




Always Accept Your Certified Mail 

Q: What is certified mail?

A: When mail is “certified,” that means it requires the recipient to sign his or her name before 

receiving the mail, so that the sender knows if it has been received, and the date it was received.

Q: What sorts of items are sent by certified mail?

A: Courts send out summonses and complaints in various types of lawsuits by certified mail. Also, 

various government agencies, such as taxing authorities, often send documents this way.  

Q: Why is it important to sign the green card that comes with certified mail?

A: If you sign the green card and open the envelope, you will know if you have been sued, or if 

some governmental entity (city, state, or local) thinks there are issues with your taxes. Once you 

have reviewed the mail, you can decide how to respond, or whether it is necessary to contact an 

attorney.

Q: What happens if I don’t sign for my certified mail?

A: If you accept certified mail for a lawsuit, you have 28 days to file an answer. If you refuse to 

accept your certified mail, or it is returned to the court unclaimed, and you are residing at that 

address, then the court will re-send the papers by regular mail, and will assume you have received 

them. It is much better to sign for the papers and be aware of what is going on, rather than to be 

surprised.

Q: Are there any other important documents I should accept when they come in the 

mail?

A: Yes. For example, a court may have granted a judgment against you (meaning the court has 

determined that you owe someone money). Once a judgment is granted, the creditor’s attorney may 

attempt to attach (automatically withdraw money from) your bank account to pay the money the 

court says you owe.  

To attach your bank account, the creditor’s attorney must prepare an order and file it with the 

court. The order instructs your bank to withdraw funds from your account and send them to the 

court. Certain types of funds, such as Social Security or PERS are exempt from attachment, which 

means they cannot be taken from you if you claim your exemption. The first $450 in a bank account 

is automatically exempt, and the bank, when served with the order, will only send funds in the 

account that exceed $450. When an attachment has been filed, the court will send you a form. You 

must return this form to the court asking for a hearing to prove that some of your funds are exempt 
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and cannot be attached. If you don’t accept these documents in the mail and request a hearing, then 

the court will not know of the exemption, and the money will be gone.
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This “Law You Can Use” column was provided by the Ohio State Bar Association. It was prepared 

by Akron attorney Terry Zimmerman.
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Articles appearing in this column are intended to provide broad, 

general information about the law. Before applying this 

information to a specific legal problem, readers are urged to 

seek advice from an attorney.
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