the body be buried or cremated?
• What type of funeral service will you be having?
If funeral plans were made before death, work directly with the
particular funeral home and be aware of any pre-payments.
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Obtain certified copies of the death certificate
You will need a copy of the death certificate every time you
apply for benefits or need proof of the death.
It is best to get 10 to 15 copies, depending on the complexity
of the estate.
Photocopies will not be accepted. The funeral director will
complete the next-of-kin portion of the certificate and submit it to
the Virginia Department of Health’s Division of Vital Records.
Additional copies may be obtained by contacting the Division of
Vital Records in the district health department serving the locality
in which the death occurred.
The funeral director can assist the family in obtaining copies
of the death certificate.
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Organizations that may require a certified death certificate
• Probate court to probate the Will
• Insurance companies to claim or modify life, property, auto,
mortgage contracts or annuities
• Land titles office to transfer real estate
• Motor vehicles office to transfer vehicles, RVs, boats, etc.
• Brokerage officers to transfer, redeem, or liquidate investments
and securities
• Financial institutions to transfer or liquidate accounts, bonds, safe
deposit boxes, etc.
• Credit card companies to cancel credit cards and claim benefits
• Credit bureaus to file notice of death
• Social Security Administration to claim benefits and cancel
Social Security number
• IRS to file terminal tax returns
• Estate and trustee offices to complete estate settlement procedures
• Deceased’s employer to claim benefits and final entitlements
• Pension providers to claim final benefits
• Membership, subscription or service providers to cancel services
• Professional offices to close files and cancel future appointments
• State/private health care office to cancel coverage
• Passport office to return and cancel passport
• US Post Office to forward mail
• Veterans Affairs/Administration
to issue benefits
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Unable

For

Obtain certified copies of the marriage certificate
If you are the spouse, you may need proof of marriage before
you can inherit from the estate, existing policies, or investments.
You will also need proof of marriage when applying for Social
Security benefits.
Death and marriage certificates are kept by the state where
the death or marriage occurred. Visit www.cdc.gov/nchs for
state-by-state information on requesting certified copies of
death and marriage certificates.
Notify the lawyer or executor of the estate
Settling an estate can be a complicated affair. There may be a need
for legal advice on matters such as:
• Re-recording of property deeds
• Disposition of stocks and bonds, investments, savings and
checking accounts, and other assets
• Disbursement of the deceased’s estate

are the loved to die.

love is immortality.
—Emily Dickinson
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Contact the local life insurance agent or the home office
of the life insurance company
Locate insurance policies for death benefits. You usually need to
show two documents: a death certificate and a statement of claim.
Companies reserve the right to request further information.
Claims should include the:
• Full name and address of the deceased
• Policy number(s) and face amount(s)
• Deceased’s date and place of birth as well as the date, place and
cause of death
• Deceased’s occupation and date last worked
• Claimant’s name, age, address and Social Security number
Contact health insurance company to cancel policy.
You will need to contact the Health Insurance company
providing coverage to cancel the policy and stop auto-payments
(if applicable).
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Contact the Social Security office
You will need to contact the Social Security office to check
eligibility for lump-sum benefits and to inquire about monthly
benefits. Remember, you must apply for Social Security benefits.
They are not automatic. Delays in applying may result in the loss of
certain benefits. Visit www.socialsecurity.gov or call 800-772-1213
for more information.
When applying for Social Security benefits, you will need:
• A certified copy of the death certificate
• The deceased’s Social Security number
• Approximate earnings of the surviving spouse in the year
of death
• Record of deceased’s earnings in the year prior to death
(W-2 form or tax return)
• Social Security numbers of the surviving spouse and minor
or disabled children (disabled before age 22 and who
remain disabled)
• Birth certificates of surviving spouse and minor or disabled
children (disabled before age 22 and who remain disabled)
• Proof of marriage (certified copy of certificate)
• Proof of citizenship
• Picture identification
• Checkbook or bank account number so that benefits can be
deposited directly into your account
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Explore eligibility for Civil Service and/or Veteran’s benefits
Survivors of Civil Service or Veterans may be eligible for benefits
if the deceased was the spouse and he or she died after
18 months on the job. Visit www.opm.gov or call 888-767-6738
for more information.
Contact the employer for death benefits
If your loved one was employed at the time of death, contact the
employer to check for death benefits.
Alert banks, credit card companies, automatic payments plans
and subscription services
Notify the companies with which the deceased had regular service.
Call any banks where the deceased had accounts. It is best to
name a beneficiary on individual accounts before death occurs.
However, if this has not been done, the surviving spouse or family
member may complete an affidavit from the bank. Alert credit
card companies. If you held a joint account with the deceased, the
company may wish to issue you a new card.
If the deceased ordered medications by mail, you should cancel
the service. Cancel or change the name on any automatic
bill-paying services and magazine and newspaper subscriptions.
Any mail addressed to the deceased should be marked “Deceased—
Return to Sender,” and given to the mail carrier or post office.
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Summary of
Important
Documents to
Have Accessible
You will want to have the following documents easily accessible,
as they will be required to establish rights for insurance, pension,
Social Security, etc.:
• Death certificate
• Deed to burial property (if applicable)
• Will
• Legal proof of age or birth certificate
• Social Security card or number
• Marriage certificate
• Citizenship papers
• Insurance policies (life, health, etc.)
• Bank books
• Deeds to property
• Bill of sale of care
• Income tax returns, receipts, checks
• Veteran’s discharge certificate (if applicable)
• Disability and pension claims
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Death is not the
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opposite of life,

but a part of it.
—Haruki Murakami
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Sorting Through
Possessions
One of the most challenging tasks after a loved one dies is the
process of sorting through that loved one’s possessions. Here are
some tips to make the process a bit easier:
• This is an emotional task just as much as a physical one.
It probably won’t get all done in one day. Create a reasonable
time frame to finish the project of sorting and moving items that
won’t overwhelm you.
• Surround yourself with helpers. This is a time to ask family,
friends, faith communities, and social networks to pitch in—
especially if you are on a move-out deadline with a facility.
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• It’s not your job to find a new home for every item. Don’t feel
guilty about donating items to local charities and re-sell stores
(Goodwill, Habitat for Humanity, etc.) Also, don’t feel that you
have to throw out everything—keeping treasured items is ok.
As you think about items to keep, reflect on the cost of keeping
items being mindful that storage costs can quickly add up.
• Dividing heirlooms among family members can get tricky,
especially when multiple members are emotionally attached to a
specific item. Establish a system with family members for drawing
lots and taking turns to pick items. Have items appraised before
drawing lots so that all family members are aware of the value of
items selection and so there is balance in the selection process.
You may decide that the only fair way to go is to sell the most
valuable possessions and share the proceeds equally. Work with
a senior move manager or an estate attorney/mediator to handle
family conflicts in the distribution process.
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Embracing Your
Emotions
People react differently to a death. Even when death is expected,
the emotional impact of losing a loved one can be overwhelming.
In the midst of all the tasks, you may experience a range of
emotions including shock, exhaustion, confusion, guilt, anger,
sadness, loneliness, and even depression. You may feel like you are
on an emotional roller coaster. One day you may feel completely
lost, the next day you may feel normal and productive, and the next
day you may feel down in the dumps. These changing feelings are
a normal part of the grieving process.
Every person experiences grief in their own way; and grief will last
as long as it lasts.
You are welcome to participate in the bereavement support
programs that are offered by Hospice House & Support Care of
Williamsburg at no charge. Please contact the Hospice House &
Support Care of Williamsburg Chaplain at 757-206-1177 for more
information and to register for these programs.
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Grief is not a state
but a process—
like a walk in a
winding valley with
a new prospect at
every bend.
—C.S. Lewis
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Working Through G
Below, we offer some suggestions to help you work through
this grieving process. It will not be easy! It may feel like one step
forward and two steps backward, but with effort, you will learn to
live with your grief.
Acknowledge your loss
The head will admit quickly that your loved one has died, but it will
take time for your heart to acknowledge the loss.
Establish support
Find someone you trust—a family member, a friend, a support
group, a counselor, a clergy person or someone that you feel free
to talk with about your emotions, your fears and your worries.
It may take many conversations before you can accept the reality
of what has happened.
Exercise
To help combat the feeling of exhaustion, a daily walk or other
form of exercise is very important for your health. It also helps
keep your vulnerable immune system in check.

Any human being,
moves from shock
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Grief
Prioritize nourishment and rest
Your body cannot recover from the loss of your loved one if you
are unable to eat nourishing meals, drink plenty of water and get
the sleep you need. If you do not feel like eating alone, find a friend
to eat with you! See a doctor if you are losing weight, feel ill,
or are unable to sleep.
Get involved
Small steps at a time! Go out for lunch or to a movie or concert
with a friend! Try volunteering as you may find comfort in
helping others.
Take your time
Don’t let others tell you when or how to grieve! Respect your own
time table and be gentle with yourself from day to day.

when faced with loss,
through acceptance.
—Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross
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Bereavement Suppor
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg offers a robust
bereavement program with a variety of options. Because no
two people grieve in the same way, there is no “right way” to
grieve. Above all, give yourself time to process the emotions you
experience from your loss. The Hospice House Chaplain along
with a team of Hospice House volunteers will touch base with you
periodically to see if you would like to participate in any of the
following bereavement services:
One-on-one meeting with the Chaplain
Consider scheduling a confidential meeting with the Chaplain to
help match your needs with the most appropriate resource.
Bereavement support group workshop
For adults mourning the death of a loved one, this workshop
focuses on resources and conversation to find meaning through
grief. Each group is limited to 10 participants and pre-registration is
required. Workshops are offered three times per year at the Hospice
House. There is a commitment of six sessions, and the group meets
every other week.
Walking/Social group
Join an ongoing social group to meet others going through the
same situation. Need not walk to join! Other activities include
dinner, movies, coffee, lunch, concerts, and travel opportunities.
Regular walks every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, times vary.
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rt Services
Women’s Lunch Bunch
This is a group for bereaved women who have lost their partners.
The group meets monthly in the home of a Hospice House
bereavement volunteer or in an area restaurant. It is an opportunity
for grieving individuals to talk openly about their feelings and
challenges with one another as well as to find fellowship over food.
Many of the women who participate in this program establish solid
friendships when they might have been left completely alone in
the area at the death of their spouse or partner. Pay-your-own-way.
Men’s Lunch Bunch
This is a group for bereaved men who have lost their partners.
The group meets monthly at a local restaurant for lunch. Like
the women’s lunch group, this group provides an opportunity for
grieving individuals to find commonality and friendship through
the sharing of grief journeys over a meal. Pay-your-own-way.
Survivors of Suicide Loss
This is a peer-run group that is for the support of any person
touched by the death of a loved one to suicide. The group offers
a confidential setting in which to explore your feelings and find
comfort in not being alone on your grief journey.
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The Compassionate Friends
The Compassionate Friends is a local chapter of an international
organization. Participants are all bereaved parents (guardians), adult
siblings, or grandparents who are dealing with the death of a child.
Online library
The community library housed at the Hospice House contains
hundreds of titles specific to end-of-life and bereavement. Books
range from grief memoirs and grief psychology to caregiver
guides and children’s books. Books are on loan to anyone in the
community without charge and can be checked out and reserved
online through Librarika.
Visit www.williamsburghospice.org/onlinelibrary to review books
available for loan and to register as a member of the library.
Contact library@williamsburghospice.org for questions
and information about check-outs.
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Memorial services
For many individuals and families, a time of shared remembrance
with reflection, music and prayer brings comfort during special
times of the year.
• The Candlelight Memorial Service is nondenominational
candlelight service offered each year in the fall to remember
loved ones that have died during the previous year. This service is
open to the Williamsburg community.
• A Celebration of Life Service is held in the spring on the patio
at the Hospice House. Led by the Hospice House Chaplain, this
memorial service celebrates those who died at the Hospice
House during the previous year.
To become involved with any of these groups and resources,
please contact the Hospice House & Support Care
of Williamsburg Chaplain at 757-206-1177 or
bereavement@williamsburghospice.org.
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Complicated Grief
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg recognizes that not
everyone has the same needs when it comes to working through
grief. Sometimes circumstances surrounding a loss complicate the
grieving process, producing intense and prolonged grief reactions.
These reactions often require the attention of professional grief
counselors. The following are indicators that you may need to seek
out the services of a grief counselor:
• You believe that you have completely lost your identity as a
person as a result of your loved one’s death
• You have suffered from several significant losses over a short
period of time
• You have suicidal thoughts
• You are alone without a loving support system or social/grief
support services in your area
• Your depression won’t go away
• You find yourself harboring intense anger at another party
associated with the death of your loved one
• You are using over-the-counter or recreational drugs/substances
to numb your pain
The Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg Chaplain
keeps an updated list of grief counselors in the Williamsburg area.
Please contact the Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg
Chaplain (bereavement@williamsburghospice.org) for a copy or
visit Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg online at
www.williamsburghospice.org or call 757-253-1220.
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& Grief Counseling
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Frequently Asked
May I visit the Hospice House after my loved one
has passed away?
Yes. We will always greet you warmly when you return to visit
the Hospice House. We recognize that coming back to visit is
an important ritual for many families. Often out of town family
members and friends will want to visit to see where their friend or
loved one stayed during their final days or hours.
May I permanently memorialize my loved one at the
Hospice House?
Yes. A personalized memorial paver can be purchased and installed
in the Hospice House Patio of Memories. A directory of all pavers
and their placement on the patio is available in the sun room at
the Hospice House so that family and friends can come back to
visit and locate their loved one’s memorial paver on the Patio of
Memories. Any member of the staff would be happy to give you
more information about how to purchase a paver or you can go
to our website at www.williamsburghospice.org/donate/supportshospice-house/ or call 757-253-1220.
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Questions
The staff at Hospice House provided such wonderful care for
my loved one. How can we show our appreciation?
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg is proud of the
compassionate care our staff provides those living their final days
with us at the Hospice House. Staff cannot accept personal gratuity
or gifts, but donations to the Hospice House are appreciated
and will enable us to continue to support other families. Hospice
House & Support Care of Williamsburg is a nonprofit 501 (c)(3)
organization that depends on the generous donations of our
community to deliver all of our services free of charge to the
families we serve. To make a gift you can go to our website at
www.williamsburghospice.org and click on the “Donate” tab or
call 757-253-1220.
Is it appropriate to mention Hospice House & Support Care
of Williamsburg as a memorial designation in my loved
one’s obituary?
While such designations are a very personal choice, we welcome
your consideration of Hospice House & Support Care of
Williamsburg as a recipient of tribute gifts in memory or honor of
someone special. Some families choose to direct memorial tribute
gifts to Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg in lieu
of flowers. This is a meaningful way to “pay it forward” to other
families in our community who are facing end of life and who need
our support. Because we are a nonprofit organization, gifts
are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.
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Will I/we be notified when a memorial tribute gift is made
to Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg in memory
of my loved one?
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg will notify you of
any memorial tribute gifts made in memory of your loved one in a
timely manner. We will provide you with the name and address of
the person or persons who have made such gifts, but the amount
of the gifts will remain confidential.
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I/we have medical equipment and supplies that we no longer
are using. Can I donate them to Hospice House & Support Care
of Williamsburg?
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg generally welcomes
donations of wheelchairs, walkers, unused bedside commodes and
disposable adult diapers. Due to space, we cannot accept electric
scooters, medical beds, or other larger items. Please contact the
Foundation for Rehabilitation Equipment and Endowment (FREE)
at Williamsburg@free-foundation.org or 757-707-4741 to donate
your larger items.
How can I find out about becoming a volunteer at Hospice
House & Support Care of Williamsburg?
At the right time, you may find that volunteering at Hospice House
& Support Care of Williamsburg is a fulfilling way to give back for
the care you and your loved one received.
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg uses volunteers
in every aspect of our programs, including sitting bedside,
maintaining gardens, hosting events, and greeting visitors.
Please contact us at 757-253-1220 or visit our website at
www.williamsburghospice.org to learn more about
getting involved.

ABOUT HOSPICE HOUSE & SUPPORT CARE OF WILLIAMSBURG
Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg is a social-model hospice that provides physical, emotional, social
and spiritual support to enhance the quality of living for individuals facing the last phases of life and the people who
love them. The Hospice House itself is a spacious residence that is a home away from home for our guests and their
families. Support care services range from companionship in families’ homes to extensive bereavement programs
provided to families throughout the community. Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg is a 501(c)(3)
organization that is entirely funded by contributions. No family or individual ever receives a bill for our services and
support; nor do we accept Medicare, Medicaid or other reimbursements.
For more information please call Hospice House & Support Care of Williamsburg at 757-253-1220 or
visit www.williamsburghospice.org.
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We’re all just
walking each other home.
—Ram Dass
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