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Knowledge Is Necessary, but It Is Not Enough

When families begin thinking seriously about how to prepare the next generation for wealth, they often start

with knowledge. That instinct is understandable; knowledge is visible. It can be taught, organized, discussed

over time, and measured in ways that feel reassuring. A young person can learn the basics of investing,

understand how a trust works, ask thoughtful questions about taxes, and become familiar with the language of

philanthropy, estate planning, or business ownership. All of that matters, and families are right to value it.

But still: knowledge is not the same as preparedness.

In wealth transfer, the quality that matters most is often not what a person knows, but how that person decides.

That is a question of judgment, and judgment tends to matter more than knowledge because wealth transfer is

rarely just a technical event. It is a human one that unfolds in the presence of timing, discretion, family

relationships, competing values, incomplete information, emotional undercurrents, and consequences that

ripple well beyond the individual making the choice.

A beneficiary may understand the mechanics of a trust and still use a distribution poorly. A young adult may

know the language of diversification and still act impulsively when markets become volatile. A family member

may be well informed about charitable vehicles and still struggle to discern when generosity is thoughtful,

when it is performative, and when it is simply too early. Knowledge can explain the options, but judgment helps

determine what to do with them.

Why Families So Often Overvalue Knowledge

Part of the reason families lean so heavily on knowledge is simple: it is easier to see. A child who speaks

fluently about money sounds…prepared. A young adult who asks sophisticated questions in a meeting appears

capable and mature. A beneficiary who understands financial terms may reassure parents that the next

generation is, at last, “getting it.”

And to be fair, that kind of understanding does matter. Financial ignorance is not a virtue, and rising

generations should become more financially literate, more conversant, and less intimidated by the structures

that will shape their lives. Bringing clarity to complex financial topics is a guiding tenet of the work I do.

The problem is that knowledge can create a false sense of security. A person can know a great deal and still

lack steadiness. They can understand the rules and still misread the moment. They can say the right thing in

the room, yet still make poor decisions once emotion, status, family tension, or sudden opportunity enter the
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picture.

That is why some families are surprised when a highly articulate, seemingly informed young person behaves

immaturely around money. The issue is not always that they learned the wrong facts. More often, it is that they

have not yet developed the judgment to apply those facts well when life becomes less tidy.

Where Judgment Actually Lives

Knowledge tends to be clean. Judgment rarely is. Knowledge says, “Here is how a trust functions.” Judgment

asks, “How should I carry this responsibility at this stage of life?” Knowledge says, “These are the tax

implications.” Judgment asks, “Is this choice wise, not merely efficient?” Knowledge says, “This is what I am

allowed to do.” Judgment asks, “What would be prudent, fair, and consistent with the values behind this

wealth?”

Those are different questions, and the second set is the one wealth transfer keeps asking.

That is because money, especially family money, rarely arrives in a pristine box tied with a bow. It is entangled

with identity, family history, sibling dynamics, parental hopes, unspoken anxieties, and sometimes very different

interpretations of what stewardship should mean. A decision that looks straightforward on paper often feels far

less straightforward inside a family system.

How much transparency is enough? When should support be offered, and when should it not? What counts as

responsible independence? How should fairness be understood when children have different needs,

capacities, or life paths? What does it mean to use wealth in a way that reflects family values without becoming

captive to image or expectation?

These are not primarily knowledge questions; they are judgment questions, and they do not remain theoretical

for long.

Why Fluency Can Be Misleading

This becomes especially important in affluent families, where rising-generation family members are often

exposed to sophisticated financial language early. They may understand concepts that many adults do not

encounter until much later, if ever. They can become financially fluent very quickly, particularly if they are

bright, curious, and surrounded by capable adults. Conversely, they may create a veneer of financial bravado

around a core of uncertainty (my article “Mistaking Polish for Confidence” delves deeper into this).

That exposure is valuable, but it can also be misleading.

A young person who sounds financially sophisticated may not yet have the patience, self-command, or

perspective that judgment requires. They may know what an investment committee does without knowing how

to sit through disagreement productively. They may understand the purpose of a distribution policy without

knowing how to distinguish need from desire in their own life. They may speak eloquently about stewardship

while still being highly reactive to comparison, convenience, or status. In other words, they may have

vocabulary before they have form.
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That is not a criticism of the next generation. It is simply a reminder that language matures faster than

character. Families who confuse the two may hand over influence too early, assume capacity before it exists, or

mistake polished participation for deeper readiness. A more useful question is often not, “How much does this

person know?” but, “How do they behave when knowledge is no longer enough?”

What Judgment Looks Like in Practice

Judgment is not abstract; it leaves traces. It looks like the ability to pause before acting. It looks like asking

whether something is wise, not just possible. It looks like understanding that consequences are rarely individual

in a family system. It looks like discretion, proportion, and the ability to separate urgency from importance. It

looks like emotional steadiness, not the absence of feeling, but the ability not to be governed by feeling alone.

Just as importantly, judgment often appears in what a person chooses not to do. Not every attractive

opportunity should be pursued. Not every tax-efficient move is worth its relational cost. Not every family

tension should be solved with money. Not every available distribution should be taken. Not every conversation

should happen all at once.

Knowledge may reveal options. Judgment helps eliminate the unwise ones.

The Long Game of Preparation

Families cannot lecture judgment into existence, but they can create the conditions in which it grows. They can

give younger family members meaningful, age-appropriate responsibilities. They can discuss tradeoffs, not just

outcomes. They can make room for slower conversations in which there is no single perfect answer, only

competing ideas that must be weighed honestly. They can explain not only what a family structure is, but why it

was designed that way.

Perhaps most importantly, they can model judgment themselves. Sure, children and young adults learn from

what their parents teach directly. But they observe and infer so much more from how parents handle limits,

disagreement, privacy, generosity, lifestyle choices, and responsibility in the presence of wealth.

Knowledge still matters. Families should want rising generations to understand financial structures, legal

frameworks, tax considerations, investment principles, and philanthropic tools, and all in due time. I challenge

you to find anyone in our firm that think otherwise. But wealth transfer rarely succeeds because heirs know

enough terms. It succeeds when people become capable of making wise decisions in the presence of money,

power, complexity, and emotion.

Knowledge may help a person understand what is in front of them, but judgment is what helps them carry it

well.
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