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A Practical Guide to Choosing a Personal
Representative

Important Questions to Ask Yourself

e How is your spouse in a crisis?

e Does your child handle financial matters
responsibly?

e Does your sister follow through on commitments?

e Can your chosen representative handle stress
without becoming overwhelmed?

e Are they organized enough to manage detailed
paperwork and multiple deadlines?

e Perhaps most importantly: will they be able
to do these things while grieving?

Selecting a Personal Representative, formerly known as an Executor, can be one of the
most significant decisions you make in the estate planning process. However, many
people are unaware of what a Personal Representative is responsible for doing or what to
consider when appointing one.

For many people, the answer seems obvious. A spouse. A sibling. The oldest child. A life-
long best friend. Why not choose the person you love and trust the most? But sometimes
that person is not the right choice to serve as Personal Representative of your estate.

In the sections that follow, we’ll explore what a Personal Representative is responsible
for, the qualities that matter most in the role, and the key factors—such as organization,
family dynamics, and timing—that should guide your decision.

Why the Decision Matters

A Personal Representative has significant responsibilities, both legally and practically
speaking. They will guide your estate through probate, manage estate tax and income
tax obligations, oversee the funding of trusts, gather and inventory assets, pay debts,
and ultimately distribute property according to your wishes. In Massachusetts, the
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process will take at least twelve months, but can take multiple years depending on the
complexity of your estate. That demands more than love and trust.

The Qualities of a Strong Personal Representative

Administering an estate successfully requires organization, financial literacy, patience,
and emotional intelligence. Your Personal Representative will play an important role in
carrying out your wishes and guiding the estate administration process with care and
responsibility. They may work closely with attorneys, accountants, financial institutions,
and family members while managing deadlines, paperwork, and financial records.
Choosing someone dependable and capable can help provide reassurance and support to
your loved ones during a difficult time.

When Family Dynamics Become a Factor

Family dynamics also play a large role. Even in close-knit families, sibling rivalry,
resentment, and old grudges often have a way of resurfacing after a death. If your
chosen Personal Representative already has strained relationships with certain family
members or beneficiaries, appointing them may create conflict you would rather avoid.
In some situations, a neutral third party, such as an attorney or professional fiduciary
may be the wiser choice.

Don’t Overlook Age and Health Considerations

It is never comfortable to think about age, health, and death, but it matters for you and
your Personal Representative. If the person you intend to name is significantly older than
you, there is a real possibility they may not be able to serve when the time comes. There
are no guarantees, but it is a good idea to nominate someone who has a good chance of
outliving you. For that reason, naming a successor Personal Representative is just as
important as naming the first.

Final Thoughts

The role of Personal Representative carries real responsibility, legal liability, and
significant emotional labor. Choosing your Personal Representative is not about
rewarding the person you love most. It is about selecting the person best equipped to
carry out your wishes competently, fairly, efficiently, and with care.

hembar.com



- Hemenway
& Barnes wr

Questions?

When a loved one dies, we know it can be very
overwhelming. It helps to have a professional by
your side to help guide you through some of the
complex legal hurdles that you face, such as
probating a will and administration of the estate.
Please contact your Hemenway & Barnes advisor
or the author of this alert to discuss options for
selecting a Personal Representative.

Learn more: info@hembar.com

Contact: hembar.com/contact

This advisory is provided solely for information purposes and
should not be construed as legal advice with respect to any
particular situation. This advisory is not intended to create a
lawyer client relationship. You should consult your legal
counsel regarding your situation and any specific legal
guestions you may have. ©2025 Hemenway & Barnes LLP
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