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Introduction 

Family wealth management is a multifaceted endeavor that extends beyond 
financial transactions and balance sheets. It involves a comprehensive 
understanding of familial dynamics, values, and the intricate tapestry of 
history woven through generations.  

History plays a pivotal role in shaping the approach to wealth management 
within families, influencing decision-making processes, values transmission, 
and the preservation of legacy.  Therefore, historical lessons enable family 
managers today to understand the present and plan for the future.  

This essay explores five reasons why history matters in family wealth 
management. 
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Five Reasons to Learn History in Family Wealth Management
1. History informs inter-generational dynamics through the 
study of patterns from historical families.

By examining past patterns of 
wealth distribution, communication, 
and governance structures, families 
can identify potential sources of 
conflict or areas for improvement in 
their wealth management practices. 
Additionally, understanding the 
historical context enables families 
to navigate transitions, such as 
inheritance planning or succession, 
with greater foresight and sensitivity 
to the needs and aspirations of 
different generations.
 
For instance, comparing the 
legacies of two American tycoon 
families of the Gilded Age, 

Cornelius Vanderbilt and John D. 
Rockefeller, reveals the impact 
of strategic estate planning on 
wealth preservation. Vanderbilt’s 
straightforward estate distribution 
to heirs led to family wealth erosion, 
while Rockefeller’s use of trusts 
ensured sustainability, providing 
an income for the descendants 
while maintaining and reinvesting 
the balance of the estate for 
future generations. Such historical 
insights inspire wealth managers to 
guide families in proactive wealth 
preservation, fostering financial 
stability and longevity across 
generations. 



Figure 1: 
Comparison of the Family Wealth of the Vanderbilt Family and the Rockefeller 
Family, from the First Generation’s Death to 2024 (in US dollars) * 

* Note: Our estimation of the Vanderbilt family’s total wealth in 2024 to be less than $500 
million is based on Heirmark, M Financial Group’s data, which provides the current value 
of $300 million for the Biltmore Estate owned by Vanderbilt descendants, and indicates 
that by the early 1970s, none of the 120 Vanderbilt descendants had even $1 million.

Sources: 
1. Nash, R. (2023, October). Financial Planning Month - Rockefeller Vs. Vanderbilt. 
LinkedIn. https://www.linkedin.com/posts/raymondnash_financial-planning-month-
rockefeller-vs-activity-7123730067939057665-araR/; 
2. Rockefeller Family. (2024, February 8). Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/profile/
rockefeller/?sh=4976a31b430e; 
3. Klepper, M. M., & Gunther, R. E. (1996). The wealthy 100: from Benjamin Franklin to Bill 
Gates-- a ranking of the richest Americans, past and present. Carol Pub. Group.  
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2. History serves as a conduit for the transmission of familial 
identity across generations.

Family stories, anecdotes, and 
traditions embedded in the historical 
fabric impart essential lessons 
about resilience, perseverance, and 
stewardship. These narratives foster 
a sense of belonging and instil a 
shared ethos that guides decision-
making in wealth management. 
Family principals and their wealth 
managers need to understand the 
family history and those of similar 
families to customize the approach 
based on specific family values. 

For example, in historical China, the 
preference for clan-based financial 
networks, shaped by Confucian 
principles, prioritized intra-family 
resource pooling and risk-sharing. 
This system fostered cohesion 
and mutual support within clans 
but also delayed the development 
of banking finance (Chen et al. 
2022). Understanding the historical 
context reveals how familial identity 
and values influence family wealth 
management decisions over time.  

Figure 2: 
Banking Development between Strong and Weak Clan Regions in China 
(Chen, Ma, & Sinclair, 2022) *

 

  
(a) Full sample       (b) Eastern China    

* Notes: Banking development is measured by the average annual number of banks 
in each five-year interval between 1896 and 1935 (normalized by 10,000 population in 
1910). ‘Weak clan region’ refers to the prefectures whose number of genealogy books per 
10,000 people in 1896 is below the sample mean (0.36) of all 284 prefectures, whereas 
prefectures above this mean are defined as strong clan regions. The authors excluded 
36 prefectures that were treaty ports or had an outlier number of clans (top 5% tail) by 
1897. To mitigate geographic and economic heterogeneities, as shown in (b), they further 
exclude the five frontier provinces in western China (Guizhou, Yunnan, Guangxi, Sichuan, 
and Gansu). 
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3. History provides context for the dynamics of modern-day 
financial markets.

According to a famous quote 
attributed to Mark Twain, “History 
never repeats itself, but it does 
often rhyme.” Understanding the 
patterns in wealth and financial 
markets from the past enables us to 
hypothesize about the development 
of current financial situations – be it 
trade wars, financial crises, etc. This 
equips wealth managers to make 
dynamic asset allocations promptly.
  
For example, economics scholars 
Golez and Koudijs show that 
dividend yields are a strong 
forward indicator of returns by 

studying four centuries of data, 
from the key stock markets of the 
time. The resultant graph below 
confirms that the dividend-to-price 
ratio tends to increase before a 
period of high returns (and tends 
to decrease before a period of low 
returns). However, dividend yield’s 
predictive power is time-varying 
based on business cycles, with a 
higher correlation during recessions. 
This type of research is helpful 
for modern portfolio managers to 
reference leading indicators of their 
portfolio holdings and therefore to 
adjust asset allocations accordingly.

Figure 3: 
Dividend-to-price Ratio and Five-year-ahead Returns for Three Countries 
across Four Centuries (Golez & Koudijs, 2018) * 

* Note: Dividend-to-price ratio, recessions, and in-sample predictive regressions. The 
graph plots the dividend-to-price ratio along with the five-year-ahead returns based on 
annual stock market data for the most important equity markets of the last four centuries. 
Dashed vertical lines denote the periods of different countries in different periods: 
Netherlands and UK (1629–1812), UK (1813–1870), US early (1871–1945), and US recent 
(1945–2015). Shaded areas indicate recessions (data for recessions are available only 
after 1700). 
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4. History provides a longer view of wealth creation and 
succession.

Over the last century, some geographies 
may have seen societal changes, 
but humanity remains the same 
and the experiences from the past 
continue to offer learnings for today. 
By studying with a longer lens into 
history, we can apply dynamics from 
the past which may not have been 
present over the last few decades 
but may be relevant for the coming 
few.  

For example, the origin and 
development of China’s affluent 
class are closely intertwined with 
policy reforms and economic 
development over the past few 
decades. Since the 1980s, with 
the opening-up policy and the 
emergence of stock and real estate 

markets, China’s affluent class 
has experienced rapid growth, 
marked by a significant increase 
in millionaires and billionaires. For 
this population, learning from the 
preceding few decades, when the 
stock market was underdeveloped, 
may not be informative.  

Some scholars therefore look further 
back in time to draw lessons for 
the present day. For example, in 
his book titled Western Capitalism 
in China: A History of the Shanghai 
Stock Exchange, W.A. Thomas 
traces Shanghai’s financial market 
development from the 19th century to 
mid 20th century, demonstrating that 
speculative fluctuation is not unique to 
the present day.

Figure 4: 
China’s Market Capitalization from Jul 1995 to Apr 2024 *

* Source: China Market Capitalization. (n.d.). CEIC. https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/
china/market-capitalization 
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5. Historical financial records can be crucial for addressing 
legal and tax matters.

Understanding the history of 
relevant legal instruments and 
regulations provides valuable 
insights into estate planning, 
dispute resolution, and regulatory 
compliance. Many modern-day 
legislations and tax rules have roots 
in historical precedents, which 
provide interesting case studies for 
the family wealth planner. 

For instance, the historical ancestor 
of the modern-day trust originated 
in the 12th century during the 
Crusades, when property owners 
entrusted their assets to a trusted 
associate for the benefit of a third 

party (Gallagher, 2020). Upon the 
crusaders’ return, disputes over 
property ownership arose, leading to 
the emergence of legal mechanisms 
to address such matters. The 
Court of Chancery played a pivotal 
role in recognizing the rights of 
returning Crusaders over their 
land, establishing the foundation 
for the modern-day trust. This 
historical precedent underscores 
the enduring importance of legal 
frameworks in wealth management 
and highlights the significance of 
understanding the historical context 
for contemporary wealth managers.  

Table 1: 
Historical Reasons for Trusts (Gallagher, 2020)
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Conclusion  

In navigating the complexities of family wealth management, history 
emerges as a crucial ally, offering invaluable insights and guiding 
principles for wealth managers. By delving into the historical tapestry of 
familial experiences, wealth managers can discern patterns, anticipate 
challenges, and chart a course that honors the past while securing the 
future. Thus, the significance of history in wealth management transcends 
mere financial prudence, embodying a profound acknowledgment of 
the enduring values and aspirations that shape a family’s legacy across 
generations. 

Ms Bonnie Leung is the Programme Director, and Miss Jean Yao is a Teaching Assistant, both for 
the Family Wealth Management Programme at the Hong Kong Institute for the Humanities and Social 
Sciences, The University of Hong Kong.

The authors wish to thank Professor Zhiwu Chen, Professor Ghassan Moazzin, and Ms Amber Chau for 
their contributions to this article.

Copyright © 2024 Family Wealth Management Programme, Hong Kong Institute for the Humanities and Social Sciences, The University of Hong Kong. All Rights Reserved.

Master of 
Family Wealth Management
@The University of Hong Kong

#wherefamiliesandwealthcrossover

        Why Does History Matter in Family Wealth Management?  8



References   

Journal Articles: 

Chen, Z., Ma, C., & Sinclair, A. J. (2022). Banking on the Confucian clan: 
Why China developed financial markets so late. The Economic Journal, 
132(644), 1378-1413. 

Golez, B., & Koudijs, P. (2018). Four centuries of return predictability. 
Journal of Financial Economics, 127(2), 248–263. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jfineco.2017.12.007 
  

Books: 

Gallagher, S. (2020). Equity and Trusts in Hong Kong: Doctrines, Remedies 
and Institutions. Thomson Reuters. 

Klepper, M. M., & Gunther, R. E. (1996). The wealthy 100 : from Benjamin 
Franklin to Bill Gates-- a ranking of the richest Americans, past and present. 
Carol Pub. Group. 

Thomas, W. A. (2001). Western Capitalism in China : A History of the 
Shanghai Stock Exchange. Aldershot: Ashgate.

  
Data and Websites: 

China Market Capitalization. (n.d.). CEIC. https://www.ceicdata.com/en/
indicator/china/market-capitalization 

Nash, R. (2023, October). Financial Planning Month - Rockefeller Vs. 
Vanderbilt. LinkedIn. https://www.linkedin.com/posts/raymondnash_
financial-planning-month-rockefeller-vs-activity-7123730067939057665-
araR/ 
 
Rockefeller Family. (2024, February 8). Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/
profile/rockefeller/?sh=4976a31b430e 

        Why Does History Matter in Family Wealth Management?  9


