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Terry Hunt and William Messinger discuss 
the advisor’s role in understanding and 
advising a family of wealth in nurturing 
healthy, productive family members who 
are capable of managing the family’s 
wealth for the greater good of the family 
and the community in which they live.

Part 1—The Advisor’s 
Evolving Role in 
Helping Wealthy Families 
to Thrive

Introduction
In the fi rst part of this article, published this 
month, we discuss how developmental and 
experiential infl uences impact families. By 
helping families identify their core needs, 
planners and consultants can be much 
more effective in their advisory roles. In the 

second part of the article, to be published 
in the next issue, we provide practical ad-
vice on how to work with whole families 
and then design and implement family 
meetings for them. Once core needs are 
identifi ed, we offer guidance as to how the 
advisor can help families meet their overall 
needs for healthy family cohesion, timely 
empowerment of the next generation and 
effective decision making.

Wealth consultants, both financial 
advisors and estate planners, are playing 
an increasingly important role in assist-
ing families on issues such as family 
governance, philanthropy training, asset 
transfers and mission. As family leaders 
and their advisors turn for guidance to 
outsiders, knowledgeable and effective 
advice is crucial to support the goals of 
healthy family development and wealth 
preservation. We are fi rm believers in 
taking a proactive stance on living with 
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money issues. However, we believe the advisory 
fi eld will benefi t from a better understanding of 
child development issues and family dynamics. Our 
hope in writing this article is to add these perspec-
tives on family life to the skills consultants bring to 
their engagements. 

We want to see the enormous resource that family 
wealth affords, used to help each generation thrive 
and achieve their goals. Families that plan for success 
have the best chance of achieving it. Even parents who 
micromanage their childrens’ activities may overlook 
the very important skills of emotional development 
that we will describe here. It is our experience that 
change is much more likely to occur when it is an 
organic process within families and when individual 
members start to believe that they can impact long-
standing problems and work together on common 
interests. This means listening to each member of the 
family and gaining his or her trust and insight. 

This is why estate planners and fi nancial advisors 
can play such a pivotal role in the years ahead. You 
are the ones who have the ear of family founders, 
the people who control the wealth. These founders 
and their spouses are hungry to teach their children 
that their inherited wealth can be used  to create a 
bright future. We hope to give you a few insights in 
this article. 

Alternative Model to 
Traditional Advice
Traditional fi nancial planning has drawn from the 
business world for its foundations since generally, 
that is where the money comes from and where 
most skilled decision-makers receive their train-
ing. In expanding services beyond this traditional 
role, advisors have adopted corporate consult-
ing concepts to the broader family wealth fi eld. 
While these approaches are well intended, we see 
the “family” as much more than an enterprise in 
need of a mission statement and communication 
building skills. A specifi c example is the minority 
or 21-year-old trust set up to take advantage of 
annual gift tax exclusions. While this trust makes 
economic sense, from a developmental sense, it 
often impedes the benefi ciary’s ability to build the 
independent and resilient identity needed for a 
successful adulthood.

Living skillfully with money can require train-
ing but is too often taken for granted, unless a 
trusted advisor suggests ways of doing so. Advi-

sors with the courage, skills, and knowledge are 
essential to assist families throughout the process. 
Wealthy families have a wide range of questions 
and concerns that can be addressed solely on 
economic merit, but this approach sacrifices the 
enormous opportunity to use the whole family 
to educate, empower and transfer values to suc-
ceeding generations.

Our intent with this article is to help you and your 
clients think psychologically and developmentally 
about a few of the pitfalls and possibilities that coexist 
with family affl uence: 

A family is a long-term project that too often gets 
stuck in short-term crisis management. 
The advice we give families in crisis will always 
include a “what to do now” component. We also 
help families think strategically about where they 
want each family member to be in fi ve-, 10- and 
15-year snapshots.

Being wealthy can be wonderful in so many ways. 
Yet it takes a well thought out approach to create 
a healthy environment for each individual to fl our-
ish—to develop a grounded sense of well-being 
and a consistent emotional vitality. When the client 
relies on an advisor to address these concerns, the 
advisor is making a “client for life” and increasing 
the likelihood that succeeding generations will 
thrive in their affl uence rather than be limited by 
such circumstances.

Estate planners must come to terms with the fact 
that the wealthy family founder has achieved the 
fi nancial independence that makes it easy to “do it 
my own way.” These individuals may fi nd it tempting 
to use fi nancial incentives to encourage cooperation 
by others both inside and outside the family circle 
in the same way they have managed their employ-
ees and clients. We want them to learn to use more 
personalized strategies that are tailored to their own 
family members. 

Any strategy can be effective in certain contexts. 
Our approach is to help parents think carefully 
about both the chronological and “emotional” age 
of each family member. Secondly, we want them 
to consider how the family culture has developed 
over time. We know that personal interactions 
lead to stronger bonds over the long term because 
these connections run deeper than monetary 
ones. Advisors and estate planners who are able 
to bring their clients to this awareness will enjoy 
the same emotional loyalty that is developing 
within the family. 
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Developmental and 
Experiential Focus
In essence, we are offering an alternative model 
and approach to contemporary practice, a model 
derived from our experiences as counselors and in 
our private lives. Our family consultation involves 
work with many affl uent and wealthy individuals and 
families who are planning for the thoughtful transfer 
and management of assets as well as facing some 
very diffi cult situations like addiction, trauma and 
multi-generational confl ict resolution. These situa-
tions often involve decisions for children regarding 
education, living arrangements, and careers along 
with the wealth transfer. From our perspective, much 
of the wealth advisory fi eld seems to be missing the 
underlying dynamics driving many families.

Our model is also derived from our personal ex-
periences as third and fourth generation members 
of extended wealthy families who grew up and now 
live with money as adults, including our extensive 
personal contacts within this community. As such, 
we are concerned that advice accurately refl ects the 
social and cultural experiences of the wealthy.

In the past, the incentives for families to hire advi-
sors to assist with change were monetary, such as 
preserving the family business or avoiding costly 
disputes. Now, there is a growing awareness that 
nonmonetary areas hold the key to a family culture 
of connectedness and love. These are much harder 
to assess in terms of an ordered process or likely 
outcomes. The good news is that because these top-
ics are personal in nature, participation levels and 
interest by family members often run much higher 
than in traditional corporate-based events. If you 
offer a personal and participatory meeting agenda, 
family members will show up and will express their 
appreciation. 

Experiential Examples
Money functions in people’s lives in both positive and 
negative ways. One’s attitudes and behaviors towards 
assets and income expenditure are formed over a life-
time, especially during one’s childhood, adolescent 
and young adult years. Consider the following:

For the child whose parents substitute money for 
their presence and attention, money can mean 
much more than its face value.
Being called a “rich kid” by one’s schoolmates 
can be a traumatizing experience for any child 
who wants to fi t in. 

For the adolescent, growing awareness of fi -
nancial disparities can create confl icts around 
identity and place. 
For the young adult, access to cash can impede 
building an individualized and secure place in 
the world.
When trauma, abuse and addiction are present 
(as they are far too often), wealth can be both a 
curse and the means to recovery.

Through these examples, we invite the reader to 
consider how the experience of growing up and 
living with wealth has a huge infl uence on income 
management and decision making, much greater than 
governance concepts the family might formulate. (The 
references at the end of this article provide additional 
examples of these infl uences.) Estate planners who 
engage their clients with these questions, encouraging 
them to think carefully about each family member, are 
creating a practice that builds interest and engagement 
as well as a reliable connection in the years ahead 
between themselves and each family member.

Many family founders and decision-makers wait 
for their retirement or approaching death to think 
thoughtfully about their living legacy. Many often wait 
until there is a crisis within the family to rethink their 
view of their families as hierarchical organizations. 
We encourage advisors to be proactive when working 
with clients. When a founder thinks entrepreneurially 
about his or her legacy, he or she has increased en-
thusiasm for the endeavor, as compared to thinking 
that this exercise is about their own demise and what 
comes after that. 

Core Developmental Areas and 
Life Skills
In considering nonmonetary goals, an overriding 
one is for families to use their resources to cultivate 
thriving, well-adjusted and mature members of suc-
ceeding generations. But what does this mean to 
the planner in his interactions with the client and 
his family? We believe it involves focusing on sev-
eral developmental areas and life skills common to 
building productive and fulfi lling lives. Through us-
ing these underlying fundamentals, the advisor can 
bring to each meeting with family founders fl exible, 
outcome-oriented principles that benefi t all family 
members and are driven by love rather than fear of 
tragic outcomes:
1. Community—Involvement with others in 

meaningful ways. While there are many ways to 
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fi nd happiness, each of us must come to terms 
with our capacity to thrive autonomously (on 
our own) and our ability to make rewarding af-
fi liations (to belong) within the circumstances 
(the fi nancial and emotional context) that we 
fi nd ourselves. 

2. Work—Developing a productive life that is 
fi nancially and personally rewarding. In order 
to develop the independence to go out into 
the world, fi nd fulfi lling work and form loving 
relationships, our children have to have nour-
ishing environments where they learn not only 
to read, write and play sports, but also to learn 
essential social skills. A young adult also must 
to be able to make a realistic assessment of his 
or her own level of ability in a specifi c situation 
and maintain a healthy measure of self-esteem 
even when things are not going well. In this 
way, the child is creating his or her own sense 
of success rather than inheriting achievements 
through their family connections. Parents can 
help their offspring with introductions and with 
fi nding opportunities, but the young adult must 
make their own way in the world to thrive in 
it.

3. Inspiration—Motivation to live life fully. We 
would add a third element to the old adage 
of “love and work,” and that is “inspiration.” 
Healthy adults have a set of values and faith 
that inspires them to get up in the morning, 
disciplines them to follow through with projects 
and agreements, and gives them a sense that 
their life has meaning beyond the mundane 
essentials of survival. In fact, inspiration is ex-
tremely important in bringing a motivated and 
goal-oriented dynamic to one’s life.

4. Self-Esteem—In the context of the wealthy 
family environment. One’s positive regard for 
oneself has been studied exhaustively, and 
the support of one’s family is an important 
resource. When wealth is in the mix, the thing 
that gets problematic is what I tell myself about 
“my place in the world, given the advantages 
that money has bought for me.” “To whom 
much is given, much is expected” can inspire 
either excellence or rebellion. It is our experi-
ence that wealthy inheritors who have healthy 
self-esteem are those who have mastered the 
capacity to achieve on their own (autonomy) 
and to be a contributing member of a team 
(affi liation).

None of these tasks is diffi cult to implement in the 
raising of children and young adults if one puts one’s 
mind to it and “walks one’s talk.” However, when 
there is wealth in the family, there can be a number 
of mixed messages that can impair and confuse the 
next generation. The most obvious one is that one’s 
actions are viewed both as a refl ection of the indi-
vidual and a refl ection on the family as a whole. This 
can create shaky ground for the young person taking 
his fi rst steps into adult autonomy. At the same time, 
wealth also offers the resources and the mentors 
to create an extensive transfer of healthy skills and 
lifestyle choices to next generation. 

Life Skills
We draw on another perspective on healthy families 
that Edward Hallowell, M.D., suggests in his book, 
THE CHILDHOOD ROOTS OF ADULT HAPPINESS. Hallowell’s 
thesis is that happy adults enjoyed fi ve specifi c ap-
proaches to life in childhood:

Connecting—This includes a sense of belonging 
to a family, neighborhood, sports team, church, 
school, etc. Furthermore, a spiritual connection 
is essential for a rewarding sense of one’s place 
in the universe.
Play—Here, Dr. Hallowell argues convincingly 
that the key ingredient in play is not fun, but the 
use of imagination in an activity.
Practice—People who practice well are those 
who live an activity as if it is their life calling, a 
sense of immersion we might see in a child with 
a new computer game.
Mastery—Mastery comes with the internaliza-
tion of a practice to the point where activities 
become so natural one has a sense of, “This is 
who I am, and I can be counted on to deliver the 
goods.” It is not perfectionism, but rather “con-
noisseurship.”
Recognition—This needed recognition is not 
accolades of the general public but rather the 
acknowledgment from the important people in 
one’s life “letting me know that my voice and my 
acts matter.” 

The advisor’s opportunity here is to help the cli-
ent—the family founder—create a family culture 
where his or her offspring, in-laws, extended family 
and community continue a healthy legacy through 
the transfer of these skills to succeeding generations. 
In emphasizing the need for a healthy family culture, 
we wish to emphasize many wealthy heirs already 
live happy and productive lives (mastery). Others are 
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not so successful and, in refl ecting on reasons why 
this may be so, two areas to consider are age-appro-
priate involvement with monetary-based activities 
and the problem that money can be too easily be 
used as a substitute for fulfi lling relationships and as 
a mood manager.

Age Appropriate Involvement 
and Activities 
Let’s look at child development principles in the con-
text of involving children and young adults in family 
meetings, philanthropy and trust management. It is 
critically important that each child be ready to step 
into the roles and responsibilities of wealth (practice). 
The human reality is that the legal age that heirs come 
into trust funds and trusteeships does not always 
match up with emotional maturity.

Identity Issues. The tasks for adolescents and young 
adults are to build an identity and develop intimacy 
skills (connecting). Emphasis on trust management or 
family business activities can distract from focusing 
on these tasks. Rather than build personal identities 
and relationships, it is often much easier to become 
a “professional rich person” (which is not the same 
as being a professional philanthropist, a diffi cult job 
in its own right). Advisors can help parents focus on 
engaging children on topics regarding the future, 
while reminding the child that he should have his 
own life focus. 

Research shows that brain development continues 
through age 25, particularly affecting emotional 
development and the ability to delay gratifi cation. 
Through intense schooling and socialization, most 
young adults attain the outward traits of competence. 
However, they may also be so socially and emotion-
ally dependent on their family money and name that 
they are unable to build competent and stable lives or 
even participate effectively in family enterprises. Be-
ing asked to serve on boards or participate in fi nancial 
or philanthropic activities before they are emotionally 
ready may serve only to further this dependence. 

Consulting ideas such as identifying stakeholders or 
participatory activities to obtain “buy-in” are not for 
children, but for mature adults. Many young people 
perceive these ideas as artifi cial because the theoreti-
cal perspective (such as what is useful in managing 
corporations is good for families) is transparent. The 
result can be alienation from future family events.

Ambivalence and Guilt/Shame. Many inheritors 
are ambivalent about money and the power that goes 
with it because money has separated them from peers 

at a time when friends are really important to them 
(adolescence). In many cases, money continues to 
separate them from others and has not necessarily 
led to a happy and fulfi lling life. This ambivalence 
heightens when an inheritance results from the pre-
mature death of a parent or sibling. 

As children go through the arduous task of creat-
ing a sense of identity, they must come to terms 
with peer pressures and the reality of inequities in 
the world (play and practice). If forced to look at 
these discrepancies too early in their development 
of independence, the young affl uent can feel per-
sonally responsible and guilty for the ills of society. 
More insidiously, they can carry this guilt in their 
unconscious. They make an emotional connection 
directly to the “ills,” not the charity—whether it is 
the imagined pain of the homeless or irretrievable 
loss of wilderness. 

The result can be an intolerable level of guilt and 
resulting erratic behavior. Sometimes even worse 
happens: shame—a sense of personal worthlessness 
that often negatively affects lives and relationships 
for years. The driving force can then become “to give 
time and money away”—a negative act—rather than 
“giving to.” This results in unbalanced lives, based 
on deprivation rather than a sense of abundance. 
Personal and family interests are set aside in order 
to serve others, leading to a serious disconnect from 
and sometimes outright confl ict with family members 
who choose a different path. 

Advisors can play a very important role in prevent-
ing these outcomes of shame and deprivation, by 
encouraging parents to wait until their children reach 
a developmental stage where they can put economic 
disparity in perspective. World hunger, environmental 
issues and homelessness are overwhelming to teens 
who are still trying to fi gure out directions from school 
to home. How do they reconcile their lifestyles of 
electronics, decorated rooms, clothes, shopping, va-
cations and household help? Some do not; they just 
shut down, adopting a surface cynicism. This is anti-
thetical to a healthy outcome because cynicism erodes 
any interest in play, practice or mastery and replaces 
it with alienation from family and community.

Awareness of the blessings of income security (or 
even a sense of guilt) can serve as a gyroscope for 
future action rather than a feeling that erodes self-
esteem. We want to be sure that premature exposure 
to wealth and its contradictions does not lead to cyni-
cism or emotional detachment. A detached attitude 
becomes very diffi cult to change once it has taken 
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hold in a personality because it does effectively insu-
late the young adult from the burdens of the world. 
The danger of this is the failure to fi nd one’s own life 
work (practice and mastery). Advisors and estate plan-
ners can help family founders value their heirs’ career 
choices that are fulfi lling to them (recognition). This 
is a luxury that wealth can afford—to make choices 
for a vocation that may not yield a lucrative salary or 
which is highly competitive and therefore risky (e.g., 
theater arts or academia).

Money As a Substitute for Fulfi lling 
Relationships or Mood Management
How is money used within the family? We want to 
see the resources of a family used in ways that are at 
least compatible, if not enhancing of, the goal of adult 
happiness (mastery). Unfortunately, money, the life-
style and goods it buys, can be used in various ways 
as a substitute for rewarding personal interaction and 
relationships among family members and friends. 
Money then can take on much more importance in 
a person’s life than merely its face value in goods or 
services. While this may be hard to pinpoint as an 
operating infl uence within a family from the outside, 
it may surface as a concern when meeting one-on-
one with individual family members. In any family, 
there will be concern about how another handles 
money. When there is lots of it, these concerns can 
escalate to intractable confl icts.

Advisors should also be aware there is something 
inherent in money and how it is used in families 
that can lead to trouble. As Tian Dayton writes in a 
monograph entitled, The Dark Side of Wealth: 

Spending can all too often become a gateway 
drug. Money is used as a mood manager. But 
when we use money to fi ll our basic needs for 
love and belonging or to regulate our inner states, 
we are setting ourselves and our children up to do 
the same, to look for quick fi xes to shift moods, 
fi ll emotional or spiritual voids or get a sense of 
belonging and connection. ...

This is becoming not a phenomenon of wealth 
but, unfortunately part of our material oriented 
American lifestyle.

Spending as a “mood manager” and gateway to 
other mood altering activities and chemicals is the es-
sence of the problem. To use money as a way to make 
myself feel better, either by spending it or hoarding it, 

accurately mirrors mood management with addictive 
behaviors such as drinking, drug use, eating/ binging/ 
starving, gambling and other compulsive activity. 
Put simply, “I do this thing because it takes away 
pain or stress, regardless of the unintended harmful 
consequences the behavior causes.” The long-term 
harm to self and family can be the same.1 Money, 
where there are few or no budgetary constraints, is 
a perfect outlet for the addict since each purchase 
offers a promise of satisfaction. 

When money is used as a mood manager, self-es-
teem is sacrifi ced in favor of risk, sensation-seeking, 
and confl ict avoidance. It takes the spender away 
from the hard work of living an authentic life. If your 
advisory role to a family is to help them make al-
location decisions, members may by default look at 
economics out of habit rather than personal interests, 
historical importance or ancillary consequences. 
These latter factors are much more personal, harder 
to quantify and more likely to lead to hurt feelings. 

Obviously, many families feel far more comfortable 
debating the economics of a decision, rather than 
discussing the emotional implications, a much more 
rewarding area for exploration for most clients. This 
is especially true for their offspring and their spouses. 
We are confi dent that you, as an estate planner or 
fi nancial advisor, can successfully engage your client 
in the entrepreneurial adventure of building a family 
enterprise whose goals include:

family togetherness and fun;
cultivating interest in and responsibility for family 
property such as vacation homes;
shared fi nancial interests;
family life education;
shared philanthropy; and
creating a ready infrastructure when someone has 
a problem and /or needs help and support.

The consultant cannot force a family to face these 
concerns, but by simply asking the questions and talk-
ing about what is possible, the horizons can expand. 
So many of these family founders have been loaded 
up with anecdotal horror stories because bad news 
makes much more interesting journalism. Our hope 
is that you will be the bearer of good news.

Conclusion 
To reiterate a point we made at the beginning of this 
article, we believe that a thorough understanding of 
the experience of growing up and living in wealthy 
and prominent families is key to effectively serving 
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this clientele. When you engage a family founder in 
the discovery of how his family culture has developed 
its sense of connectedness and belonging, you must 
also offer him the hope that something can be done 
about it. The wealth becomes the context to create 
corrective experiences of play, practice, mastery, and 
recognition. Money is used to bring family members 
together and to educate and empower rather than to 
escape the challenges that love, work, and inspiration 
bring to any young person’s life. In the best scenario, 
family founders step into the role of engaged parents 
and grandparents who are thinking creatively how 
to meet the needs of each family member. This can 
come through private conversations as well as family 
gatherings. This familial connectedness is generated 
out of the impulse to use the wealth to enhance the 
quality of life of the next generation, not just materi-
ally, but emotionally and spiritually as well. Part 2 of 
this article will offer concrete tools for doing this.

If you would like a more in-depth understand-
ing of wealthy family culture, we recommend 

two excellent resources written or produced by 
members of wealthy or prominent families. These 
include an outline of The Experience of Inherited 
Wealth: A Social-Psychological Perspective, a 
dissertation by Joanie Bronfman, Ph.D.2 and THE 
DARK SIDE OF WEALTH by Tian Dayton, Ph.D.3 Other 
useful publications and documentaries are refer-
enced below.4 While these two pieces do outline 
the difficulties with growing up with wealth, the 
authors share our belief that thoughtful and care-
ful estate planning and family development leads 
to far brighter outcomes.
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