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It was always there, in the back of our minds, what would happen to our 

Facebook and Twitter pages after we died? Would it just sit there, perhaps 

as a memorial to a vibrant and well-lived life? Maybe it would be too 

painful for loved ones to open their own Facebook pages, only to see our 

smiling image pop up in their friends’ list? We’ve all asked ourselves these 

questions and over the past few years, a growing number of people are 

turning to their estate planning lawyers for answers.  

We strongly encourage clients to compile a list of user names and 

passwords, sort of a digital inventory of our electronic lives. Many file those 

lists as part of their estate plan (which is always a great idea) while others 

may opt for a spreadsheet with a name designed to keep others at bay, such 

as, “Names for a miniature horse if I ever have one”. Either way, it’s an 
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important task and really, with so many uncertainties in life, the time to do 

it is now.  

Fortunately, some of the biggest names in our online lives, such as Google 

and Facebook, have put together procedures for just this very thing, 

especially when you consider the statistics. As of 2012, 30 million Facebook 

users died – and left their profiles just…”there”.  Several studies show that 

in 2012, there were 3 million Facebook users who died around the world.  

So what exactly happens to those profiles – and how long do they site on 

Facebook and other 

servers, dormant and 

unused?  

We checked in with 

Facebook and it has a 

few options for family 

members. There are 

typically four routes 

these profiles can take. 

First, and more often, 

the profile just holds its place – in a state of limbo, of sorts. It could also be 

taken down by a close friend of family member; provided they can prove the 

user is deceased. This is accomplished with a death certificate. In those 

instances, Facebook simply converts the user’s page to more of a digital 

memorial. The third option is requesting the site to eliminate it in its 

entirety if you have proof that the user has died. The fourth way would be 

via court subpoena; increasingly, people are including those digital rights 

powers of attorney or similar channels.  
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The problem, though, is that Facebook is touchy when it comes to its Terms 

of Service. It doesn’t like to leave itself vulnerable. It’s always going to err 

on the side of caution when it comes to privacy issues (even if it is willing to 

put your information out there for advertisers). This can be avoided by 

leaving that inventory with your estate planning lawyer. A proactive 

approach will serve each of us far better than going head to head with 

Facebook. 

GOOGLE INACTIVE ACCOUNT MANAGER 

Even Google is on the bandwagon. It has what it calls a “digital inactive 

account manager” available to anyone who has a Google profile. This 

document, available in your Account options on the Google sites, allows you 

to direct who may (or not) access your Google+, Gmail, YouTube and any 

other Google service. This applies to all of its sites and many don’t realize 

that Blogger and Picasa (among others) are all owned by Google. 

Here’s how it works: 

The Inactive Account 

Manager allows users to 

define a "timeout period" 

of three, six, nine or 12 

months. After that, Google 

will either delete your data 

or pass it on to a trusted 

friend or family member 

(whom you’ve named in your Inactive Account Manager). Before you panic 

and think to yourself you’d never remember to cancel it (which can happen 
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if your accounts go unused for many months), Google makes every effort 

though email and your smartphone to provide assistance and seek out 

answers as to your whereabouts before it kicks into your timeout period. 

 

"This new feature will enable you to plan your digital afterlife in a way that 

protects your privacy and security," writes Google product manager 

Andreas Tuerk. 

 

Did you know that Google allows you to compose an email (or many) to 

send messages to your loved ones after your death? It can remain in your 

Drafts folder and you schedule it for a send-out using different parameters 

or you can instruct someone you trust to send them out after your death. 

The only problem, of course, is none of us know when our time is up, but 

it’s an interesting feature, nonetheless.  Not only that, but you can instruct 

your Google profile to forward a YouTube video – a memorial, favorite song 

– whatever you’d like to do so that friends and loved ones can have that 

final moment with you. All of this can be set up through the account 

manager – including the timing of emails or videos.  

Bottom line: if you have an online presence – and don’t underestimate how 

big or little it might be – consider your music libraries, unused gift card 

balances, Amazon rewards, your credit card rewards programs, your 

banking information and social media, you should make provisions for 

those digital accounts in the event of your death. Your estate planning 

lawyer can include this in your overall estate plan.  
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Of course, these two giants aren’t the only ones that provide tools for 

preparing for the digital afterlife, so be sure and check with those sites you 

use. And finally, don’t forget the importance of including your online assets 

as part of your will and estate plan. You’d be surprised at the number of 

unused Amazon and Wal Mart gift cards that go unused after the owner 

dies and the family had no idea they exist. 
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