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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

In May 2026, a Northern California account holder passed away following an extended illness. 
She was the sole account holder on both a checking account and a savings account held at 
Chase Bank, N.A. She had executed a notarized Declaration of Trust in Northern California in 
2022, expressly transferring all bank accounts to her revocable living trust. She had also 
executed a notarized Assignment of Personal Property the same date, expressly including 
electronic banking accounts and automatic bill payment directives in the trust transfer. 

 

The family did not receive a phone call. They did not receive an email. They did not receive a 
text message. They logged into the account to pay a routine bill and were confronted with this: 

 

The image above is a recreation because the original screenshot was lost, but the number, scale, color, and visual 
shock reflect what appeared on the account screen. 

 

No explanation accompanied the display. No notification had been sent. The account had been 
frozen. The family's first awareness that anything had changed came from a number that looked 
like a system error. 

 

What followed was a documented escalation chain spanning multiple weeks. The family first 
had to obtain the Certification of Death, then schedule an appointment with the Branch 
Relationship Banker. From that first branch contact through Estate Services' final verbal 
position, the process consumed approximately 18 days. During that period the family was 
routed through branch staff, a complaints representative, and Estate Services. Each 
representative gave a different answer about the same documents. Not one representative 
provided any of those answers in writing, despite the family requesting written confirmation at 
every step. In one instance, a representative stated the matter would be documented internally 
in Chase's portal but that written documentation could not be provided to the family. 

 

Chase received 26 pages of Estate Planning Portfolio documentation, including the notarized 
Declaration of Trust, the notarized Assignment of Personal Property, and the will. Chase 
rejected all three and verbally communicated that a court order is required, specifically Letters of 
Administration. The family was not told this in writing. The family was not told why the trust 
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documentation was rejected. The family was not told what Chase's review timeline would be 
after the court order is submitted. 

 

Core Finding: Chase Bank's estate account process is designed to protect the institution's 
liability exposure. It is not designed to protect the customer's financial continuity. Every 
decision point in this process places the burden of resolution on the grieving family. No 
checkpoint exists to contain the harm while the institution deliberates. No representative 
would document their position in writing. 

 

The financial consequences are direct and ongoing. Over $5,000 per month in carrying costs 
including mortgage, utilities, insurance, and construction has gone unpaid since the account 
freeze. One of the account holder’s family members lives in the property. A significant 
residential asset is at risk of deterioration in value, foreclosure exposure, and loss of sale 
readiness. The family faces attorney fees to obtain Letters of Administration through court 
proceedings, costs the estate cannot absorb from the frozen account, and no defined endpoint 
even after the court order is submitted. 
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LAYER 1: TRIGGER 

What specific process failure created this friction breakdown? 

 

Primary Trigger: Account Freeze Without Notification or Interim Relief Protocol 

The triggering event is the freeze of both Chase checking and savings accounts following the 
account holder's death in May 2026. The family discovered the freeze only when logging in to 
make a routine bill payment. The portal displayed a negative balance in excess of negative 
$999 billion with no accompanying explanation, no prior notification of any kind, and no 
guidance on next steps. 

 

The freeze halted all account access, all pending transactions, and all automatic payment 
arrangements servicing the ongoing financial obligations of the estate property. One family 
member resides in the property. The automatic payments that stopped include mortgage, 
utilities, insurance, and active construction costs. 

 

The Declaration of Trust expressly states that all assets including bank accounts are transferred 
to the living trust and that this transfer applies even though record ownership or title may remain 
in the individual’s name. The Assignment of Personal Property expressly includes electronic 
banking accounts and automatic bill payment directives. Both documents were notarized in 
Northern California. Chase Estate Services rejected both documents verbally, without written 
explanation, despite the family requesting written documentation of the rejection and its basis. 

 

Secondary Trigger: Three Contradictory Responses on the Small Estate 
Declaration 

The family received three different and mutually contradictory responses from Chase 
representatives regarding the Small Estate Declaration form, and no representative would 
document their position in writing. 

 

The branch advised the family to complete the Small Estate Declaration and stated it would not 
be reviewed until 40 days from the date of death, consistent with the timeline stated on the form 
itself. 

 

A separate escalation representative advised the family to complete the Small Estate 
Declaration and stated it would be reviewed within 7 to 10 business days. This timeline directly 
contradicted both the branch's guidance and the form's own stated 40-day timeline. The family 
requested this 7-to-10-day timeline in writing. The representative declined to provide it. 

 

Estate Services subsequently stated that Chase would not accept the Small Estate Declaration 
in California under any circumstances, rendering both prior representations from the branch and 
the escalation representative entirely moot. 
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Three Chase representatives. Three different answers about the same document. Zero written 
documentation provided at any step despite being requested at each one. 

 

Tertiary Trigger: Branch Failure to Disclose Estate Procedures During Power of 
Attorney Processing 

Prior to the account holder's death, the family visited two separate Chase branch locations to 
establish Power of Attorney on the account. The account holder had a physician-documented 
diagnosis establishing that she lacked decision-making capacity. Chase accepted the Power of 
Attorney under those circumstances without requiring court documentation. 

 

Neither branch was initially familiar with how to process the Power of Attorney. The process 
required multiple visits, multiple staff members, and several days to complete across both 
locations. At no point during these interactions did any Chase branch staff member disclose that 
upon the account holder’s death the account would be frozen without notice, that the Small 
Estate Declaration would produce contradictory guidance across Chase departments, that the 
trust documentation might be insufficient, or that Letters of Administration through court 
proceedings would be required. 

 

This was the optimal moment for disclosure. The family was actively engaged with Chase on 
account authority matters. Chase staff were aware of the account holder's circumstances and 
her documented incapacity. Chase had already accepted a legal instrument granting account 
authority to a third party under those circumstances. The post-death process they would later 
require was meaningfully more burdensome than what they had already accepted while she 
was alive. 

 

A Chase branch representative subsequently acknowledged this failure and apologized that the 
estate procedures were not explained during the Power of Attorney process. 

 

Trigger Finding: The friction event was not created by the death of the account holder. It 
was created by a process that imposes a court order requirement without advance 
disclosure, without notification at the point of freeze, with contradictory internal guidance 
across three departments, with no written documentation provided at any step despite being 
requested, and with no interim relief for ongoing financial obligations. The family accepted a 
Power of Attorney on this account while the holder was alive and legally incapacitated. 
Chase accepted that without court documentation. Chase will not accept the death transfer 
without it. 
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LAYER 2: PROCESS OWNERS 

Who held responsibility at each point in the process chain? 

 

Process Owner One: Chase Branch Staff at Both Locations 

Branch staff at both Chase locations visited during Power of Attorney processing held 
responsibility for disclosing estate procedures to account holders and their authorized 
representatives. Staff who process Power of Attorney documentation for account holders with 
physician-documented incapacity are in the optimal position to identify estate-planning gaps and 
disclose post-death account procedures. Neither location provided this disclosure. Neither 
location was initially familiar with the Power of Attorney process itself, requiring multiple 
attempts and multiple staff contacts to complete across both branches. 

 

Operational exposure: The branch-level disclosure failure denied the family the ability to prepare 
for Chase's estate requirements while the account holder was still alive. That window is now 
permanently closed. 

 

Process Owner Two: Branch Relationship Banker 

When the family called about the frozen account, the Branch Relationship Banker became the 
de facto point of contact and they waited for her calendar availability. She received the family’s 
26-page Estate Planning Portfolio including the Declaration of Trust and Assignment of 
Personal Property. She is escalating on the family’s behalf but does not own next steps. She 
escalated the matter initially to Chase Legal rather than Estate Services, adding delay. She 
acknowledged the branch failure to disclose estate procedures during Power of Attorney 
processing. The family requested written confirmation of Chase’s position and requirements at 
this step. Written confirmation was not provided. 

 

Operational exposure: The incorrect initial escalation to Legal rather than Estate Services added 
delay and required the family to navigate an additional escalation step. No written 
documentation of Chase's position was provided despite being requested. 

 

Process Owner Three: Branch Complaints Representative 

A Branch Complaints representative contacted the family following a complaint filing. He failed 
to complete a scheduled callback on the first contact date, requiring the family to wait an 
additional day. Upon reaching the family the following day, he identified that the Legal 
escalation was incorrect and redirected the family to Estate Services. He stated the matter 
would be documented internally in Chase's portal. When the family requested that 
documentation in writing, he stated he could not provide it to them. He provided no resolution or 
interim relief. 
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Operational exposure: The missed callback added delay. The incorrect escalation he identified 
had already added delay. The internal portal documentation he described cannot be accessed 
or verified by the family. No written documentation was provided despite being requested. 

 

Process Owner Four: Estate Services Representative 

The Estate Services representative communicated Chase’s terminal position verbally: California 
requires a court order; specifically Letters of Administration; the Declaration of Trust is not 
sufficient; the Small Estate Declaration will not be accepted in California; Chase has no 
authority to make exceptions. He did not provide a written explanation of why the trust 
documentation was insufficient. He did not explain what Chase’s review timeline would be after 
the Letters of Administration are submitted. He did not offer any interim relief for ongoing 
financial obligations. The family requested written confirmation of this position. It was not 
provided. 

 

Operational exposure: Estate Services is the terminal point of Chase’s internal process. The 
family has exhausted all internal escalation options. The only remaining path involves obtaining 
Letters of Administration through court proceedings at the family’s expense, funded from outside 
the frozen account, with no defined endpoint even after Chase receives the court order. 

 

Process Owner Finding: Across four separate Chase contacts spanning multiple 
departments over approximately 18 days, the family received three contradictory answers 
about the same document, zero written documentation of any position despite requesting it 
at every step, one representative who documented the matter internally but refused to share 
that documentation with the family, and no interim relief of any kind. Responsibility was 
present at every step. Resolution and documentation were not. 
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LAYER 3: REQUIRED ACTION 

What should have happened at each point in this process chain? 

 

What Branch Staff Was Required to Do 

Branch staff at both locations processing Power of Attorney documentation for an account 
holder with physician-documented incapacity were in the optimal position to identify that estate 
planning was actively in progress and to disclose post-death account requirements. At 
minimum, staff should have provided written disclosure of Chase’s estate account requirements 
including the Letters of Administration requirement for California at the time of Power of Attorney 
processing. This is a disclosure protocol, not a legal requirement. It required no legal authority 
beyond what branch staff already held. 

 

What the Branch Relationship Banker Was Required to Do 

Upon receiving the 26-page Estate Planning Portfolio including the Declaration of Trust and 
Assignment of Personal Property, the Branch Relationship Banker was required to route the 
escalation directly to Estate Services and to provide the family with written confirmation of 
Chase’s documentation requirements and review timeline. The initial routing to Legal rather than 
Estate Services was incorrect and added delay. Written documentation of Chase’s position was 
requested and not provided. 

 

What the Branch Complaints Representative Was Required to Do 

The Branch Complaints representative was required to complete the scheduled callback on the 
first contact date. He was required to provide the family with written documentation of Chase's 
position and the internal portal notation he described. Stating that the matter is documented 
internally in Chase's system while refusing to share that documentation with the affected family 
is not a substitute for written confirmation. It is an accountability gap. 

 

What Estate Services Was Required to Do 

Estate Services was required to provide written documentation of: the specific legal basis for 
rejecting the Declaration of Trust; the specific requirement for Letters of Administration; why the 
trust documentation was insufficient given its explicit language addressing undisclosed 
trusteeship; Chase’s own review timeline after the Letters of Administration are submitted; and 
whether any interim relief is available for ongoing property obligations during the court process. 
None of this was provided. All of it was requested. 

 

Required Action Finding: Written documentation was requested at every step of this 
process. It was not provided at any step. In one instance a representative acknowledged 
documenting the matter internally but stated that documentation could not be shared with 
the family. The required actions in this chain were not legally complex. They were 
disclosure, correct routing, and written confirmation of position. They were not taken. 
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LAYER 4: OUTCOME 

What actually happened? What was not done? 

 

What Actually Happened 

Both Chase accounts were frozen following the account holder's death. The family discovered 
the freeze through the portal with no prior notification. The family obtained the Certification of 
Death, scheduled an appointment with the Branch Relationship Banker, and began the 
escalation chain. Over approximately 18 days, the family was routed through the branch, a 
complaints representative, and Estate Services. Each contact produced a different answer. No 
contact produced written documentation despite the family requesting it at every step. 

 

The three contradictory responses on the Small Estate Declaration are documented in Layer 1. 
The terminal position from Estate Services is that Letters of Administration are required. That 
position was communicated verbally. It has not been confirmed in writing. The family has no 
written record from Chase of what is required, why the trust documents were rejected, or how 
long Chase’s own review process takes after the Letters of Administration are received. 

 

As of the date of this brief, both accounts remain frozen. The following consequences are active 
and ongoing: 

 

Mortgage payments: stopped. 

Utility payments: stopped. 

Insurance payments: stopped. 

Construction payments: stopped. 

Total monthly carrying cost exposure: over $5,000. 

A family member is currently living in the property. 

The property cannot be prepared for sale while construction is halted. 

Late penalties are accruing. The mortgage servicer has declined to pause them. 

Attorney fees required to obtain Letters of Administration: not yet quantified. 

Court process required: minimum 90 days before Letters of Administration are issued. 

Chase review period after submission: no timeline provided. 

 

What Was Not Done 

Chase did not notify the family that the account had been frozen. Chase did not provide 
advance disclosure of estate procedures at either branch during Power of Attorney processing. 
Chase did not provide written documentation of its position at any step despite the family 
requesting it each time. Chase did not provide consistent guidance across three departments on 
the same document. Chase did not explain in writing why the notarized Declaration of Trust was 
insufficient. Chase did not identify the Letters of Administration requirement until Estate 
Services, after the family had already received two different answers about the Small Estate 
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Declaration. Chase did not disclose its post-submission review timeline. Chase did not offer 
interim relief for ongoing financial obligations. Chase did not complete a scheduled callback on 
the first attempt. 

 

The Power of Attorney Contradiction 

Chase accepted a Power of Attorney on this account while the account holder was alive and 
had a physician-documented diagnosis establishing that she lacked decision-making capacity. 
Chase processed that instrument across two branch visits, with multiple staff members, over 
several days, without requiring court documentation of any kind. 

 

Chase’s stated basis for requiring Letters of Administration after the account holder’s death is 
protection against unauthorized access and fraud. That concern existed in identical form during 
Power of Attorney processing. A Power of Attorney granted to a third party over a legally 
incapacitated account holder carries equivalent or greater fraud risk than a trust transfer to 
named successors after death. Chase applied a rigorous court order standard post-death and 
an administrative branch standard pre-death to the same underlying concern. The inconsistency 
is not legally required. It is a process design choice. 

 

Accountability Gaps 

The process Chase relies on transfers the full cost of resolution to the customer. The court 
process requires attorney fees and court filing costs the estate cannot fund from the frozen 
account. The Letters of Administration, once obtained, initiate Chase’s own review process for 
which no timeline has been provided. There is no defined endpoint. 

 

The process relies on the assumption that the family has external resources to carry the estate's 
financial obligations throughout the entire resolution period. In this case that assumption is 
incorrect. The Chase account was the sole funding mechanism for the property's carrying costs. 
There is no external reserve. One family member lives in the property. The harm is not abstract. 

 

No single Chase employee made a decision to harm this family. Each followed the process. The 
process produced the harm. 

 

Outcome Finding: Chase's estate account process for California has no notification 
requirement at the point of freeze, no interim relief mechanism, no written documentation 
standard despite being requested at every step, contradictory internal guidance across 
three departments on the same document, and no defined resolution timeline even after the 
required Letter of Administration is obtained. The process is compliant. The harm is real, 
ongoing, and compounding. 
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CONSTRAINT REALITY 

What could not have been fixed at the point of failure? 

 

California estate law presents real complexity for financial institutions releasing funds after an 
account holder’s death. Liability exposure for releasing funds to the wrong party is a legitimate 
institutional concern. Chase’s requirement for Letters of Administration as the clearest legal 
protection is defensible under California Probate Code, even if it is not the only legally available 
option. 

 

The Small Estate Affidavit process under California Probate Code Section 13100 does have 
limitations for financial accounts, and some institutions require Letters Testamentary or Letters 
of Administration. Chase's California policy on this point, while more rigid than some other 
institutions, is not legally indefensible in isolation. 

 

What cannot be defended as a legal constraint is any of the following: the absence of 
notification at the point of account freeze; the absence of written documentation of Chase’s 
position despite it being requested at every step; the three contradictory responses about the 
Small Estate Declaration across three Chase departments; the absence of branch-level 
disclosure during Power of Attorney processing; the absence of any interim relief mechanism for 
ongoing property obligations; the refusal to share with the family the internal portal notation one 
representative confirmed was made; and the absence of a defined timeline for Chase’s own 
review after the Letters of Administration are submitted. None of these are required by California 
law. All of them are process design choices. 

 

Additionally, Chase’s acceptance of a Power of Attorney for a legally incapacitated account 
holder without court documentation, while requiring Letters of Administration after her death, 
reflects an internal inconsistency that is not legally mandated. The underlying fraud concern that 
Chase cites post-death existed in identical form pre-death. 

 

Constraint Finding: California law imposes real complexity on financial institutions releasing 
funds after a death, and Chase’s requirement for Letters of Administration is defensible 
under California Probate Code. That legal constraint is not in dispute. What is in dispute are 
the process failures layered on top of it: the absence of notification, the absence of written 
documentation, the contradictory guidance across three departments, and the absence of 
any interim relief mechanism. None of those failures are required by law. All of them are 
process design choices. The legal constraint is real. The harm compounding around it did 
not have to be. 
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COMPETITIVE RISK TRANSLATION 

What larger banks are getting wrong and what mid-sized banks can do to win those customers. 

 

Chase is not alone in applying rigid estate account procedures. Bank of America follows a 
similar policy framework for California accounts. Together, the two largest retail banks in the 
United States are applying a process that systematically fails families in the most emotionally 
and financially vulnerable moments of their lives. The customers produced by these failures are 
not quietly disengaged. They are actively angry, publicly vocal, and specifically looking for an 
institution that treats them differently. 

 

What the Large Banks Are Getting Wrong 

No notification at the point of freeze. Families discover frozen accounts on their own, while 
attempting to pay a routine bill. 

 

No written documentation standard. Families receive verbal positions at every step. Written 
confirmation is requested and refused. In at least one documented instance, a representative 
confirmed internal documentation was made but stated it could not be shared with the family. 

 

Contradictory internal guidance. Three Chase departments gave three different answers about 
the same document. No department would put their answer in writing. 

 

No branch-level disclosure protocol. Families are blindsided by estate requirements they could 
have prepared for if anyone had told them during Power of Attorney processing. 

 

No interim relief mechanism. Accounts are frozen with no pathway for ongoing financial 
obligations while the court process proceeds. Active property carrying costs stop. Residents in 
the property absorb the consequence. 

 

No defined post-submission timeline. Even after Letters of Administration are obtained, the 
institution’s own review process adds additional undisclosed time. The family has no endpoint. 

 

Internal inconsistency in documentation standards. The same institution that accepted a Power 
of Attorney for a legally incapacitated account holder over a branch visit now requires court-
issued Letters of Administration for a trust transfer after death. 

 

What Mid-Sized Banks Can Do 

An estate concierge protocol triggered automatically upon account holder death notification 
would place a dedicated relationship manager as the single point of contact for the family. That 
manager communicates all requirements in writing, identifies the correct documentation 
pathway on first contact, and provides interim relief options for ongoing property obligations. 
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A proactive estate disclosure program triggered by any Power of Attorney processing would 
give families the information they need to prepare before a death occurs. This is a disclosure 
protocol. It requires training, not legal change. 

 

A written confirmation standard requiring every estate account position to be communicated in 
writing with a stated legal basis, a specific document list, and a defined review timeline would 
eliminate the verbal-only positioning that leaves families with no documented pathway forward. 

 

An interim payment bridge for documented estate accounts with active property obligations 
would allow mortgage, utility, and insurance payments to continue under limited trustee 
authorization while the formal transfer process is completed. 

 

Internal consistency between pre-death and post-death documentation standards would 
eliminate the contradiction that erodes trust and invites legal scrutiny. 

 

Competitive Finding: The families Chase and Bank of America are failing right now are high-
value long-term relationship customers who will remember exactly how they were treated 
during the worst weeks of their lives. Mid-sized banks that build the process the giants will 
not build will win those customers and keep them. 
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CORE OPERATIONAL FINDING 

 

Chase Bank's estate account process for California is technically compliant. It is also 
operationally harmful. 

 

The notarized Declaration of Trust was legally complete and expressly addressed the scenario 
of undisclosed trusteeship, precisely the situation that arose. Chase rejected it verbally, without 
written explanation, despite the family requesting written documentation of the rejection and its 
basis. The family was not told why the trust documentation was insufficient. They were not told 
what Chase’s review timeline would be after the Letters of Administration are submitted. They 
were given three different answers about the Small Estate Declaration from three different 
departments. Not one of those answers was provided in writing. One representative confirmed 
making an internal notation and refused to share it with the family. 

 

A family member is living in the property. Mortgage penalties are accruing. Construction has 
stopped. The property cannot be prepared for sale. The estate cannot fund the court process 
from the frozen account. The court process is not the end. It initiates Chase's own review, for 
which no timeline has been disclosed. 

 

No policy was broken. No rule was violated. The process kept moving. The family absorbed the 
harm. 

 

This is what institutional friction looks like when it is operating exactly as designed. 

 

Chase accepted a Power of Attorney for this account holder while she was alive and legally 
incapacitated, without court documentation. Chase now requires court-issued Letters of 
Administration to transfer the account after her death. The underlying fraud concern Chase cites 
is identical in both situations. The documentation standard it applies is not. That inconsistency is 
a process design choice, not a legal requirement. 

 

For mid-sized financial institutions, this gap is a market. The families Chase is failing are looking 
for a bank that will not fail them the same way. 

 

The process was followed. The family lost financial continuity, incurred penalties, absorbed 
carrying costs with no access to the account that had always funded them, received 
contradictory guidance from three departments, was refused written documentation at every 
step, and faces a court process and a post-submission review with no defined endpoint. 
That is not a customer service failure. That is a process design failure. It is documented. It 
is preventable. And it is happening at scale. 
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SOURCES 

The following sources are explicitly provided in the case input and are the sole basis for this 
brief. No external sources have been introduced. All private individual names have been 
anonymized. 

 

Declaration of Trust, anonymized account holder, executed and notarized in Northern California, 
2022. 

 

Assignment of Personal Property, anonymized account holder, executed and notarized in 
Northern California, 2022. 

 

Written correspondence to Chase Bank Branch Relationship Banker, June 2, 2026, requesting 
clarification of Small Estate Declaration requirements and automatic payment status. 

 

Written correspondence to Chase Bank Branch Relationship Banker, June 6, 2026, 
summarizing the escalation chain and requesting written clarification of Chase's position. 

 

Verbal communications: Branch Relationship Banker, June 2, 2026; Branch Complaints 
Representative, June 4 and 5, 2026; Estate Services Representative, June 6, 2026. 

 

Portal screenshot (recreation): Chase Bank online account portal displaying negative balance in 
excess of negative $999 billion on the estate checking account. The original screenshot was 
lost; the recreation reflects the number, scale, color, and visual presentation of what appeared 
on screen. 

 

All factual claims in this brief are directly traceable to the above sources. Where information was 
not available in the provided input, the limitation is noted explicitly in the relevant section. 
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