
The tendency may be to wax philosophical: “I’ve lived through other economic downturns; 
this, too, shall pass.” But wealthy families have their own set of unique concerns during a severe 

recession—and not just about money. 

Every family is a living, breathing entity with continually changing dynamics.And every family is presented with 
both challenges and opportunities during periods of economic uncertainty and stress. The most important 
opportunity is for clients to use a period of dramatic change to learn more about themselves. 

“Some clients have learned how resilient they really are during a downturn,” says Daryl Allen, managing  
director. “Others have learned that they don’t have as big an appetite for financial risk as they thought. Still 
others have used the events of 2008 and 2009 for an intense focus on and re-examination of what’s impor-
tant to them as a family and, in particular,  to answer one question:  Fifty years from now, how do we want 
people to think of our family?”

Strengthening Family Communication

As the Atlantic Trust wealth strategies team met with clients during 2009, a focus on strong communication 
among family members was an oft-mentioned topic as a way for them to deal with the challenges the year  
brought an erosion of wealth, a new way of looking at risk, revisiting what were believed to be bedrock principles  
of economics, intra-family leadership transitions. Judy Barber, a marriage and family therapist who works with 
Atlantic Trust, says that the first hurdle a wealthy family may have to overcome is the uncomfortable feeling that 
our society believes the wealthy are not “entitled” to ordinary human emotions such as anxiety and fear over their  
financial losses. “Because of that, families often retreat into silence among themselves, which can make 
things worse,” she says. “Where the advisor can really add value is in helping the family talk about how  
‘Yes, our situation is different and uncertain; here’s how we feel about it and here’s how we’re going to make 
smart decisions together.’” 

Courtney Pullen, a psychotherapist, family wealth counselor and business advisor who works with 
wealthy families and their advisors, reminds us that about 80% of wealthy families “fail” by the end of 
the third generation. “It’s rarely because of poor estate planning,” says Pullen. “It’s usually because of  
ingrained behavioral and communication issues. A successful family can break the pattern that leads to 
the failure statistic. It’s important to remember that when under stress, we regress. The recent financial  
environment has exaggerated pre-existing fault lines for many families. Now is a great time to explore issues 
and strengthen family communication.” 

Some of those “fault lines” precede the economic downturn by decades, even generations. A family’s wealth 
may have been made through previous boom-and-bust cycles, a situation that could be far more disconcerting 
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for younger family members than for the first generation. Even within the same generation, siblings may have 
dramatically different views on each others’ spending habits. One may have taken on more responsibility 
for running a family business and feel unfairly criticized for the  business’s current fiscal health. The first-
generation wealth builders may feel that the youngest family members have not been well prepared for the 
“new” experience of wealth as something to be preserved, not consumed. Whatever the emotions under the 
surface, honest and direct communication facilitated by the wealth advisor and an outside expert can result 
in stronger family bonds. 

“Once the family is centered around talking about their purpose, it’s easier to proceed with the strategic plan 
for managing the wealth for the future,” says Allen. “As advisors, we are much better positioned for wealth 
management implementation when we know how the family’s philosophy affects potential investments in 
assets, community and the family itself.”

The “Other” Types of Capital

As families come together to do their own post-mortem on the economic and financial crisis, they may see 
their weaknesses or “failures” as worse than they really are—and fail to acknowedge their strengths and  
successes. They may also forget to focus on what makes them a family: each other. Judy Barber worked 
with one multi-generation family in which the unspoken, but strong,  assumption was that “everybody 
stays together in the family’s endeavors because that’s the way it’s done.” But the children in the second  
generation weren’t sure they could be good partners. The parents finally realized that it was more important 
for the children to be happy siblings than unhappy business partners. “Sometimes the family soul-searching 
involves giving up on a long-held, but arbitrary, notion of what a family ‘should’ be like,” says Barber. 

For some families, the focus on achievement and financial gains during the prosperous years has sometimes  
crowded out other goals of personal growth, strong communication and deeper family relationships.  
The silver lining of the economic crisis and recession is that families can break down barriers and confront 
issues that may have been ignored for years. “Times that test families,” says Pullen, “push the strong ones 
back to their core values, reinforcing all the other kinds of capital in a family—emotional, intellectual, spiritual, 
social and wellness.” 

Atlantic Trust Private Wealth Management includes Atlantic Trust Company, a division of Invesco 
National Trust Company (a limited-purpose national trust company), and Stein Roe Investment 
Counsel, Inc. (a registered investment adviser), both of which are wholly-owned subsidiaries 
of Atlantic Trust Group, Inc. This document is intended for educational purposes only and the 
material presented should not be construed as an offer or recommendation to buy or sell any 
security. Concepts expressed are current as of the date of this newsletter only and may change 
without notice. Such concepts are the opinions of our investment professionals, many of whom 
are Chartered Financial Analysts® (CFA®). 

There is no guarantee that these views will come to pass. Past performance does not guarantee 
future comparable results. To ensure compliance with requirements imposed by the IRS, we 
inform you that any U.S. federal tax advice contained in this communication (including any 
attachments) is not intended or written to be used, and cannot be used, for the purpose 
of (i) avoiding penalties under the Internal Revenue Code or (ii) promoting, marketing or 
recommending to another party any transaction or matter addressed herein. Atlantic Trust 
does not provide legal advice, and the information contained herein should only be used 
in consultation with your legal, accounting and tax advisers. To the extent that information 
contained herein is derived from third-party sources, although we believe the sources to be 
reliable, we cannot guarantee their accuracy.
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