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Our more than 30 years of experience working with wealthy families suggests that all too often 
practitioners (particularly wealth managers) focus too narrowly on the technical aspects of 
transitioning wealth from one generation to the next. They focus on important aspects (investment 
strategy; tax optimisation; estate planning and structuring) but often overlook a critical element 
that can be a key to long term sustainability: role transition. Specifically, the role of leadership and 
decision-making in the family wealth enterprise.  
 
Furthermore, even if the practitioner is focused on role transition they are often focused on the 
transition to the “next generation” of leadership in the family. This can unfortunately miss a critical 
step in the journey, which is that it’s often the wife who will step into the leadership role, long 
before the “next generation” does, and in doing so she may face a unique set of challenges.  
 
The family we are describing is one that has, over many years, built a significant family wealth 
enterprise. While every family’s journey is unique, we have seen a common journey – from starting 
a family business, to financial success, to a family wealth enterprise. Over time, the nature of the 
enterprise, the complexity of the enterprise and required decision-making, and importantly the role 
and focus of the leader, or primary decision-maker, changes significantly and goes through three 
primary phases (see figure 1).  
 
What we’ve also seen in many families is a division of labour between a husband and wife as the 
journey progresses. In many cases, the husband assumes the leadership role in the family business, 
and transitions over time from CEO of the family business, adds on the role of primary decision-
maker around the family’s growing liquidity and ultimately becomes CEO of the family wealth 
enterprise. It’s a transition that happens naturally, over time, and gives him the opportunity to 
develop his own skill sets and confidence as things evolve.  
 
In parallel, as the family’s wealth enterprise is evolving, and the husband is evolving his decision-
making role within it, his wife is often focused on many other things – her own career; their family; 
the community. As the family’s liquidity grows and he hires providers to help manage the money, 
oversee the taxes, and advise on estate planning, she is often, by her own choice, not engaged in 
the process. And because the family has been, by definition, financially successful, she is 
comfortable and trusting in her husband’s decision-making and leadership around the family wealth 
enterprise.  
 
But all too often, this state of affairs comes to an abrupt end. Incapacitation of the husband; 
divorce; or in the extreme, the husband’s sudden passing creates a void. Who will lead the family 
wealth enterprise? How prepared is that next leader? What happens next?  
 
And it’s precisely at this time that a key paradox emerges: the family’s wealth is effectively and 
efficiently planned for and transitioned, but often the key leadership role is not. What was a natural 
and thoughtful evolution in role and complexity of decision-making for the husband, becomes a 
sudden and sometimes “instant” transition for his wife. And the paradox is that while some advisors 
may have focused on preparing the next generation, few have focused on preparing the wife 
because she has rarely been engaged with them along the way.  
 
However, despite the suddenness of the transition, the lack of preparation, and the complex 
emotions the wife is experiencing related to the triggering event, she recognises and embraces the 
need for her to step into the leadership role of the family wealth enterprise. She just may not know 
how. This is where the advisor can add significant value.  
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The adviser can: understand the nuances of the situation and recognise and respect the wife’s new 
role; can focus on advising and preparing her as she steps into the role; and can help the wife begin 
the journey from being a beneficiary of the family wealth enterprise to being the primary decision-
maker and CEO of the family wealth enterprise. 
  
Where does this journey begin? In our experience it begins with mapping; specifically, mapping the 
wealth enterprise. Mapping has three critical components: sources and uses of cash; assets & 
liabilities; governance and decision-making rights.  
 
The reason that mapping is often overlooked is because it’s not often the place the advisors or the 
husband have been focused. Typically, the map of the family’s wealth enterprise was developed 
long ago, and transitioned as the enterprise evolved through the phases. It’s not likely that the map 
was made explicit, and more likely the map was implicit, often “in the husband’s head” and he used 
it to make effective decisions, but never made it explicit.  
 
In many cases, the wife looks to mirror the activities she observed her husband focused on, which 
were likely highly execution oriented: the minutiae of investing (e.g. which stocks or securities to 
buy, or the merits of a particular investment); the details of tax planning; the complexities of estate 
planning structures. This only reinforces the wife’s level of discomfort stepping into the decision-
making role because essentially she can’t see the forest for the trees, and her advisors often think 
the best way to move forward is to keep focusing on the trees, as that’s what they were doing with 
the husband.  
 
But how can the newly installed CEO of the family wealth enterprise make decisions about any of 
the pieces or parts, if she doesn’t understand the whole, and how everything connects? We’ve seen 
examples where there is a significant imbalance between sources of cash and uses of cash – 
requiring a fundamental rethink of the family’s balance sheet and investments; we’ve seen other 
cases where a well-meaning husband created structures in which either his children or close friends 
were put in key decision-making roles through trusts and other structures, bypassing the wife and 
not putting her in control of her own financial destiny.  
 
Mapping can help identify these imbalances and misalignments, and give the wife an overarching 
framework and prioritisation for decision-making going forward. The key is it takes time to do the 
mapping, it needs to be an explicit exercise, and the advisors need to make the time to do that, in 
addition to providing support around the ongoing day to day support they are providing the family.  
 
It may be more natural for the advisors to focus on continuing the day to day transactional 
activities, but for the newly installed leader of the family enterprise who may not have the skills or 
training to be comfortable with the day to day decisions, the mapping gives them an opportunity 
to engage at a more strategic, and less technical level at which they will likely be more comfortable.  
 
Once the enterprise is mapped, the advisor can then help the wife focus on developing a plan and 
an ongoing process for decision-making. The plan should address issues such as the following:  
 
• What’s the big picture plan? What are the priorities? What is the purpose of the wealth?  
• How long will the wealth last? Do I/we have enough?  
• Is the ultimate disposition of the assets (taxes, charity, children and grandchildren) what I want?  
• Do I have the right set of providers?  
• Is the portfolio aligned with my needs?  
• What are the highest priorities that require immediate attention  
 
The ongoing process for decision-making should address the following issues, each of which are 
critical to ensuring the family’s long term success:  
 
• How often will the family meet to make decisions?  
• Who are the key decision makers and what are their rights?  
• Who will help the family manage and execute the process?  
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• How and when should the family bring in key providers (lawyers, accountants, investment 
managers) into the process?  
• What kind of information and reporting will the family need to make decisions and who will 
provide it?  
• How will the family define and measure success?  
• How will the family engage different stakeholders in the process to facilitate learning and 
engagement?  
 
Finally, while these three core activities (mapping, planning and defining a process for decision-
making) are critical for a practitioner in supporting a newly installed leader of the family wealth 
enterprise to feel confident and competent at the time of a transition event. Furthermore, a forward 
thinking advisor can identify situations in which they recognise that role transition is not being 
properly prepared for, long before any transition event occurs, and help the family identify the 
need to focus on preparing for role transition, in addition to all of the other day to day activities 
required to manage a complex wealth enterprise. Ideally, successful role transition will get as much 
focus and attention as successful wealth transition.  
 
Figure 1: 
 

Phase 1: The Family Business 
 
 

Decision-making oriented 
towards the business 
 
Family cash flows driven by the 
business 
 
Family financial capital driven by 
and oriented to the business 
 
Decisions primarily made by 
principal, with little support 

Phase II: Evolution 
 

 
Decision-making broadens to be 
about the business as well as the 
growing pool of liquidity 
 
Family cash flows driven by 
multiple sources 
 
Family financial capital driven by 
returns from the business and the 
portfolio 
 
Introduction of providers to 
manage family assets 
 
Support to principal often 
provided by family business team 
(CFO, General Counsel, etc..) 
 

Phase III: Family Wealth 
Enterprise 

 
Decision-making broadens to be 
about a complex enterprise with 
multiple subsidiaries 
 
Complex sources and uses of 
cash between entities 
 
Introduction of complex 
ownership structures and shared 
governance 
 
Multiple family members playing 
leadership roles in different 
entities 
 
Complexity of provider network 
expands exponentially 
 
Wealth enterprise needs 
dedicated support, separate from 
business 
 
Role of family leader evolves yet 
again to oversight of a complex 
wealth enterprise 
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We take a bird’s eye view of a client’s assets, create a comprehensive wealth map and advise on a solution to 
help meet our client’s expectation. We work with our clients to understand what they want to accomplish and 
craft a financial plan to achieve their goals. The freedom of being a firm professionally owned and managed 
affords us the opportunity to source, assess and assemble the finest providers from the financial sector. We 
believe this helps us provide a robust structure for the management of family wealth. We are part of a global 
alliance of independent multi-family offices, with MdF Family Partners in Continental Europe and WE Family 
Offices in the US, that shares the same investment philosophy and the same commitment to providing 
unconflicted advice, a simple fee structure and adherence to putting clients’ interests first. 

 


