The best article of this issue of Investment Advisor, and one of the best client services articles I've seen in several years, talks about how to help clients who have lost a spouse (see below).  Not just roll over their assets, but fill out the paperwork, defer decisions until the grieving has subsided, find assets and run down insurance policies and so forth.  There's even a checklist on what to look for.
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This is a real gem of an article; it offers a lot of detail about what to do for clients who have lost a spouse.  There are apparently a lot of professionals who chase death notices and position themselves as "survivor specialists," who are merely there to pluck the low-hanging fruit of selling a product or transferring assets, leaving the survivor with all the real work: locating policies and important papers, retitling assets, changing beneficiaries, reallocating retirement funds, contacting the former employer about the pension plan etc.

Who should offer all these diverse and complicated services?  The author says that nobody is as qualified as the financial planner.  You know the financial issues and can also deal with the important emotional issues.  The author says that he simply has the surviving spouse bring in a box full of all the documents he/she can locate.  Often, he says, official-looking papers are inconsequential, while an easily-discarded scrap can have invaluable information about the company stock options or an insurance policy the parents took out on the deceased when he was a child.  Forms have to be secured and filled out, and followed up on.

Then come the decisions.  Investments may receive a step-up in basis, so you need to identify their basis and track their current fair market value for future tax purposes.  If a decision can be postponed, the writer says, then it's better to wait until the survivor is past the worst of the grieving process and able to make clear decisions again.  Advisors can sort through all the issues and determine which ones need immediate attention.

Yes, this is labor-intensive, and it's not a big money-maker.  Instead, it leads to long-term relationships with survivors.  And, the author says, if you enjoy helping people when they truly need professional assistance, and if you don't mind doing a little detective work, then this is a service you ought to consider providing.  

