YOUR DIGITAL ESTATE

Plan what survives your online life.
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Your Digital Estate: What Happens to Your
Online Life When You Die?

Most of us understand what happens to a house, automobile, bank account, or box of family
photographs when its owner dies. A will names beneficiaries, an executor gathers the property,
and the estate distributes what remains.

Our online lives are not so accommodating. Email, social-media profiles, photographs, websites,
documents, subscriptions, digital purchases, cryptocurrency, and years of personal
correspondence may be scattered among dozens of companies. Some accounts contain valuable
property. Others contain memories that may be priceless to a family but worthless to a probate
court.

When we die, none of this simply disappears. Nor does it all pass automatically to our heirs.
Unless we leave instructions, our digital presence may remain suspended between technology,
company policies, privacy law, and the determination of whoever is left to sort it out.

What Is a Digital Estate?

A digital estate includes nearly everything you own, control, store, or pay for electronically. It
may include:

* Email accounts
* Social-media profiles
+ Digital photographs and videos

» Computer files and cloud storage



* Websites, blogs, and domain names

* Online banking and investment accounts

* Cryptocurrency and digital wallets

* Subscription services

* Online stores and payment accounts

* Electronic books, music, movies, and games

» Reward points and travel accounts

» Password managers and authentication systems

» Computers, smartphones, tablets, and external drives

Some of these items have financial value. A domain name, monetized website, online business,
cryptocurrency wallet, or collection of licensed photographs may be worth considerable money.
Others have sentimental or historical importance. A lifetime of family photographs, personal
writing, correspondence, and social posts may form a record of a person that exists nowhere else.

A digital estate is therefore both property and memory.
What Happens If You Do Nothing?

The answer varies from one service to another. An account might remain online indefinitely,
become inaccessible after payments stop, be deleted for inactivity, or eventually be closed when
the company learns of the owner’s death.

Monthly subscriptions may continue charging a credit card or bank account until someone
cancels them. A website may vanish when its hosting bill or domain registration expires.
Photographs stored only in a locked telephone or cloud account may become unreachable. An
email address might eventually be deleted, along with the messages and other services connected
to it.

Social-media profiles can linger for years, occasionally producing awkward birthday reminders
or appearing in friend suggestions. Criminals may also target an abandoned account because no
living owner is watching for suspicious activity.

The common assumption that a spouse or child will simply explain the situation to the company
and receive access is often mistaken. Online services have privacy obligations, security
procedures, and contractual rules. A death certificate may establish that someone has died, but it
does not necessarily prove that a particular relative is entitled to read private messages or
download personal files.



The Law Helps—but It Does Not Solve Everything

Most states have adopted some version of the Revised Uniform Fiduciary Access to Digital
Assets Act. The law gives executors, trustees, and other authorized representatives a framework
for managing digital property, but it also protects the deceased person’s privacy.

Under this framework, a fiduciary may be able to manage property such as computer files,
websites, domain names, and virtual currency. Access to the contents of email, private messages,
and social-media communications may be more restricted unless the owner specifically
consented in a will, trust, power of attorney, or another recognized record. The Uniform Law
Commission explains the law’s purpose and limitations.

The laws differ by state, and company policies can complicate matters further. A digital-estate
plan should therefore state clearly who may handle digital assets and whether that person may
access, preserve, delete, or distribute private communications. An estate-planning attorney can
make certain those instructions comply with the law where the owner lives.

Your Will Is Not Enough

A conventional will should authorize an executor to handle digital assets, but it should not
contain a complete list of passwords. Wills may eventually become public records, and
passwords change too frequently to be maintained effectively in a legal document.

The better approach is to create a separate digital inventory. It should tell the executor what
exists, where it can be found, and what should happen to it. The will or trust can grant legal
authority; the inventory supplies the practical directions.

That inventory does not need to display every password in plain language. It might instead
identify a password manager, explain where its emergency information is stored, and name the
person authorized to use it. The document should be protected but discoverable. A perfectly
secure plan that no one knows exists is not much of a plan.

Apple’s Legacy Contact

Apple allows an account owner to designate one or more Legacy Contacts. After the owner’s
death, a Legacy Contact can request access by providing Apple with the access key created when
the contact was selected and the required documentation, generally including a death certificate.

Accessible information may include photographs, messages, notes, files, downloaded apps, and
device backups. However, purchased movies, music, books, and subscriptions are excluded, as
are passwords, passkeys, and payment information stored in Apple’s Keychain. Apple says
approved Legacy Contacts have access for a limited period, currently three years after the first
legacy request is approved. Apple explains how to add a Legacy Contact and preserve the access

key.



https://www.uniformlaws.org/search?SearchTerm=fiduciary+access&executeSearch=true&l=1
https://www.uniformlaws.org/search?SearchTerm=fiduciary+access&executeSearch=true&l=1
https://support.apple.com/en-euro/102631
https://support.apple.com/en-euro/102631

On a Mac, the setting can be found under System Settings, followed by your name, Sign-In &
Security, and Legacy Contact. Selecting someone is only half the job. That person must also
receive or know where to find the access key.

Google’s Inactive Account Manager

Google provides an Inactive Account Manager rather than a service specifically limited to death.
The owner selects a period of inactivity and identifies trusted contacts who should be notified.
The owner can also decide which information those people may receive, including selected data
from Gmail, Google Drive, YouTube, and other Google services.

Google looks at several signs of activity, including account logins, Gmail use, and other account
activity. If the selected period passes, Google follows the instructions previously established by
the owner. Up to ten people can be designated, and different information can be shared with
different contacts.

Without such a plan, relatives or representatives may request that Google close an account and,
in certain circumstances, provide account content. Access is not guaranteed. Google also
reserves the right to delete a personal account after at least two years of inactivity. Google
describes the Inactive Account Manager and its available choices.

What Happens to Facebook?

Facebook can convert a deceased person’s profile into a memorialized account. The word
Remembering appears beside the person’s name, existing posts generally remain visible to their
original audiences, and the profile stops appearing in birthday reminders, advertisements, and
friend suggestions.

An owner can name a Legacy Contact to perform limited duties after memorialization. That
person may be able to post a final announcement, respond to new friend requests, change profile
and cover photographs, or request deletion. A Legacy Contact cannot log in as the deceased
person, read private messages, remove friends, or rewrite old posts.

Facebook also allows users to request that their accounts be deleted after death. Without a
Legacy Contact, a memorialized account generally cannot be changed. A Facebook Page with
only one administrator may also be removed after that administrator’s account is memorialized,
making it important for organizations and website owners to appoint another administrator in
advance. Facebook explains memorialized accounts and Legacy Contacts.

What About Email?

Email is the key that unlocks much of a person’s online life. Password resets, financial notices,
purchase receipts, subscription renewals, website administration, and personal correspondence
may all flow through one address.


https://support.google.com/accounts/answer/3036546?hl=en
https://support.google.com/accounts/answer/3036546?hl=en
https://www.facebook.com/help/1017717331640041/

That importance does not mean an executor automatically has the right to read everything in the
mailbox. Private correspondence may receive stronger legal protection than ordinary digital
property. The email provider may close the account, provide limited information, comply with
the owner’s legacy instructions, or require a court order before releasing content.

An estate plan should distinguish between managing the account and reading its contents. An
executor may need enough access to locate bills and close services, while the owner may not
want every private message preserved or examined. Those wishes should be expressed clearly.

The plan should also identify which email address controls important services. If that address
disappears, resetting passwords for connected accounts can become nearly impossible.

Photographs, Writing, and Family History

Printed family photographs are usually discovered in drawers, albums, and boxes. Digital
photographs may exist only on a telephone, in an online library, or inside an account no one else
can open.

Important photographs and documents should not depend entirely upon a single device or
service. Keep an organized copy in a location the family can reach, such as an external drive
stored securely with estate materials. Label folders and explain which collections should be
preserved.

Writers, photographers, artists, genealogists, and family historians should also identify who owns
their work after death and what may be published. Copyright generally survives its creator, but
possessing a computer is not the same as owning the legal right to publish everything stored on
it.

A digital archive becomes far more valuable when someone has taken the time to organize and
describe it.

Websites and Domain Names

A personal or business website can disappear surprisingly quickly after its owner dies. Domain
registrations, hosting plans, security certificates, backup services, and publishing tools may all
have separate accounts and renewal dates.

Anyone who wants a website to survive should leave instructions covering:

* The domain registrar

* The hosting company

» The website-management system

* Renewal dates and payment methods



» Backup locations

Administrative usernames

* Other people authorized to manage the site

Whether the site should continue, be archived, or be closed
« What final message, if any, should appear

A website containing essays, research, reviews, family history, or creative work may become
part of its author’s legacy. If preservation matters, simply paying the next hosting bill is not a
long-term plan. The material should be backed up in a format that can be moved elsewhere, and
someone should be assigned responsibility for it.

Digital Purchases May Not Be Inheritable

A shelf of printed books can be left to anyone. An electronic library may be different. Many
ebooks, movies, songs, games, and software products are licensed to one account rather than
permanently owned in the traditional sense.

Those licenses may prohibit transfer after death. Even when relatives can use a device containing
downloaded material, they may not acquire the legal right to move the purchases to another
account. Apple specifically excludes purchased movies, music, and books from the information
available through its Legacy Contact system.

We increasingly pay real money for digital possessions that may die with the account that
purchased them.

Cryptocurrency Requires Special Planning

Cryptocurrency presents the starkest example of digital ownership. Bitcoin and similar assets are
controlled through private keys or recovery phrases. If the owner dies without leaving a secure
way for an heir to obtain that information, the cryptocurrency may be lost forever.

The coins will remain visible on the blockchain, but no bank, court, technology company, or
cryptocurrency headquarters can reset the password or produce a replacement key. A valuable
asset can become permanently untouchable.

Placing the key directly in a will is dangerous because a will may become public. Leaving it
casually in a desk drawer is equally dangerous because anyone finding it may be able to take the
assets. Cryptocurrency owners need specialized instructions that combine security, legal
authority, and a reliable method for transferring access after death.



Devices and Two-Factor Authentication

Knowing an account password may not be enough. A service may send a verification code to the
deceased owner’s telephone, require approval through an authentication app, or demand a
physical security key.

The digital inventory should therefore address:
» Computer and mobile-device passcodes

* Authentication apps

» Backup verification codes

» Security keys

* Trusted telephone numbers

* Recovery email addresses

» Password-manager access

* Encrypted drives and files

This information must be protected carefully during life. The goal is not to weaken security but
to prevent security from becoming an impenetrable wall after death.

Subscriptions and Automatic Payments

Streaming services, cloud storage, software, newspapers, online clubs, dating services,
applications, and membership programs can continue charging automatically after an owner dies.
Some may be obvious from bank or credit-card statements, while others bill annually and may
not appear until months later.

The digital inventory should identify recurring services and explain which ones support
something important. Canceling an obscure hosting charge, for example, could unintentionally
erase a family website or online business. An executor should understand what a subscription
does before terminating it.

Decide What Should Survive

Digital-estate planning is not merely about gaining access. It is about deciding what should
happen.

Some people want social profiles preserved as memorials. Others prefer deletion. A writer may
want a website maintained indefinitely, while another person may want private drafts destroyed.



Family photographs might be distributed widely, while confidential correspondence should
remain sealed.

For each important account or collection, choose among four basic instructions:

* Preserve it.

Transfer it.
* Memorialize it.
e Delete it.

Not every online trace deserves immortality. The owner, rather than a bewildered executor or an
indifferent technology company, should make that decision.

A Practical Digital-Estate Checklist

Begin with a manageable plan:

1 List important accounts and digital property. Include email, cloud storage, social media,
websites, financial services, subscriptions, devices, creative work, and cryptocurrency.

2 Name a digital executor or responsible representative. Make certain the appointment is
legally valid in your state and that the person understands technology well enough to
carry out the instructions.

3 Use the legacy tools offered by major services. Add an Apple Legacy Contact, configure
Google’s Inactive Account Manager, and select Facebook’s memorialization or deletion
option.

4 Organize passwords securely. A reputable password manager can reduce the problem to
protecting one master account and its recovery information.

5 Plan for two-factor authentication. Preserve necessary recovery codes, security keys, and
instructions for authentication devices.

6 Back up irreplaceable material. Keep important photographs, documents, and writing
somewhere that does not depend upon one online company or locked device.

7 Protect websites and online businesses. Record domain, hosting, renewal, backup, and
administrative information, and appoint another qualified administrator.

8 Address cryptocurrency separately. Use a secure inheritance method appropriate to the
value involved.



9 State what should be preserved and what should be deleted. Do not force the executor to
guess about private messages, unfinished writing, social profiles, or personal
photographs.

10 Review the plan periodically. Accounts close, passwords change, relationships change,
and companies revise their policies. A digital inventory that is ten years old may create
more confusion than help.

Your Final Online Message

Previous generations left letters, photographs, books, furniture, and stories. We will leave all of
those things—along with email archives, social profiles, websites, text messages, cloud libraries,
and perhaps an assortment of forgotten subscriptions.

Our internet presence can outlive us, but it cannot explain itself. Someone must know what
exists, what matters, and what we wanted done with it.

A digital-estate plan is therefore not simply another technical chore. It is an act of consideration
for the people who remain. It protects valuable property, preserves the memories worth keeping,
closes the accounts that should end, and gives our online lives something they otherwise lack: a
proper conclusion.



