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As a recovering estate planning attorney, I have spent the past 
20 years studying how to keep families together for multiple 
generations. As you might guess, we lawyers are far better at 
blowing families apart than we are at keeping them together.

That study has included understanding the natural ben-
efits that accrue to the professionals who help families stay 
together. And that is what we are going to talk about in this 
session: how effective multigenerational planning can help 
you retain your clients, receive both more business and more 
introductions from them, and engage or retain your clients’ 
families for multiple generations. 

So, in the next 40 minutes or so, we are going to look at:
• The studies that have been done over the past few years 

regarding this topic
• The issues and gaps that exist in traditional planning
• The common elements shared by families who keep their 

families and fortunes together for multiple generations—
and these elements have existed for centuries

• What it takes for you to become the multigenerational 
advisor to your clients and their families
First, let’s start with a couple of mantras that I want you 

to keep in the back of your mind during this session:
• “What got you here won’t get your there.” I stole this 

from Mark Tibergien. I am not sure where Mark got it, 
but it is a great quote. It is a paraphrase of a quote from 
Albert Einstein that I will show in a little while.

• “Smart people learn from their own experiences. Wise 
people learn from the experiences of others!” Again, I am 
not sure who originated this saying, but it is so true.
How many of you are familiar with the Blue Ocean 

Strategy? Essentially, the concept is that, in business, there 

are red oceans and blue oceans. Red oceans are red because 
of all the blood in the water. Those are the zero-sum markets, 
where my win is your loss. Blue oceans, on the other hand, 
are blue because there is no competition. Consequently, 
there is no blood. 

Interestingly, blue oceans often come from red oceans. 
And, blue oceans don’t stay blue forever. For example, when 
Henry Ford cranked up the assembly line, Ford Motors was 
a blue ocean enterprise. At that time there were a lot of car 
companies. Most were small and made a few cars per year. 
These cars were expensive and unreliable—particularly giv-
en the poor roads of the day. Ford, on the other hand, started 
a blue ocean with the assembly line that could manufacture 
large quantities of simple, reliable cars that you could get in 
any color—as long as it was black. So, Ford is an example of 
creating a blue ocean out of a red one. It is also an example 
of things not staying blue forever.

The concepts we are going to talk about today are blue 
ocean concepts. These concepts will distinguish you from 
others who sell insurance or manage investments. 

Let’s start by looking at four key issues:
1. There is a direct relationship between how well you 

know your clients’ core values and the amount of 
business and introductions you receive from them. In 
2004, Russ Alan Prince did a client relationship study 
for Van Kampen Funds Consulting Group. The study 
discovered that, on average, our clients have eight core 
values. Obviously, those values are different for every 
person, but they typically have eight of them. Prince’s 
study discovered that if your client perceives you know 
all eight of his core values then, on average, that cli-
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ent will entrust 100 percent of his assets with you, and 
make 4.1 referrals. But, if your client perceives you only 
know five of his core values, then he will only entrust 
72 percent of his assets with you, and only make 1.7 re-
ferrals. And, if your client perceives you only know two 
of his core values, then he will only entrust 50 percent 
of his assets with you, and he won’t make any referrals.

There is also a direct connection between your relation-
ship with your clients and your retention of those clients.

So, here is a quick test of how your clients perceive 
you: How many of your clients are making multiple 
introductions to you? On the other hand, how many 
of your clients haven’t made any referrals to you?

2. Less than one percent of inheritors keep their parents’ 
primary advisors. This comes from a study done by 
CEG Worldwide, and it is actually worse than it looks. 
The study found that 9/10ths of 1 percent of inheritors 
who inherited between $3 million and $5.9 million 
kept their parents’ advisors. For inheritors who re-
ceived less than $3 million or more than $5.9 million, 
the number was statistically irrelevant.

3. Ninety percent of families fail to keep their families 
and fortunes together for three generations. And, for 
family businesses, the numbers are worse. The Fam-
ily Firm Institute of Brookline, Massachusetts, deter-
mined that “only a little more than 3% of all family en-
terprises survive to the fourth generation and beyond.”

4. And finally, we have found that if you help your cli-
ents pass their values to their family and keep their 
family together, you will receive more business and 
introductions from your existing clients, and you will 
retain both your existing clients and their children 
and grandchildren as clients.

Let’s look at those studies. First, you may have seen this 
article in The Wall Street Journal which said that 81 percent 
of affluent investors would consider leaving their advisors. 
That study defined “affluent” as someone with $1 million or 
more of investable assets. Last year, John Bowen said that 
CEG Worldwide had determined that only about 15 percent 
to 30 percent were actually leaving their advisors. But even 
15 percent to 30 percent is a lot of clients.

Russ Alan Prince then studied those folks who had fired 
their advisors and found that 75.5 percent of them fired their 
advisors due to lack of chemistry or poor working rapport—
not due to poor performance. As you can see, there is a direct 
connection between your relationship with your clients and 
your retention of those clients.

This finding is consistent with Prince’s earlier study that 
I talked about a few minutes ago that found the direct rela-
tionship between knowing your clients core values and the 
amount of business and referrals you receive from them.

And finally, the CEG study found that 99 percent of the 
time you will lose the business when your clients die.

I started working in this area because of some of my estate 
planning experiences. Unfortunately, like most estate plan-
ning attorneys who work with affluent families, I had those 
cases in which I did great technical and tax planning, only 
to watch the families implode when the parents died. My 
“tipping point” was a case in which we passed a $100 million 
estate tax free, only to watch one son drive several businesses 
bankrupt and the other son drink himself to death. That 
second son was a good friend of mine, and his death started 
me on the journey to discover what I had done wrong.

As I did that study, I discovered that my case was the 
norm. It was the rule, not the exception to the rule. And that 
had been true for centuries all across the globe. Here are a 
few of the quotes I found:
• “Wealth never survives three generations” from a Chinese 

scholar 2000 years ago;
• Thirteenth-century England had the proverb, “Clogs to 

clogs in three generations.”
• One of my favorite sayings came from Spain in the 1500s:  

“First generation Trader, second generation Gentleman, 
third generation Beggar.”

• In the 1700s the Germans had a saying that “Seldom 
three descents continue good.” 

• In nineteenth-century America, where fortunes were 
made and lost with astounding speed amongst the gold 
fields, oil wells, and industrial revolution, people said, 
“From shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations.”

• And, more recently, the Brazilians came up with, “From 
the stables to the stars to the stables in three generations.”
So, what do we learn from history? That geography, cul-

tures, economies, governmental structure, and tax struc-
tures don’t matter. For centuries, all over the world, families 
rarely keep their families and fortunes together for three 
generations.

So, on that cheery point, let’s go to another disturbing 
issue: the gaps that exist in traditional planning.

First, there is a gap between perception and reality for 
our clients. In 2009, Family Office Exchange surveyed its 
clients and asked, “What are the three most critical risks 
facing your family in 2009?” Seventy-nine percent cited in-
vestment strategy risks, economy and financial markets, or 
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financial constraints. Only seven percent said it was family  
dynamics or relationships.

In contrast, Williams and Preissers studied over 3,000 
families over more than a decade. Their research found that 
there was a 70 percent failure at each generation, which 
confirmed again the 90 percent failure rate over three gen-
erations. They then studied the families who had lost their 
fortunes, and essentially asked them, “What got you?” Sixty 
percent said lack of communication and trust in the family, 
and 25 percent said unprepared heirs. Less than three per-
cent cited poor investments or planning.

So, there is a huge gap between what our clients think 
will get them and what has gotten the families in the past.

Another huge gap exists between what is known about 
wealth transfer—particularly what has been learned in the 
last 15 to 20 years—and what is done. Here are some samples 
of the wealth transfer research that has been done. Almost 
all of this research has been done in the last 15 years. One 
of these, The Golden Ghetto by Jessie O’Neill, came from a 
research project she did called “The Affluenza Project,” in 
which she studied what happens when you pass a financial 
inheritance without passing an emotional inheritance. As a 
recovering estate planning attorney, I found that fascinat-
ing, since that is what I was hired to do: pass a financial 
inheritance without passing an emotional inheritance. We 
will talk about that study in a minute.

From those studies and our own research and experience, 
we have identified the characteristics, or elements, that suc-
cessful families share in common.
• They foster good communication and trust. 
• They have shared vision.
• They meet regularly.
• They promote a balanced view of “wealth.”
• They keep business and family separate.
• They know the roles necessary to be successful.
• They inspire family members to participate in the family.
• They actively train and mentor each generation. 
• They facilitate the genuine transfer of leadership.
• They have ongoing family governance.

We have also learned what our clients most want to pass 
or receive. Allianz did a study on inheritances and asked both 
baby boomers and the next generation up (which they called 
the “elders”) what they considered to be the most important 
inheritance they could pass or receive. Surprisingly, the an-
swer was the same for both baby boomers and elders, and it 
was 77 percent for both: The family story and life lessons. 
And, for baby boomers, it was ten times more important to 

give or receive the family story and life lessons than it was to 
give or receive financial assets or real estate.

In an article called “Value and Values in Planned Giving” 
published in The Journal of Gift Planning in December, 2008, 
the authors report a study conducted by Harris Interactive 
for HSBC that “confirms the wealthy want to pass along 
much more than ‘wealth.’” When asked, “What would you 
MOST like your heirs to inherit from you,” the top answer 
wasn’t money: it was spirit.

However, despite all we have learned in the past few years 
about wealth transfer, what is done has not changed much. 
Typically, clients work with their financial and estate plan-
ning advisors to clarify their desired lifestyle. They then cre-
ate a financial plan and investment portfolio that prepares 
and protects their assets based on that desired lifestyle, cre-
ates cash flow through their life expectancy to achieve those 
tangible goals, and determines who gets their stuff when 
they die, with the maximum tax savings and minimum ad-
ministrative costs (with or without trust controls to protect 
their heirs from themselves). There isn’t much there about 
passing the family’s story and life lessons, is there?

In order to fill these gaps, we must act on what we know and 
expand what we do to build a strong foundation that can pre-
pare the heirs and support the inheritances. Multigenerational 
heritage planning gives families the tools they need to repli-
cate what successful families have done for centuries. 

Here is one of my favorite Einstein quotes: “We can’t 
solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used 
when we created them.” Or, as I stated earlier, what got you 
here won’t get you there.

All of this raises some logical questions. Why do 90 per-
cent of inheritance plans fail over three generations? It is not 
because folks don’t have good financial and/or estate plans. It 
is because our plans focus on transferring money rather than 
wealth. Or, as Jessie O’Neill put it, we are passing a financial 
inheritance without passing an emotional inheritance.

Let’s look at “The Affluenza Project.” O’Neill identified 
the outcomes of receiving a financial inheritance without an 
emotional inheritance. These are all things we have seen: 
• Inability to delay gratification
• Inability to tolerate frustration
• Low future motivation
• Low self-esteem
• Low self-worth
• Lack of self-confidence
• Propensity for substance abuse
• Lack of personal identity



350

Annual Meeting Proceedings | 2011 ©Million Dollar Round Table

Focus Sessions: Risk Management

• Social and emotional isolation
• Feelings of failure, depression, and anxiety
• Unrealistic expectations and lack of accountability
• False sense of entitlement
• Inability to form intimate relationships 

People often have a hard time understanding why chil-
dren in affluent families have a lack of personal identity 
or low self-esteem. In Navigating the Dark Side of Wealth, 
Thayer Willis does a great job of putting that in perspec-
tive with this story: Suppose you are at a Christmas party 
or some other social function, and you meet someone for 
the first time. What is one of the first questions you typi-
cally ask? (“What do you do?”) If you are a rich kid spending 
daddy’s money, how do you answer that question? And, what 
does it do to your personal identity or self-esteem if you can’t 
even answer the “what do you do” question? 

As I am discussing “affluenza” with my clients, I often tell 
them the “Butterfly” story. This comes from the book The 
Power of Failure by Charles Manz. Here is my paraphrase 
of the story. There is a man watching a butterfly come out 
of its cocoon. He is fascinated by the transformation of life 
that this event represents. He watches as the butterfly chews 
a little hole at the end of the cocoon and then struggles to 
get out. Then, it looks like the butterfly gives up. He doesn’t 
want the butterfly to die, so he goes into the house and gets 
a small pair of scissors. He then cuts a larger hole at the 
end of the cocoon. Sure enough, the butterfly comes out. 
But, the butterfly has a bloated body and shriveled wings. 
It waddles around for awhile, and then it dies. This really 
bothers the man, so he calls the local college to talk to a 
professor about what he saw. The professor calmly explained 
that for a chrysalis to morph into a butterfly, it has to go 
through the struggle of getting through that little hole. That 
struggle is what forces the fluids out of the body and into the 
wings, and allows the wings to grow. Without that struggle, 
the wings cannot grow. So, by helping the butterfly out too 
much, the man essentially killed the butterfly.

Often, I will then say, “That is your children.” (Although 
I often don’t need to say it.)

Last Mother’s Day, the wife of the pastor at our church 
made the following comment, “It is better to prepare your 
children for the road of life than to try to prepare the road 
of life for your children.” Affluenza is averted or controlled 
when we can build that culture of communication and trust 
in the family, and particularly as we prepare each generation 
for the inheritance they will receive. That includes preparing 
them for both their financial and emotional inheritances.

Before we go any further, I want to ask a couple of an-
choring questions—just to keep your attention.

1. What value would it be to you if you were able to pro-
vide the solution to your clients? And I am not just 
talking about financial value. I have asked advisors 
from many professions from all across the country, 
“Why did you get into” whatever profession they are 
in. Inevitably, one of the major reasons was “to make 
a difference in people’s lives.” So, I want you to think 
about both the financial and emotional value it would 
be to you if you could help your clients’ families be 
successful for multiple generations.

2. How many of your competitors are providing the solu-
tion? (Probably few, if any.)

3. What will happen if one of your competitors does 
provide the solution to your clients? That is the tough 
one. This goes back to why 75.5 percent of clients left  
their advisors.

So, if we know that 90 percent of families fail to keep 
their families and fortunes together for three generations, 
the obvious question is, “What do the ten percent do dif-
ferently?” And, frankly, that is what I started asking myself 
about 20 years ago.

The short answer is: They pass both the financial and the 
emotional inheritances to their children and grandchildren, 
and they build the foundation their heirs need to support the 
inheritances they will receive. Or, stated another way, they 
prepare their family for their inheritances.

Here is how the foundation for preparing the next genera-
tions for the inheritances they will receive is built. It starts with 
developing effective intergenerational communication. That 
means we have to be talking adult-to-adult (not parent-to-child 
or child-to-parent). This is also where mentoring begins. 

Next, you have plentiful and meaningful preinheritance 
experiences. Preinheritance experiences are simply shared 
experiences during which your children and grandchildren 
can experience and learn some of your life lessons. After 
all, your children and grandchildren will learn much more 
from observing you during shared experiences than they will 
from what you tell them. One of my colleagues explains this 
concept with a story about his dad. When I asked how he 
learned about integrity, he said he could remember going to 
the store one day with his dad. They were struggling at the 
time and didn’t have much money. They left the store and 
had driven a couple of miles when his dad pulled over and 
counted the change in his pocket, and he realized they had 
given him a nickel too much change. So, his dad turned the 
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car around, drove back, and gave the checker back the extra 
nickel. He said he learned more about integrity in those few 
minutes than in the rest of his life. He also noted that, on the 
other hand, if his dad would have cheated when the family 
played board games together, that would also have taught 
him more about how much integrity really meant to his dad. 
Our children and grandchildren will learn much more from 
us from sharing experiences with us than they ever will from 
things we tell them. They are always watching.

Finally, there must be genuine leadership transfer. The key 
word there is “genuine.” That doesn’t mean you have to give 
them the keys to the kingdom. It simply means you have to 
give them genuine leadership over something of value to them. 

The bottom line is that successful families have a culture 
of communication and trust in the family, and they prepare 
each generation for the inheritances they will receive.

Let’s look quickly at the common elements in successful 
families. As you look at these, you will all realize that you 
already know this. As I speak around the country, I will of-
ten do an exercise with a group in which I simply ask them 
to think of a family or families they know who have kept 
the family and its fortune together for three or more genera-
tions, and then we do a group brainstorm to list what those 
families do. All of the elements I am about to list show up 
almost every time.
• First, as I just said, they have good multigenerational 

communication. And, in successful families, this isn’t 
just vertical (grandparents, parents, children, grandchil-
dren); it is horizontal (aunts, uncles, cousins). But honest, 
when your kids were teenagers, would they listen to the 
aunts and uncles more than they would listen to you?

• Successful families also develop, maintain, and regularly 
revisit their family story, life lessons, and vision for both 
the present and future. Think of successful families you 
know. Do they know their family story? Do they have 
some common vision? That doesn’t mean they share all 
the same values, but they do have some shared vision.

• Successful families meet regularly. Whether it is the 
Kennedys at Hyannis Point, or the Smith family at their 
favorite location, I bet every successful family you can 
think of gets together regularly.

• They promote a balanced definition of “wealth.” By that I 
mean they get beyond just the money. When I first started 
getting into this area 20 years ago, I started by asking my 
clients one simple question, “What is the most important 
thing in your life?” And, I never heard money. The an-
swers typically had something to do with family or some-

thing to do with values. So, what about you? What do you 
value most? What do you think your clients value most?
Here is a sample of the different types of wealth:

• Foundation or human capital  These are our core values, 
standards, principles, and talents. This can also include 
family heirlooms that have little or no financial value but 
are priceless to the family members.

• Wisdom or intellectual capital  These are the sum to-
tal of our life experiences, including formal and informal 
education. This also includes things like our work ethic, 
spiritual beliefs, or practices.

• Financial capital  This refers to our collective financial 
or material wealth.

• Community or social capital  These are our contribu-
tion back to society and our responsibility as good citi-
zens and neighbors. This includes our philanthropy, but 
extends far beyond that.
If you had to rank these categories in order of importance 

in your life, which would be the last one on your list? One 
of my colleagues does an exercise with his clients in which 
he tells his clients that they have to bankrupt one of these 
quadrants, and lets them choose which one. Well over 90 
percent elect to bankrupt their financial quadrant, and then 
explain that if they have the other quadrants, they can build 
the financial back.
• Successful families keep the family business, even if that 

business is simply investments, separate from the business 
of being a family. If there is a family business involved, 
what dominates every family gathering? The business. It 
is rare that everyone in the family is actually involved in 
the business. And if they are, they are rarely all involved 
at the same level. Allowing the business to dominate ev-
ery family gathering marginalizes those family members 
who are not as involved in the business.

• Successful families identify the roles that are necessary for 
the family to be successful, and then inspire individual 
family members to participate for their own reasons. If they 
don’t, then the roles aren’t filled and, by definition, the fam-
ily cannot be successful.  Family members will participate 
only if they answer yes to both of the following questions:

 • Is it worth it? 
 • Can I do it?

They ask those questions in that order because if it isn’t 
worth it, they won’t do it no matter how easy it is. And, if it 
is really worth it, they will figure out how to do it.
• I bet that every successful family you thought of trains 

and mentors each generation.
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• And part of that training and mentoring is facilitating the 
transfer of leadership from one generation to the next.

• This is an interesting one, and one that is not as intuitive. 
Successful families require true collaboration between 
their professional advisors. More affluent families do that 
through a family office.

• Successful families create some mechanism for ongoing 
family governance, a structure that allows the family to 
operate together.

• And, finally, successful families do it now. They don’t 
wait. There is never a time that is convenient for every-
one in the family. That means they are often moving 
ahead without everyone in the family being involved. As 
my friend, Tom Rogerson from Mellon Bank often says, 
“Take the willing and go forth.” I paraphrase that into, 
“Invite them all, but work with the willing.”
Which brings us to the second obvious question, “How 

do you become your clients’ multigenerational advisor?” As 
Warren Buffet says, “It is simple; but not easy.”

First, you must ask the right questions. These are not the 
fact-finding questions we are used to asking. These are open-
ended questions that allow them to discover and articulate 
their core values, stories, and life lessons—even though we 
may know the answers.

We ask the questions because what they say is fact; what 
you say is opinion. If you tell them something, it is just an 
opinion, even if it is totally accurate. But, if they tell you the 
same thing, it is a fact. We have to ask them questions so 
they can tell us the facts.

Second, provide immortality. No, we are not going to get 
into a religious discussion here. We can provide immortality 
if we can help them pass their story and life lessons to their 
children and grandchildren and build a family structure that 
will keep the family together for multiple generations.

A couple of years ago I was sitting on a plane next to a woman 
I would guess was about 85 years old. She asked me the inevi-
table question, “What do you do?” I asked if I could ask her a 
couple of questions, and then asked, “Do you know your great-
great grandmother’s first name, and what was important to her?” 
She replied with a simple no. I then asked, “Would you like your 
great-great grandchildren to know your first name and what is 
important to you?” She replied with an enthusiastic “absolutely!” 
That is what I do. (We then spent the next three hours on the 
flight to Chicago talking about how I do what I do.)

Some of you may be sitting there thinking, “I don’t have 
time for that.” Or, “I can see the value, but I just don’t want 
to do that.” You don’t have to do it all—or even any of it 

beyond making an introduction. If this isn’t something that 
revs your engine, don’t do it. Build a collaborative team and 
allow others who do love this to be part of your team. You 
will gain all of the benefits of providing multigenerational 
planning to your clients without doing the work if you sim-
ply create a collaborative team. 

And here is the added bonus. A natural by-product of 
providing that immortality is that you will become the chil-
dren’s advisor. In order to provide immortality, you will need 
to help them pass their story and life lessons to their children 
and grandchildren. That involves a couple of those elements 
we talked about: successful families meet regularly, and they 
develop, maintain, and regularly revisit their family story, 
life lessons, and vision for the present and the future. Again, 
you don’t need to be the one who does this; you need to be 
the one facilitating it and making it possible. And, you need 
to be there to build a relationship with the next generation(s).

Finally, in order to become your clients’ multigeneration-
al advisor, you need a defined, replicable process that you use 
every time. And, unless you have a ton of excess time on your 
hands, that process should involve a collaborative team. That 
process must include:
• Asking the right questions to help your clients identify 

and articulate their story, life lessons, and vision
• Helping your clients pass their story, life lessons, and vi-

sion to their family
• Tying the products and services you provide to that vision

So, let me close by asking a question I asked earlier: What 
would it mean to you, both personally and professionally, 
if you could provide effective multigenerational planning to 
your clients? 

If nothing else, it would mean that you would be creating 
clients forever. So, be careful whom you choose to work with.

Why does it create clients forever? Because:
• It allows families to replicate what the successful ten per-

cent have done for centuries.
• It creates a culture of communication and trust in the 

family and prepares each generation for both the financial 
and emotional inheritances they will receive, which elimi-
nates 85 percent of the reasons why families have failed.

• It allows the clients to pass and receive the inheritances 
that are most important to them.

• It allows you to build the relationship between you and 
your clients that the clients want and are demanding 
(which eliminates 75.5 percent of the reasons clients gave 
for firing their advisors) and allows you to become the 
advisor for G2 and G3, while G1 is still alive.
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• It allows you and your clients to focus on their core val-
ues, which leads to increased business and increased in-
troductions from your clients.

• It allows you to make the difference in your clients’ lives 
that you always wanted to make.
I always like to close with this because it is so true: “Every 

affluent parent wishes they knew how to give their children 
the hardships that made them rich.” Again, that is simple, 
but not easy.

I bet that everyone in this room has gone to workshops 
like this and has come away saying, “I need to do that!” Then 
we get back to our office to the stacks of phone messages and 
pages of e-mails, and it all fades fast. So, in order to make this 
time something that actually helps you, I want you all to take 
a minute and write down three things that you are going to 
do differently on Monday because of what you learned today. 
Then, put that someplace you will actually see it, and do it! 

Thank you.


