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The Smart Executor's Guide to Estate
Distributions: Making Complex Decisions
Simple

When you're serving as an executor in Missouri, one of your most important
responsibilities is ensuring estate assets reach the right people at the right time. Here's
how to navigate this complex process with confidence.

As an executor, you're essentially the conductor of an orchestra — coordinating multiple
moving parts to create harmony during what's often a challenging time for families.
Estate distributions represent the final movement in this symphony, and getting them
right requires both legal precision and emotional intelligence.

Before you distribute a single dollar or hand over any asset, you need what | call your
"estate roadmap."” This isn't just good practice — it's essential for avoiding costly mistakes
and family conflicts down the road.

Your roadmap should answer these critical questions:

e Which debts need resolution first?

e What assets should be sold versus distributed directly?

e How will each heir receive their proper share?

¢  Where will the cash come from to handle all obligations?

Think of it this way: you wouldn't drive cross-country without a GPS, and you shouldn't
settle an estate without a clear plan. The families | work with who take time upfront to
create this roadmap consistently have smoother, less stressful experiences.

After helping numerous St. Louis families through this process, I've found this sequence
consistently delivers the best outcomes:

1. Document Automatic Transfers Some assets transfer automatically — life insurance

policies, 401(k)s with named beneficiaries, jointly-held property. You don't control these,
but you need to track them because they affect taxes and family entitlements.
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2. Address Family Entitlements Missouri law provides certain protections for surviving
spouses and children. These typically take precedence over other claims, so handle them
early to avoid complications later.

3. Fulfill Specific Bequests If the will says "Johnny gets the antique piano,” that's a
specific bequest. Handle these before dividing up the remaining estate, but remember — if
the piano isn't there anymore, you can't buy a replacement with estate funds.

4. Secure Debt Resolution Funds This is where many executors get tripped up. You
need enough liquid assets to pay all debts. If you don't have sufficient cash, plan asset
sales strategically. Remember: debts usually get paid before heirs receive anything.

5. Determine Your Compensation Yes, you're entitled to executor fees as prescribed by
Missouri law. Factor this into your planning — it's not optional or selfish, it's part of
proper estate administration.

6. Plan Asset Disposition Now decide: sell or distribute each remaining asset? This
decision affects everything from tax implications to family harmony. Consider each heir's
preferences and practical needs.

7. Execute Final Distributions With everything else handled, you can now distribute the
residuary estate according to the will's percentages. This might involve multiple
distributions combining cash and property.

Estate administration rarely follows a perfect script. Here are the most common
complications | see and how to handle them:

The Estate Can't Pay All Bills If debts exceed assets, Missouri law establishes a clear
priority order. Automatic transfers happen first, then taxes, then administration costs
(including your fees), then family entitlements, then general debts. If money runs out,
later priorities get nothing. This is why early planning is so crucial.

Bequests Can't Be Fulfilled Sometimes the specific asset no longer exists, or it must be
sold to pay debts. This is called "ademption™ or "abatement.” You can't make up for these
losses with other estate assets — if the will bequeaths a car that's no longer owned, that
bequest simply fails.

An Heir Owes the Estate Money You can't just forgive debts owed to the estate — that

would be unfair to other heirs. The debtor can repay the estate, or you can count the debt
as part of their inheritance.
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While you might feel pressure to distribute assets quickly, patience usually serves
everyone better. Making distributions too early can create problems if unexpected debts
surface or if you've miscalculated tax obligations.

That said, Missouri law does allow partial distributions in many situations. If you're
confident about the estate's financial position and an heir has urgent needs, discuss early
distributions with your probate attorney.

Every distribution should come with a receipt. For final distributions, consider having
heirs sign a more comprehensive document confirming they've received everything due
and approve of your actions as executor.

This isn't about mistrust — it's about clarity. Clear documentation prevents
misunderstandings that can damage family relationships for generations.

Estate distributions represent your final major responsibility as an executor. Done well,
they honor your loved one's wishes while bringing closure to the family. Done poorly,
they can create lasting conflicts and legal complications.

Remember: you don't have to navigate this alone. Whether you're dealing with complex
family dynamics, challenging financial situations, or questions about Missouri probate
law, specialized guidance can make all the difference.

The families | work with consistently tell me that having a clear roadmap and expert
support transformed what seemed like an overwhelming responsibility into a manageable
process. That's exactly what your loved one would want — for you to have the help you
need to honor their legacy properly.

Need guidance with probate real estate in the St. Louis area? | specialize in helping
executors and families navigate complex estate situations with clarity and confidence.
Contact me today to discuss how we can make this process simpler for your family.
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Download eBook - The Essential Schedule a Consultation
Guide To Navigating The Probate
Process And Settling An Estate

Feel free to call or email:

Office (314) 018-5151

Cell (314) 484-1384
Terry@StLouisFamilyResources.com
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