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Although the effects of suicide on the bereaved can be 
similar to other forms of death, they can also differ in a 
number of ways. For the suicide bereaved, making sense 
of the death, coping with feelings of rejection, anger, guilt 
and disbelief can be even greater issues. Typically, suicide 
affects a wide circle of people, many of whom feel isolated 
and burdened after the event. 

This booklet provides practical help and advice for those 
coping with a death by suicide. Others, who have lost loved 
ones in sudden or tragic circumstances such as road traffic 
accidents, may also experience some of the same feelings 
of loss and grief that suicide survivors can experience and 
may benefit from the advice provided. 

Sections 1 and 2 deal with immediate reactions and natural 
responses to a death by suicide. The information provided 
may equally be of assistance to all those who have lost 
a loved one in traumatic circumstances or who may be 
experiencing a complicated level of grief. Sections 3 and 4 
deal with events that follow a death and provide practical 
advice on dealing with such matters as the financial affairs 
of the deceased. Section 5 highlights where to go for 
further help. In particular, a related publication “Directory 
of Bereavement Support Services” provides a listing of 
general bereavement services and specific services available 
to those bereaved following suicide. Both publications will 
be available on our website www.nosp.ie. 

Both this booklet and the related directory form part of the 
implementation of the strategy set out in “Reach Out” - the 
National Strategy for Action on Suicide Prevention. 

The information in this publication is based on the booklet 
“You Are Not Alone”. This booklet was originally prepared 
by the Resource Officers for Suicide Prevention and the 
respective regional committees for suicide prevention of 
the former Health Boards. Further material is based on 
information made available by the Citizens Information 
Board through their website www.citizensinformation.ie. 

Geoff Day Director

national office for suicide prevention 
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We are all 
amateurs at 
grief; it comes 
to us all; we 
must all go 
through it     
Jerusha Mc Cormick (2006) 



Introduction & Acknowledgements section 1:

Immediate 
Reactions
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WHY? 

Death by suicide is an overwhelming loss that can leave families and friends besieged 
by a range of emotions and many unanswered questions. While the pattern of grief 
is unique to individuals, many families experience similar reactions. The need to 
understand why a person took his/her own life is one of the questions that a surviving 
family will face. Making sense of the death, trying to find an explanation and dealing 
with “could I have prevented the death”, or “am I to blame” are all part of the emotional 
turmoil that the bereaved can experience. 

Unfortunately, it is not always possible to understand or to fully piece together the 
person’s unique story. Although a stressful event may appear to have been the trigger it 
will seldom have been the sole reason for death. Ultimately, the bereaved will have to 
live with their loss, in their own individual way, albeit without having all the answers. 
What is important is to grieve and to come to a state of acceptance. While grieving 
never completely ends, the pain will soften over time. At some stage over the course of 
grieving, a conscious choice may need to be made, to fully live life again. Asking “why” is 
important, but sometimes the answer may never be found. 

Suicide is often the result of a complex combination of several significant factors. In the 
end, there may be no way to fully understand the deceased’s frame of mind at the time 
of death. Getting through the experience, moving beyond the puzzlement of why and 
learning to fully function again are important challenges in the grieving process. 
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Am I to blame? Could I have prevented it? 

After a suicide, family and friends often go over the pre-death circumstances and events, 
blaming themselves for the things they think they should or should not have done.  
This common experience is a natural reaction but varies in intensity within families and 
among the different members of the family. 

No matter what justification there may seem to be to blame yourself, it is not your fault. 
The circumstances that result in someone taking their own life are very complex and it 
is often not possible to have known that a loved one might take their own life. 

Often, in trying to cope with the impact of the death, family members are unable to 
offer one another support. Individual family members respond differently to the death 
depending on their relationship with the deceased. 

Frequently, feelings of hostility and bitterness towards one another may surface.  
For others, withdrawal or excessive talking may be their way of coping. Essentially, 
the common denominator in such communications is the need to put things in 
perspective, to express feelings and to deal with inner emotional turmoil and the hunger 
for information. 

Over time, the intensity of pain will lessen but for some, it may be important to seek 
help outside the family in order to make personal sense of the tragedy. For many, talking 
through one’s feelings with a trusted friend or relative provides sufficient support in 
working through grief. For others, meeting people who have had a similar experience 
brings tremendous relief and a sense of comfort and healing. Support can also be found 
in talking with trained volunteers or health professionals. 

 



section 2:

Natural 
Responses



Feelings you may be experiencing now or in the future 

The aim of this section is to describe some of the most common feelings experienced by 
the bereaved shortly after the death of their loved one. The intention is to reassure you 
that mixed emotions and complicated feelings are understandable at this difficult time. 

The aftermath of a death by suicide can leave family and friends with painful emotions. 
The loss of a loved one is sudden and alarming. Complete shock often masks the full 
realisation of what has happened. Images and painful memories may intrude by night 
and day. 

As shock gives way to painful reality, there may be feelings of guilt and great mental 
anguish. Unfortunately, there is much ignorance and confusion surrounding a death 
by suicide. It can be important to obtain reassurance and support in order to maximise 
one’s ability to get through this very dark time. Such support could come from others 
who have been bereaved by a suicide death or any other good listener who is able to give 
time and support. 

Grieving can be a long lonely road marked by times of hopelessness and despair. There 
is no way of avoiding this pain. Losing someone by what may appear to be a deliberate 
decision may heighten specific aspects of grief. It is essential that you are aware of some 
of these feelings and how they may manifest within yourself, in your family and friends. 

It is important to remember, however, that each person will grieve in his or her own way 
and that not everybody will experience the same feeling. Indeed, family members can be 
at different stages in the grief process, potentially causing some strain and tension. 

Guilt 

In the face of such tragedy there may be an overwhelming sense of regret, self-doubt 
and deep shame characterised by a gnawing sense of persecution. These feelings may 
feel deeply rooted in your mind and body and may allow you little relief or personal 
solace. You may feel your breathing is affected and may experience waves of panic.     
The questions that may shape in your mind could include some or all of the following:

“Why didn’t I listen?” 

“Why didn’t I prevent this from happening?” 

“Why didn’t I give him/her more time?” 

Such questioning usually takes the form of self-reproach and self-blame, whilst removing 
all responsibility from the person who has ended his or her life. Time and support are 
needed in order to come to the understanding that suicide is an individual act. No one 
person is in control of another person’s fate. 
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Anger 

Anger is an extremely physical emotion, which grinds away at whatever strength you 
may be clutching on to. Anger can make you tense, extremely irritable and prone to 
huge swings of emotion. At times there will be feelings of rage directed at yourself, the 
person who has died, family and friends. You may want to blame someone and that 
blame may be targeted at anyone who comes across your path. In a grieving family, 
several members may be experiencing these emotions at the same time. Most families 
have their issues and conflicts. If these surface during this time it may complicate the 
grief response. If your relationship with the deceased was ambivalent this may lead to 
an anger response. 

At times, the deceased person’s behaviour may have caused great frustration and you 
may have wished for them to go away. Please remember that this is not the reason 
for their death. This may well be the opportunity to seek out confidential support and 
enable some personal healing to take place. 

Depression 

Depression has often been described as anger turned in on oneself. Depending on 
your individual make-up, you may feel greater amounts of depression than anger or 
alternatively you may swing widely between the two. 

Depressive feelings include a sense of being pressed into a dark space, a sense of not 
being able to move or see any light at the end of the tunnel. Physically you may feel 
totally exhausted during the day and lie awake at night tossing and turning into the 
early hours. Your appetite may completely diminish or you may find yourself eating 
indiscriminately or bingeing in a self-punishing way. Alcohol abuse, gambling, drug or 
other compulsive behaviours may all take an upward spiral. You may be worried about 
yourself or other close relatives or friends of the deceased. This may be the time to visit 
your family doctor or contact the local Samaritans. 

These are just some of the stronger emotions that characterise the early stages of 
mourning. There is of course a whole spectrum of feelings and actions associated with 
this time. Denial of what has happened is a form of self-protection and it will take time 
to come to terms with the reality of life without a loved one. You may wish to avoid 
outside communication for fear of stigma. You may feel people are avoiding you for the 
same reasons. 

Remember you have complete control of how much information you wish to share with 
others. You are not expected to provide reasons or explanations as to why the person is 
dead. A simple statement such as “they ran out of steam or energy” should be enough. 
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What to expect - some common emotions you may experience

Initially 

Feeling numb - shock. 

Denial, it did not happen, looking for other explanations and becoming angry  
at others. 

Shame, guilt and rejection and feeling a lack of social support, wanting to hide 
the truth. 

Relief if the deceased had been very ill before the death.

Later 

Enormous pain and puzzlement, needing to know why it happened. 

Feelings of panic, that you are losing your sanity. 

Anger at self, the deceased or others. 

Difficulty relating to family members, crisis in parental identity. 

Worry that you or another in the family may be doomed to suicide. 

Finding it hard to trust others again. 

Low mood, no energy. 

Feelings of tension or anxiety. 

Finding it hard to sleep.

What has helped other families? 

Learning to mourn. 

Acknowledging all feelings.  

Talking honestly with family and friends.  

Having a regular chat and check-up with a doctor. 

Reviewing pictures and mementos. 

Visiting the grave. 

Re-arranging and storing the belongings of the deceased. 

Writing a letter to the deceased.  

Being able to be angry but accepting that you love the person who died. 

Meeting others with similar experiences.
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Suggestions for the bereaved 1 

1.	K now you can survive. You may not think so but you can. 

2.	 Struggle with “why” it happened until you no longer need to know “why” or 	
 until you are satisfied with partial answers. 

3.	K now that you may feel overwhelmed by the intensity of your feelings but all 	
 your feelings are normal. 

4.	 Anger, guilt, confusion and forgetfulness are common responses. You are not 	
 crazy: you are in mourning. 

5.	 Be aware you may feel inappropriate anger at the person, at the world, at God,  	
 at yourself. It’s okay to express it in a safe way. 

6.	 You may feel guilty for what you think you did or did not do. Guilt can turn into 	
 regret through forgiveness. 

7.	 Having suicidal thoughts is common. It does not mean that you will act on these  
	 thoughts. However, seek help if they are frequent or if you are thinking of acting 	
 on them.

8.	 Remember to take one moment or one day at a time. 

9.	 Find a good listener with whom to share. Call someone if you need to talk. 

10.	 Don’t be afraid to cry. Tears are healing. 

11.	 Give yourself time to heal. 

12.	 Remember the choice was not yours. No one is the sole influence in another’s life. 

13.	 Expect setbacks. Emotions can return like a tidal wave but you may only be 	
 experiencing a remnant of grief, an unfinished piece. 

14.	 Try to put off major decisions. 

15.	 Give yourself permission to get professional help. 

16.	 Be aware of the pain of family and friends. 

17.	 Be patient with yourself and with others who may not understand. 
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18. Set your own limits and learn to say no. 

19. Steer clear of people who want to tell you what or how to feel. 

20. knowing that there are support groups that can be helpful such as Samaritans,  
 Console or Living Links. Check also for groups in your area in the Directory of  
 Bereavement Services, published separately by the HSE. 

21. Call on your personal faith to help you through. 

22. It is common to experience physical reactions to your grief, e.g. headaches, loss  
 of appetite, inability to sleep. 

23. The willingness to laugh with others and at yourself is healing. 

24. Wear out your questions, anger, guilt, or other feelings until you can let them go.  
 Letting go doesn’t mean forgetting. 

25. know that you will never be the same again, but you can survive and even go  
 beyond just surviving. 

26. Be kind and gentle with yourself. 

1 Adapted from: Bolton, I. (1993). My Son...My Son...A Guide to Healing After Death, Loss or Suicide. Atlanta: Bolton Press. 
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Breaking the news to children 

The death of a sibling or a parent is a very confusing experience for a child. Often, 
parents feel the need to cover up or communicate only part of the truth in order to 
protect their children. Parents worry that the child will not be able to cope with the 
reality of a death by suicide in the family. However, this approach fails to consider 
how resilient children actually are. It is extremely important that a child’s feelings and 
questions are acknowledged in a supportive way. Such a response will contribute to 
healthier emotional development in the future. Trying to hide the reality causes an 
unnecessary burden on adults and only postpones the resolution of grief in the child to 
later years. 

Honest and truthful communication shared in a loving and caring way helps a child 
to deal with, and recover from, the traumatic experience. The key is to share the truth 
gradually but always with respect to the age of the child. Gradual disclosure allows 
the child to ask questions and talk about worries as they arise. It also enables them to 
embrace the sadness of never seeing their loved one again. 

A very young child may be satisfied with the fact that the relative had an accident and 
because of it, died. However, an older child may need to know more details and will 
usually ask if they do. In answering, it is important to be as honest as possible by stating 
the facts as known. 

Children initially respond to a death with shock and denial. Depending on their age, 
some children may react by screaming, crying or with withdrawn behaviour. Others 
become angry and, following a parent’s death, fearful that the remaining parent might 
also die. Some children may blame themselves for the death. It is not unusual for small 
children to be seen playing or carrying on as normal at times fairly soon after the death. 
This should not be taken as a sign that they do not know what is going on. It may be an 
opportunity to allow the enormity of the event to sink in or perhaps a break from the 
intense feelings being experienced. Adults can help the young person by acknowledging 
their feelings, by listening and offering them the time and space to talk about the dead 
person and about themselves. However, should a child continue over a long period to 
exhibit ongoing outbursts, sleep disturbance or withdrawn behaviour, professional help 
may be required. 
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WHAT pARENTs HAvE sAId AbOUT TELLINg THE TRUTH 2 

“I THINk TOO THAT WHAT HAS MADE A DIFFERENCE TO THE BOYS IS THAT IT’S NOT A CLOSED 
SUBjECT IN OUR HOUSE - HE IS EvERYWHERE IN OUR HOME, HE IS A PRESENCE IN OUR LIvES. 
MY RELATIONSHIP WITH HIM IS DIFFERENT NOW, BUT I DO STILL HAvE A RELATIONSHIP WITH 
HIM - AS HIS BROTHERS STILL DO. WE TALk ABOUT HIM EvERY SINGLE DAY OF OUR LIvES.” 

“THEY HAvE GOOD MEMORIES, OPENNESS. BECAUSE FROM WHEN I TOLD THEM WHAT 
HAPPENED, I jUST FELT THAT I HAD TO BE ABLE TO ANSWER THEIR qUESTIONS AS BEST AS I 
COULD AND BE OPEN TO THEM, AND I THINk THAT HAS MADE A DIFFERENCE.” 

“I TOLD MY DAUGHTER STRAIGHT AWAY AND SHE IS THE MOST STABLE LITTLE GIRL I kNOW.  
I BOUGHT HER A MEMORIES BOOk AND TOLD HER TO WRITE DOWN ANYTHING . . .  
LIkE GOING TO THE PARk AND BUTTERFLY CATCHING. SO SHE WRITES DOWN ANYTHING 
SHE REMEMBERS AND SHE CAN LOOk BACk WHEN SHE IS EIGHTEEN AND SAY ‘WOW, I DO 
REMEMBER THESE THINGS’.”

2 These excerpts are taken from “Coping with Suicide in Childhood” Kerri Noonan, Australian Institute of Family 
Studies Youth Suicide Prevention Bulletin No. 4, 2000 www.aifs.gov.au/ysp/pubs/bull4noonan.pdf. 

WHAT pARENTs HAvE sAId AbOUT NOT TELLINg THE TRUTH 

“WE DON’T TALk ABOUT MY HUSBAND. THE PEOPLE AROUND YOU DON’T TALk ABOUT IT 
BECAUSE THEY DON’T kNOW HOW TO APPROACH YOU. I AUTOMATICALLY DON’T TALk ABOUT 
IT BECAUSE THAT MAkES ME FEEL BAD AND IT REMINDS ME THAT THE CHILDREN DON’T HAvE 
THEIR DAD. BECAUSE THAT’S WHAT IT ALL COMES BACk TO, ALL THE TIME.” 

“WE HAvEN’T TOLD THE YOUNGER ONES, I jUST SAID THEIR FATHER GOT SICk AND DIED.   
THE OTHER CHILDREN IN THE FAMILY kNOW BUT TIPTOE TO NOT LET THE YOUNGEST kNOW  
. . . IT WAS ON THE NEWS AS WELL, SO IT WAS HARD TO CONCEAL.” 

“I DON’T THINk MY SON kNOWS ANYTHING, BUT I AM LYING TO HIM EvERY TIME I TELL HIM 
HOW HIS DAD DIED AND I FEEL TERRIBLE ABOUT THAT . . . I DON’T kNOW HOW TO TELL HIM. 
I DON’T kNOW WHERE TO START. I DON’T WANT TO HURT HIM.”
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TELLINg THE CHILd 3 

Breaking the news to children of the death of a parent, sibling, close relative, or friend 
can be very difficult. Whether the death is sudden or anticipated, parents and carers 
want to protect children and themselves from greater distress. However, children need 
to be told about death and helped to understand the implications of their loss. 

USE SIMPLE AND PRACTICAL TERMS. TRY TO LINk THE ExPLANATION TO WHAT CHILDREN 
UNDERSTAND ABOUT LOSS I.E. LOSS OF A PET, CHANGE OF SCHOOL, DEATH OF A RELATIvE. 

USE WORDS LIkE DEAD AND DYING. EvEN THOUGH THEY SEEM HARSH, THEY ARE LESS LIkELY 
TO LEAD TO MISUNDERSTANDINGS LATER. 

MAkE IT CLEAR THAT WHEN SOMEONE DIES THIS MEANS THAT HIS OR HER BODY IS NO 
LONGER WORkING, THEIR HEART STOPS BEATING. THEY NO LONGER NEED TO EAT AND SLEEP 
AND THEY NO LONGER FEEL ANY PAIN. 

BE CAREFUL ABOUT USING WORDS LIkE 'SHE IS GONE TO SLEEP'; 'GONE AWAY'; 'WE LOST 
GRANDDAD'. CHILDREN MAY GET CONFUSED BY THESE TERMS AND ABOUT THE EvERYDAY  
USE OF THEM. 

IN THE ABSENCE OF INFORMATION CHILDREN WILL MAkE UP THEIR OWN STORIES, WHICH 
CAN BE MORE FRIGHTENING THAN THE ACTUAL FACTS.

WHEN TELLING THE CHILD ABOUT A LOSS, PARTICULARLY IF IT IS SOMEBODY vERY CLOSE TO 
THE CHILD, ENSURE THAT THEY ARE NOT ALONE.

BE PREPARED TO HAvE TO REPEAT THE STORY SEvERAL TIMES AND ANSWER REPEATED 
qUESTIONS. THIS IS THE CHILD'S WAY OF MAkING SENSE OF WHAT HAS HAPPENED. 

CHILDREN NEED TO BE GIvEN PERMISSION TO ExPRESS THEIR FEELINGS IN THEIR OWN WAY. 

CHILDREN MAY BE ANGRY OR WITHDRAWN.

LET THE CHILD kNOW THEY CAN TALk TO IMPORTANT ADULTS, RELATIvES AND FRIENDS 
ABOUT THE DEATH

CONTINUE TO OFFER CHILDREN REASSURANCE AND SUPPORT IN THE DAYS, WEEkS AND 
MONTHS AHEAD AS THEY MAkE THEIR OWN jOURNEY THROUGH THE GRIEvING PROCESS.

WHEN A CHILD DIES THE SURvIvING CHILD/CHILDREN ARE ALSO GRIEvING. THEY CAN OFTEN 
IDEALIzE THE CHILD WHO DIED AND FEEL UNABLE TO FILL THAT CHILD'S ROLE AND FEEL THEY 
MAY NOT BE GOOD ENOUGH FOR THE PARENT.

IT'S REALLY IMPORTANT THAT CHILDREN RECEIvE A MESSAGE ABOUT THEIR OWN WORTH 
AND PLACE IN THE FAMILY. 

3 Bereavement Information Pack, National Children’s Resource Centre, Barnardos, 2003, Dublin. 
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Who should tell the child? 

When a death is sudden, the child probably feels most protected if informed by a close 
family member, preferably a parent. When this is extremely difficult and another adult 
tells the child, try as soon as possible to ensure that the child is reunited with a trusted 
adult, preferably a parent, who can repeat the news. Otherwise, children have greater 
difficulty in accepting the loss and tend to distance themselves from this reality.

How do I deal with the neighbours? 

Remember that a death by suicide happens to all sorts of families and impacts on 
many people. The shocked family may find it hard to face the world and talk about the 
death. Alternatively, friends and relatives may feel uncomfortable and unable to offer 
consolation. While all kinds of loss are painful, the issues can be different when dealing 
with a death by suicide. Generally, friends and neighbours are well meaning and want 
to give support but may feel uncomfortable. They may be afraid to upset the family or 
think it’s best to leave them alone. 

It may be helpful to take the initiative, by simply stating that the death has happened 
and ask for practical help. 

If you are uncomfortable with talking about the death then you don’t have to talk about 
it. When you are ready, talk about the things you wish to discuss with the people you 
feel comfortable with. 



section 3:

Events 
That Occur 
Following 
The Death



The Gardaí 

In any event involving an unexpected death, including a suicide, the Gardaí are notified 
and an inquest will be held. In such instances the Gardaí are acting as Coroner’s Officers 
and will enquire into the circumstances surrounding the death. They will inform the 
Coroner of the death and send him or her a report. The fact that uniformed Gardaí visit 
the relatives at their home or at the hospital does not mean that the death is regarded as 
suspicious. It will be necessary for them to take statements and have the body formally 
identified by a member of the family or relative of the deceased. 

The Coroner 

A Local Authority appoints a Coroner. To qualify for the position a person must be a 
practising Barrister, Solicitor or Registered Medical Practitioner (Doctor) of at least five 
years standing.

In Ireland, it is a legal requirement that deaths from unnatural causes, including 
suicide, are reported to the Coroner. The purpose is to determine who died and the 
circumstances surrounding their death. To establish this, the Coroner may request a 
post mortem and, at a later stage, may call an inquest into the death. 

The Postmortem 

A postmortem is an internal and external examination of the body of the deceased, 
which takes place in a hospital and is performed by a Pathologist. It is usually carried 
out within twenty-four hours of the arrival of the body at the hospital. It is performed 
in a professional and sensitive manner. There is no visible disfigurement of the body. 
Some people find it helpful to discuss the postmortem results with their family doctor 
or arrange to meet the Pathologist who performed the postmortem and discuss the 
findings with him or her. 

19



20

Funeral Arrangements 

A sudden or unexpected death, by its nature, denies relatives of the deceased the 
opportunity to say good-bye. The funeral gives families a chance to arrange and plan 
a farewell. Partaking in the funeral arrangements and deciding on such issues as the 
clothes in which the deceased will be dressed, the type of coffin and the time at which 
the removal will take place can achieve this. It may be helpful to decide whether the 
repose will take place in the hospital mortuary, a funeral parlour, or the family home. 
By not rushing the funeral, taking time to come to terms with what has happened and 
being with the deceased, some sense of comfort may be experienced.

Other families who have experienced a death by suicide have suggested that it is very 
important to spend time with the body. Even if family members do not wish to view the 
deceased, a vigil beside the closed coffin is often helpful. Other families emphasise the 
benefits of and comfort in having a public funeral so that adequate tribute is given to 
the deceased. 

Funeral arrangements should not be made until the body is released to the spouse or 
next of kin, which usually takes place immediately after the postmortem examination 
has been completed. 

Death Certificate 

The death cannot be registered until the postmortem report is received, which may 
take six weeks or longer. If the post-mortem examination shows that death was due 
to natural causes, and there is no need for an inquest, a Coroner’s Certificate will be 
issued to the Registrar of Births and Deaths who will then register the death and issue 
the death certificate. If death is due to unnatural causes, the Coroner is obliged to hold 
an inquest. The death will be registered by means of a Coroner’s Certificate when the 
inquest is concluded (or adjourned in some cases). 

Prior to the inquest being held, the Coroner’s office will, on request, provide an Interim 
Certificate of the fact of death, which may be acceptable to banks, insurance companies 
and other institutions. 
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The Inquest 

An inquest is an inquiry in public by a Coroner, sitting with or without a jury, into the 
circumstances surrounding a death and can take place at any time from four weeks 
to possibly over twelve months after the death. The inquest will establish the identity 
of the deceased, how, when, and where the death occurred and the particulars which 
are required to be registered by the Registrar of Deaths. A Coroner is not permitted to 
consider civil or criminal liability; he or she must simply establish the facts. A verdict 
will be returned in relation to the means by which the death occurred. The range of 
verdicts open to a Coroner or Jury includes accidental death, misadventure, suicide, 
open verdict, and natural causes (if so found at the inquest). An inquest will not tell you 
why a person died by suicide. 

The Coroner will decide which witnesses should attend and in what order they will 
be required to give evidence. The Pathologist and Gardaí always give evidence at an 
inquest into a death suspected to be by suicide. Any person may give evidence which is 
relevant to the purpose of the inquest. Likewise, any person who has a lawful interest in 
the inquest may ask questions or be legally represented by a Solicitor or Barrister. Such 
persons include: 

The family and next of kin of the deceased

Personal representatives of the decease

Representatives of insurance companies 

All inquests are held in public and reporters may be present. In practice, a minority of 
inquests are reported in the press. The Coroner is aware of the tragic circumstances and 
will endeavour to treat each one sympathetically. The existence of suicide notes will be 
acknowledged, but the contents will not be read out, except at the specific request of 
the next of kin and then only at the discretion of the Coroner. Every attempt is made to 
ensure that the inquest proceedings are not unduly intrusive on families concerned. 

Further information is available from www.citizensinformation.ie 



section 4:

Sorting Out 
Your Affairs
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UsEFUL WEbsITEs 

WWW.CITIzENSINFORMATION.IE 
WWW.WELFARE.IE  
WWW.MABS.IE 

This section aims to provide general information concerning financial and legal matters.4

The Citizens Information Centres in each county provide a free and confidential 
information service regarding all such matters. Further details and clarification can 
be obtained from the local Citizens Information Centres. These are listed in your local 
telephone directory. The information can also be accessed at; www.citizensinformation.ie.

mONEY mATTERs 

When a person close to you dies, it can be difficult to deal with the many things that 
have to be decided and done at a time of such considerable stress. However, there are 
issues such as possible social welfare entitlements, tax and other money matters that 
may need to be addressed.

When someone in Ireland dies, it is their personal representative who distributes their 
money and property according to the law. Occasionally, difficulties can arise where a 
bereaved person may need to get access to some of the deceased person’s money to 
pay for funeral expenses. It may also transpire for example, that a dependent spouse 
or children may need to get access for living expenses, at least until a social welfare 
payment is awarded. It is not easy to get immediate access to the deceased person’s 
money unless it is in a joint account. 

There are a range of payments provided by both the Department of Social and Family 
Affairs and the Health Service Executive (HSE) that are available to help out families 
during this difficult time.

4 This section is based on information provided by the Citizens Information Board. While the information in this booklet 
is up to date at the time of publication, the website www.citizensinformation.ie is regularly updated and should be 
consulted for the up to date position.
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Money in the bank or building society 

If money in the bank/building society is in the deceased’s name only, then you usually 
cannot get access to it until probate is taken out. If the amount of money is small, the 
financial institution may release it provided the personal representatives or the next of 
kin sign an indemnity form. In effect, this is a guarantee that the bank/building society 
will not be at a loss if there are other claims on the money.

If the account is held jointly with a person other than your spouse (e.g. the deceased 
is a brother, partner or parent) talk to your bank or building society. They may need a 
statement from the Revenue Commissioners’ Capital Taxes Office. This will allow you to 
transfer money while any possible tax liability, such as Capital Acquisitions Tax (CAT), is 
being examined. 

Spouses are not liable for CAT on inheritances from each other. You should apply to 
the Capital Taxes Office of the Revenue Commissioners for a letter of clearance. If you 
think the deceased person may have had a dormant bank account, you should contact 
the financial institution at which the account was held. If that financial institution no 
longer exists and you want to find out where to make your enquiry or claim, you should 
contact the Irish Bankers’ Federation/Irish Mortgage Association. 

Post Office savings 

For accounts in one name only: 

If the investor had left instructions on a 'nomination form', the proceeds of the savings 
deposit account or Savings Certificates (i.e. the principal plus accrued interest) will be 
distributed according to those instructions. There are tax implications if the amount is 
more than €6,348.69. 

If the investor had made a will, the proceeds will be distributed in accordance with the will. 

If there is no will, the usual rules for inheritance will apply. Whether there is a will or 
not, you will need to obtain probate or Letters of Administration from the High Court 
if the proceeds are more than €6,348.69. If the amount involved is less than €6,348.69, 
you will not have to wait to take out a grant of probate. All you have to do is get a claim 
form from any post office and send it with the following: 

Death certificate

Post Office deposit book (Keep a record of the number)

Original will or certified copy of the will (This will be returned by registered 
post) to the Post Office Savings Bank, Deceased Section. 			 
You will be sent a form of indemnity which you will have to sign before a Peace 
Commissioner or Commissioner for Oaths, or GP, clergyman or member of the 
Garda Síochána. 
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Insurance policies 

If an insurance policy names you as the beneficiary, then you may claim it directly from 
the insurance company. You need a death certificate. If there is no named beneficiary, 
then the proceeds form part of the overall estate of the deceased and are distributed 
with the other assets. 

Occupational and personal pensions 

The rules governing occupational and personal pensions vary. If the deceased was a 
member of a pension scheme, you should contact the employer or former employer 
or the scheme administrators to find out if there is a pension for the spouse and/or 
children. Self-employed people may have pension arrangements which involve some of 
the investments becoming part of the deceased’s estate. 

Divorced people may have access to some part of the pension scheme depending on 
whether or not a pension adjustment order was made at the time of the divorce. 

The Pensions Board have a series of leaflets on pension matters for scheme members. 

Bills and loans 

You need to make sure that all your essential ongoing bills are changed into your name 
(if not already so). A phone call is all that is needed for electricity, gas and telephone 
accounts. If you have a mortgage or other loan that was in joint names, again you will 
need to inform the lender of the death. 

Where personal loans are concerned, you are only liable for those debts that you 
yourself have signed for. If you are having difficulty making the payments, you should 
let the company know what has happened and ask for time to work out what you can 
actually afford given your changed circumstances. 

If you are asked to take over the payments on a loan in the sole name of the deceased, 
you are not legally obliged to do so as this should be paid out of the estate. 
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Help with money matters 

If you are experiencing financial difficulties following a bereavement, it is important 
to deal with these at an early stage as ignoring the problem will only lead to matters 
getting worse. You can get advice from your local Money Advice and Budgeting Service 
(MABS) as to how to go about this. Each MABS is a free, confidential, independent 
service staffed by trained money advisers. Contact details are available in your local 
telephone directory or on their website www.mabs.ie. 

Financial Information Service Centres (FISC) provides free confidential advice to 
people unable to afford the professional services of accountants through part time 
clinics around the country. Details of clinics are available through your local Citizens 
Information Centre (CIC). There is a list of CICs in the Golden Pages telephone directory. 

Free Legal Advice Centres (FLAC) runs a network of part-time, free, legal advice clinics 
throughout the country and a telephone information and referral line. Again, details of 
clinics are available through your local Citizens Information Centre. 
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Checklist of things to do following bereavement 

Legal Issues 

Contact a funeral director to arrange the funeral. 

Register the death and obtain a death certificate. 

Notify the deceased's solicitor if there is one. 

Notify the executors named in the will. If there is no will, decide who to 
appoint as administrator to administer the deceased's estate.

Financial 

Notify banks, building society, credit union, post office, companies in which 
shares are held, etc. 

Cancel Direct Debits/Standing Orders in the deceased's bank or building society. 

Cancel subscriptions to clubs/groups/magazines, etc. 

Cancel insurance policies, health insurance etc. 

Contact the Department of Social and Family Affairs if the deceased was 
receiving a payment. 

Contact any hire purchase/loan companies. 

Contact the tax office about possible tax refunds/credits. 

Housing 

If the deceased held a mortgage, change the name on the mortgage. 

Change the name on the house deeds. 

If living in rented accommodation, arrange to have the name on the tenancy 
agreement changed. 

Change the name on household utility bills. 

Contact An Post to re-direct post to the executor or administrator of the estate. 

Miscellaneous 

Notify the deceased's employer if an employee or the school/college if in 
education.

Contact the Local Health Office of the deceased or voluntary organisation if 
they were getting community care health services. 

Contact the doctor/hospital if the deceased was awaiting any appointments. 

Contact the travel agency, hotel, airline etc., if the deceased had made 
reservations, to enquire about any refunds. 
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Registering the death 

All deaths must be registered with the Registrar of Deaths in the area where the death 
occurred (not necessarily where the deceased used to live). There are Registrars of 
Deaths in every county. 

The person responsible for registering the death is the nearest relative present at the 
death. If the death occurs in a hospital, the hospital authorities normally carry out the 
registration. If you are registering the death you must get a medical certificate showing 
the cause of death and this must be signed by a doctor who has treated the deceased in 
the 28 days before the death (or by the Coroner if applicable). In the case of a Coroner’s 
postmortem, the Coroner will register the death. 

If you are the parent of a stillborn child, there is no legal obligation on you to register 
the death. However, you may do so within forty-two days of the birth. The doctor who  
attended the birth or examined the child must provide, free of charge, a signed medical 
certificate which states the weight and gestational age of the child. You can then register 
the birth with the local Registrar of Births. If you do not do so, the hospital registers the 
birth at the end of the forty-two day period, and within 4 months of the birth. 

Stillborn children born before 1st January 1995 may have their births registered by a 
parent at any time. Evidence of the birth will be needed, for example, a statement from 
the hospital or the attending doctor. You, the parent(s) must personally attend the 
Registrar’s Office. 
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Death of a spouse/partner 

If your spouse/partner dies while getting a social welfare payment, the same rate of 
payment will continue for six weeks provided your late spouse/partner was getting one 
of the payments listed below when he/she died, and if this amount included a payment 
for you. 

Retirement Pension or Old Age (Contributory/Non-Contributory) 

Pension or Pre-Retirement Allowance 

Supplementary Welfare Allowance 

Unemployment Benefit or Assistance or Farm Assist 

Disability Benefit or Allowance or Invalidity Pension or Blind Pension 

Injury Benefit or Unemployability Supplement. 

Back to Work or Back to Work Enterprise Allowance 

Alternatively, if you are getting Retirement Pension, Old Age (Contributory) Pension,  
Old Age (Non-Contributory) Pension, Blind Pension or Carer’s Allowance and your 
spouse/partner was getting one of the payments listed above; you will be paid 6 weeks 
of whatever payment he/she was receiving plus your own payment. 

If you are getting a social welfare payment that included a payment for your late  
spouse/partner, you will continue to receive the same rate of payment for 6 weeks  
after his/her death. 

From June 2003 the six week payment after death will be extended to most of the 
remaining social welfare payments. This will include short term payments such as 
Unemployment Benefit/Assistance as well as long term schemes such as Disability 
Allowance and Invalidity Pension. 

The six week payment is normally paid in a lump sum by cheque - the deceased person’s 
pension book should not be cashed, but should be returned to the Department of Social 

and Family Affairs. 

Death of a child dependent 

If your child dies, payment of a Child Dependent Increase on your social welfare payment 
will usually continue for six weeks if the child was included in your payment. Contact 
the section of the Department of Social and Family Affairs responsible for your payment. 

You should also notify the Child Benefit Section of the death of a child. 
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Where the person being cared for dies 

If you are receiving a Carer’s Allowance/Benefit and the person you are caring for dies, 
the following applies: 

If the person being cared for was your spouse or partner, your Carer's Allowance 
/Benefit will cease from the date of his/her death. However, your late spouse or 
partner's social welfare payment, if applicable, will be paid to you at the married 
rate for 6 weeks after his/her death.

If your spouse was not getting a social welfare payment, your Carer's Allowance/
Benefit will continue for 6 weeks after his/her death.

If the person being cared for was not your spouse or partner, Carer's Allowance/
Benefit continues to be paid for six weeks after his/her death. 

What happens with the deceased’s estate?

When a person dies, his/her property passes to his/her personal representative.  
The personal representative then has the duty to distribute the deceased’s money and 
property in accordance with the law, the will - if there is one - or the laws of intestacy  
if there is no will. 

A Testator is a person who has made a will. If you die without making a will, you are said 
to die intestate. If that happens, your money and property is distributed in accordance 
with the rules set out in the Succession Act, 1965. 

There are some restrictions on what you can do in a will. In general, you may not 
completely disinherit a spouse and, if you do, your spouse may claim his/her legal right 
share. You are not obliged to leave any assets to your children but if you do not, they 
may be able to make a claim on the basis that you have not fulfilled your obligations 
towards them. Apart from that, you may dispose of your estate (estate is the term used 
to describe all of your assets, your money, property, etc.) in whatever way you like. 

The personal representative is either: 

An executor or executors - this is a person or people appointed by the deceased 
person in his/her will.

An administrator(s) - this is usually the next of kin or a lawyer. An administrator 
is appointed where there is no will, or where no executor is nominated in the 
will or where the executor has predeceased the testator or is unwilling or 
unable to act as executor.

It is the personal representative’s responsibility to distribute the estate in accordance 
with the will of the deceased and/or the law. 
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The legal right share 

If there is a will and the spouse has never renounced his/her rights and is not “unworthy 
to succeed”, then that spouse has a right to what is called a “legal right share” of the 
deceased’s estate. 

If there are no children, the spouse is entitled to one-half of the estate. 

If there are children, the spouse is entitled to one-third of the estate. 

The children are not necessarily entitled to the rest. If you find that your spouse has 
made a will that does not recognise your legal right share, you may still claim your right. 
You do not have to go to court; the executor or administrator is obliged to grant you 
your share. 

Rights of children under a will 

Unlike a spouse, children have no absolute right to inherit their parent’s estate if 
the parent has made a will. However, if a child considers that he/she has not been 
adequately provided for, he/she may make an application to court. The child need not be 
a minor or be dependent in order to use this procedure. The court has to decide if the 
parent has “failed in his moral duty to make proper provision for the child in accordance 
with his means”. Each case is decided on its merits and the court looks at the situation 
from the point of view of a “prudent and just” parent. Anyone considering challenging 
a will on these grounds should get legal opinion before applying to the court. Children 
born within or outside marriage have the same rights. 
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Intestacy 

If a person dies without having made a will or if the will is invalid for whatever reason, 
that person is said to have died “intestate”. If there is a valid will, but part of it is invalid, 
then that part is dealt with as if there was intestacy. The rules for division of property on 
intestacy are as set out below. 

If the deceased is survived by: 

spouse but no children - spouse gets entire estate. 

spouse and children - spouse gets two-thirds, one-third is divided equally 
between children (if a child has already died his/her children take a share). 

parents, no spouse or children - divided equally or entirely to one parent if only 
one survives.

children, no spouse - divided equally between children (as above). 

brothers and sisters only - shared equally, the children of a deceased brother 
or sister take the share. 

nieces and nephews only - divided equally between those surviving. 

other relatives - divided equally between nearest equal relationship. 

no relatives - the state. 

Dealing with the Deceased Person’s Estate in Ireland 

If there is a will and an executor has been appointed, then the executor deals with the 
estate. This means that they make sure that the spouse is aware of the right to a legal 
right share and distributes the estate in accordance with the will and the law. 

If there is no will, or, if there is a will but there is no executor, an administrator is 
appointed - usually the next of kin or a solicitor. 

In order to get authority to administer the estate a legal document called a Grant of 
Representation is required of which there are three types. If there is a will, then the 
executor needs to take out probate. If there is no will, or, if no executor has been 
appointed or the appointed person cannot act, an administrator may be appointed 
and he/she takes out a Letter of Administration (or a Letter of Administration with Will 
Annexed if there is a will). 

The duties of the executor and administrator are broadly the same. If the estate is 
complex, it may be advisable to appoint a solicitor to do the job. He/she will be paid 
out of the estate. If matters are fairly straightforward, the executor/administrator may 
decide to make a personal application.
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taking out probate

Taking out probate basically means having Probate office or appropriate district Probate 
Registery certify that the will is valid and that all legal, financial and tax matters are 
in order so that the executor or administrator can be allowed to get on with the job of 
distributing the estate.

“Proving” the will is the process by which the Probate Office accepts that the will is valid 
and may be put into effect. The Office may carry out some enquries, e.g., it may ask to 
see the witnesses to the will but this does not always happen.

appointing an administrator

If you don’t make a will, an administrator must be appointed. An administrator is also 
appointed where an executor is not named in the will, dies before the testator or is 
unwilling or unable to act. The next of kin may apply for a grant of administration. 
Priority is given in the following order:

the spouse

child

parent

brother or sister

more distant relAtive

If there is doubt about who is entitled to be the administrator, the issue will be decided 
by the Probate Register. Usually, an administrator is required to give an administration 
bond to the Probate Office - this is a sort of guarantee that you will carry out your  
duties properly.
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a personal application

To make a personal application you must attend in person. The Probate Office has 
discretion to refuse to allow a personal applicant to be attended by an adviser. It may 
also refuse to allow an applicant to personally continue an application if it had been 
initiated bt a solicitor. Where an application is made in connection with a case that 
has already been before the courts, that application must be made by a solicitor unless 
a special direction is received from the Probate Office. The Probate Office will help an 
executor/administrator who is acting personally.

A personal applicant for probate or for administration of the estate must take the 
following steps:

Download the application form or obtain the form for personal applicants 
from the Probate Office or one of the 14 local Probate Offices.

Fill out the form as best you can by entering details of bank, post office, 
building society accounts, property, assets, stocks, shares, debts, etc.,  
of the deceased.

Return the completed form to the Probate Office. You will then get an 
acknowledgement and be given an appointment for a preliminary interview 
(more than one appointment may be necessary). 

Attend the interview in person and bring the following required items: 

A death certificate. 

Original will and codicill(s) (if any).  

Funeral bills/receipts. 

Statements up to the time of death of deposits in banks, post offices,  
credit unions, building societies, etc.

Details of other assets (for example, assurance policies, gratuities, 
superannuation schemes, stocks, shares, cash, prize bonds, etc.). 

Details of any liabilities, debts (outstanding mortgages, loans, wages due to 
staff, etc. - you may have to put an advertisement in the papers asking creditors 
to send in their claims within a certain period). 

Details of any debts owing to the deceased's estate (wages, holiday pay, court 
case settlements, etc).

details about property (estimated value) together with title deeds or  
land certificates. 

If an administrator, rather than an executor, is applying for a grant, a surety (guarantor) 
must attend the interview also so that the administration bond can be completed.  
The surety must reside in Ireland and must be worth the gross value of the estate. 
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Sign the documents and swear the Executor’s oath. This is an oath swearing 
that he/she believes that the will in question is the last will of the deceased, 
that he/she is the person appointed as executor and that he/she will administer 
the will in accordance with the law. An administrator swears a similar oath. 

Take the completed Revenue Affidavit to the Revenue Commissioners for 
clearance for Capital Acquisitions Tax purposes. 

Pay the fee for probate. 

Get permission from Probate Office to administer the estate. 

If the Registrar of the Probate Office is satisfied that the will is valid and there are no 
caveats (objections) entered, then probate will be granted (or Letter of Administration). 

If there are problems, for example, if the original will cannot be found or there is doubt 
about signatures, then the Registrar may require sworn statements from witnesses.  
If there are no problems, the Grant of Probate or Administration is issued on the oath  
of the executor or administrator. 

The Probate Office or the District Probate Office will make a standard form of grant 
unless there is a contentious aspect to the application. Where a contentious issue 
arises, the matter must be decided by the High Court judge in charge of probate matters 
although the High Court can direct that the matter be resolved by the Circuit Court in 
certain circumstances. 
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Duties of executor/administrators 

Generally, you are obliged to distribute the assets as soon as possible after the death 
(within a year if possible - you may be sued by the beneficiaries if you do not distribute 
the estate within a year). This may not be possible if there are legal issues to be decided. 

You are under a duty to preserve the assets of the deceased until they are distributed and 
to protect the assets from devaluation. For example, you should make sure that all assets 
required to be insured are insured for their market value. 

You have power to: 

Deal with the estate (for example, to sell it to pay debts or distribute amongst 
beneficiaries). 

Represent the deceased in legal actions and to settle legal actions against the 
deceased's estate. 

You must: 

Gather together and protect all the deceased's assets (money, shares, property, 
etc.) and find out their combined value. 

Call in any outstanding funds due (money owing to the deceased).  

Pay any debts or taxes owed.  

Pay the funeral expenses. 

Make sure that the spouse and children know about their legal right share. 

Make sure the entitled beneficiaries or next of kin get what they are entitled to, 
and that ownership of property is passed on correctly. 

Social welfare recipients 

If the deceased was receiving a social welfare payment, you must inform the Minister 
for Social and Family Affairs of the death before distributing the estate. This is to allow 
the Minister to reclaim any overpayment of pension that may have been made.  
The Department has 6 months to decide whether or not an overpayment was made.  
If you fail to do this, you may be made personally liable to repay the overpaid amounts. 



37

Transferring land 

You transfer land by way of an “Assent” to the beneficiary under the will or under 
the Succession Act. An assent must be in writing. If you are the beneficiary, it is not 
absolutely necessary for you to vest the property in yourself by way of an assent (as 
technically the property already vests in you). However, it is recommended practice that 
you do so in order to facilitate any future selling of that land. 

It is the executor/administrator’s responsibility to pay the Probate Tax from the estate 
(if the deceased died before 6 December 2000). Even though the Capital Acquisitions Tax 
(CAT) is due from the beneficiaries, the executor/administrator will be held legally liable 
if they (the beneficiaries) do not pay it. Therefore, if you are the executor/administrator, 
it is very much in your interest to deduct and pay CAT before passing on the bequest. 
You are also responsible for paying any income or capital gains tax on income from 
the estate during the administration period. The Revenue Commissioners can give you 
advice on this complex area and there is a comprehensive and well-laid-out explanatory 
booklet available. 

If the deceased dies in debt 

If the deceased dies insolvent or there isn’t enough money to meet the bequests made, 
payments from the estate are prioritised in the following order: 

Funeral, testamentary and administration expenses. 

Creditors who have security against the property of the deceased in the form of 
a mortgage, charge or lien (these are different ways of securing loans). 

Rates and taxes due at the testator's death, wages and salary for work done for 
the deceased within four months of death and sums payable by the estate in 
respect of contributions payable by the deceased in the twelve months prior to 
death under social welfare legislation (his/her own PRSI contributions as well 
as PRSI contributions for employees). 

All other creditors. 

Where the deceased dies in debt, creditors can only bring a claim against the estate of 
the deceased. Even if there is not enough money in the estate to meet all the debts, the 
relatives of the deceased are not personally responsible or liable for the deceased’s debts, 
unless they had guaranteed them. 
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Frequently Asked Questions 

This section deals briefly with some of your more immediate concerns. 

Q. Who should I inform of the death? 

A. The next of kin, GP and the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages should be 
informed immediately. Most people die of natural causes, however if the death is 
sudden and unexpected, the Gardaí and the Coroner may need to be informed. At a 
later stage you will need to inform the Department of Social and Family Affairs, if 
the person who died was getting a social welfare payment, or was a dependent on 
another person’s payment. You should also inform relevant insurance companies. 

Q. Who has to register the death? 

A. If the death occurred at home, the next of kin or nearest relative present at the 
death must register the death by bringing a Medical Certificate of cause of death to 
the appropriate Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages, usually within 5 days.  
The appropriate Registrar is determined by where the death took place, not where 
the deceased lived. 

The deceased’s family doctor (GP) normally issues the medical certificate, but it 
can be any doctor. The hospital usually registers the death if the death happened 
in hospital. Deaths referred to the County or City Coroner are registered when the 
Registrar receives a certificate of the post-mortem examination or inquest from  
the Coroner. 

Q. Where can I get a copy of the Death Certificate? 

A. The Death Certificate can be obtained from the local Registrar of Births, Deaths 
and Marriages for the district where the person died. If you are registering the death, 
it is useful to get several copies of the Death Certificate at the same time. 

Q. What is the role of the funeral director/undertaker? 

A. They will deal with all arrangements regarding the burial or cremation, including 
organising the burial plot, newspaper notices and religious services, if you wish. They 
can also organise transport of the deceased and mourners, help with arrangements for 
the church service, liaising with those involved in these arrangements, e.g. florists etc. 

They will also assist you to obtain any documentation necessary both before and 
after the funeral. 

Q. What is a post mortem? 

A. A post mortem (sometimes called an autopsy) is an examination carried out by 
a pathologist after a death where it is necessary to establish the medical cause of 
death. The majority of deaths do not require any post mortem because the medical 
cause of death can be certified by a doctor who has been treating the deceased in the 
months prior to the death, i.e. a GP or hospital doctor. 
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Q. Is there any help available towards the funeral costs? 

A. You may be entitled to a Bereavement Grant from the Department of Social and 
Family Affairs where the person who died has paid the relevant social insurance 
contributions. If you are the insured person, it is also payable if the person who died 
is your spouse or dependent child. Employees, including civil and public servants, 
and self-employed are covered by this scheme. 

If the death happened because of an accident at work or while travelling to or from 
work or as a result of a prescribed disease, you may be entitled to a Funeral Grant 
under the Occupational Injuries Scheme, instead of the Bereavement Grant. 

Q. How do I claim a Bereavement Grant? 

A. You can get the application forms by phoning LoCall 1890 202325 or LoCall 1890 
500000 or you can get one at your Social Welfare Local Office, local Post Office or 
Citizens Information Centre. The forms can also be downloaded from the internet at 
www.welfare.ie.

Q. What if I don’t qualify for a Bereavement Grant? 

A. If you do not qualify for a Bereavement Grant you may get assistance towards the 
funeral expenses under the Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA) scheme, which 
is operated by the HSE. No social insurance contributions are required as payment 
is based on the means of the person responsible for paying the funeral bill. You 
should apply to your local Community Welfare Officer at your local Health Centre 
before you pay the funeral bill, as the cheque will be issued to the undertaker/funeral 
director. 

The SWA scheme also provides for Exceptional Needs Payments in particular situations. 

Q. If there is money in a joint account can I draw out this money? 

A. Yes, if the money is held jointly with your spouse. If the account is held jointly 
with a person other than your spouse (e.g. the deceased is a brother, parent or 
partner), talk to your bank or building society. They may need a statement from the 
Revenue Commissioners, Capital Taxes Office, Dublin Castle, Dublin 2, LoCall 1890 201 
104. This will allow you to transfer the money while any possible tax liability, such as 
Capital Acquisitions Tax (CAT), is being checked out. 

If money in the bank/building society is in the deceased’s name only, then you 
usually cannot get access to it until probate is taken out. If the amount of money is 
small, the financial institution may release it in certain circumstances.

Q. Can I cash Social Welfare cheques or pension orders after death? 

A. No. In the case of a pension, return the deceased person’s pension book or cheque 
to the relevant section of the Department, as soon as possible after the last payment 
before the date of death. You should include a note about the death and the Death 
Certificate or Death Notice from the newspapers. (Keep a note of the pension 
claim number). If the deceased person’s Social Welfare payment was paid into a 
Bank/Building Society Account by electronic transfer you should advise the relevant 
section of the Department to stop the payment. 
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In most cases the deceased person’s social welfare payment is paid for six weeks 
after death if you were the dependant spouse, partner or carer of the deceased. 
this is normally paip by cheque, issued when the payment book is returned or the 
electronic transfer is stopped

Q. How do i claim this six week payment? 

A. You should contact the office that paid the Social welfare payment for more 
information, e.g. the Pension Services office in Sligo for old age pensions or the 
Social welfare Local office if it was Unemployment Benefit or assistance. A cheque 
will be sent to you for this payment within a short space of time.

Q. Is there a pension for widows and widowers? 

A. Social welfare pensions are available to widowed men and women. A Widow/
Widower’s (Contributory) Pension is based on the social insurance contributions 
of you or your late spouse. However, both social insurance records cannot be 
combined. this payment is not affected by any other income you may have. It 
includes an increase for any dependant children.

Q. what happens if i do not have enough prsi paid to qualify for a widow/	
    widowers contributory pension? 

A. If you do not qualify for a Widow/Widower’s (Contributory) pension you may 
qualify for one of the following means-tested payments instead:

One-Parent family payment - if you have dependent children.

Widow/widower’s (Non-Contributory) Pension - if you don’t have dependent 
children.

Q. how do i apply for a widow/widower’s pension? 

A. Application forms are available by phoning LoCall 1890 202325 or LoCall 1890 500000  
or you can get one at your social welfare office,local Post office or Citizens Information 
Centre. They are also available on the internet at www.welfare.ie. you should send 
it to the address shown on the form, as soon as possible after the death. If you don’t 
have the necessary certificates, you can forward them later with a covering letter.

If you have any queries about Widow/Widower’s Pensions or One-Parent Family 
Allowance, you can also contact:

Pension Service office
Department of Social and Family Affairs, College Road, Sligo. Lo Call 1890 500000.

Q. does other income or earnings affect a widow/widower’s pension? 

A. Widow/Widower’s (Contributory) Pension is not affected by income from any 
other source. The Widow/Widower’s (Non-Contributory) Pension and One-Parent 
Family Payment are means-tested payments. Therefore, any other income you may 
have e.g. earnings, savings etc. can affect the rate of payment.

Q. Is the Widow/Widower’s Pension taxable? 

A. All social welfare pensions are taxable. However, if your income is below a certain 
limit you will be exempt from tax. 
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Q. Are Widow/Widower’s Pension recipients entitled to the free schemes? 

A. Everyone over the age of 66 who is resident in the State is entitled to Free Travel 
and some people under age 66 on specified payments also qualify. 

You will qualify for the other free schemes, i.e. electricity or gas allowance, 
telephone rental allowance and free TV licence if you are over 70 or if you are 
receiving Carer’s Allowance. 

You may also qualify for these allowances if you are age 66 or over or getting a long 
term disability payment and satisfy other qualifying conditions. 

The free schemes were amalgamated into a new Household Benefits Package in May 
2002, Now, if you are eligible for one of the benefits, you are eligible for them all. 

Q. The deceased had a Medical Card - what should I do with it? 

A. You should return it to the Health Board which issued it. If you are the spouse of a 
medical card holder, you may be entitled to a card in your own right. 

Q. Who deals with the will? 

A. Generally, the person named in a will as executor has the job of dealing with the 
terms of the will and taking out probate. There may be more than one executor. If 
no executor has been appointed, or if the named executor does not wish to act, an 
administrator may be appointed. 

Q. What is the procedure if the deceased didn’t make a will? 

A. If there is no will the next of kin can apply to the Probate Office for a grant  
of representation. 

Q. How do I take out a Grant of Probate? 

A. If you are the executor or have been appointed an administrator and the estate 
is not complicated, you can make a personal application to the Probate Personal 
Application Section in the Probate Office, First Floor, 15-24 Phoenix St. North, 
Smithfield, Dublin 7. Telephone (01) 8886174, or to one of the 14 District Probate 
Offices. Enquire about these at your local courthouse. If the estate is complex, you 
should consult a solicitor. 

Q. What happens to the family home after the death of a spouse? 

A. If the two of you jointly own the house, then you automatically become the 
owner. If your spouse was the legal owner then you may require that it be given to 
you as part of your share of your spouse’s estate. If the family home is worth more 
than this share, then you may have to pay the difference. However, you may apply 
to the court to have the house given to you either without paying the difference or 
by paying an amount that the court thinks reasonable. The court may make such 
an order if it thinks that hardship would otherwise be caused either to you or to a 
dependent child. 



section 5:

Getting Help 
For You And 
Your Family



43

Many people experiencing loss through death find 
comfort and additional support by shar ing their story 
with others. Often, people feel better if they can talk to 
somebody outside the immediate family, while others 
may benefit from formal counselling or peer support. 

Throughout Ireland there are a number of support 
services available to individuals and families who are 
bereaved. These include (suicide) bereavement support 
groups, voluntary listening and support services, local 
parish support groups, child and adolescence support 
programmes/groups, and professional counselling 
services. If you are unsure of what type of support might 
best suit you or your family, discuss your needs with your 
local doctor who will be able to advise you. 

Mental health services provided by the HSE are organised 
on a geographical basis divided into different areas 
called sectors. Within each consultant-led sector, a 
multi-disciplinary team provides assessment, treatment, 
and follow-up care for referred persons. Services offered 
include adult mental health care for 18 year olds and over; 
child psychological and psychiatric services, psychiatry 
of older age and social work services. Referral to these 
free services is through your local general practitioner or 
family doctor. These services may be of use to you if you 
are experiencing significant difficulty in dealing with the 
loss of your loved one.

If you are in a supporting role it is important to be extremely 
sensitive to the needs of the bereaved person. It is also 
important to know that if you are in a supportive role, 
there may come a time when you find that you can no 
longer offer the level or standard of support that is needed. 

Along with this booklet there is a “Directory of Bereavement 
Support Services” with contact information about 
organisations that provide assistance to the bereaved. 

Grieving 
expressed 
openly and 
honestly, 
can be one 
of the most 
liberating 
experiences  
of life     
Jerusha Mc corMick (2006) 
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national office for suicide prevention 

Population Health Directorate, Health Service Executive, Dr Steevens’ Hospital, Dublin 8. 

Telephone: 01-6352139  E-mail: info@nosp.ie
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