
Trustees, family offices, philanthropy and the 
"new normal".  What does good look like?



This year has seen a simultaneous health and financial crisis on a global scale that has 
presented (and continues to present) challenges for those at each end of the socio-
economic spectrum and everywhere in between. 

The pandemic has arguably served as the most powerful social leveller ever seen- very 
few have not felt its impact in some way and there is a sense of inevitability that the worst 
is yet to come.  The value and fundamental importance of healthcare, social funding and 
education has been reinforced to those in every corner of society and the imperative for 
timely philanthropic activity as part of a global response is becoming clear. 

Exceptional circumstances demand exceptional responses and high net worth individuals 
and families with philanthropic ambitions (realised and unrealised) must react, respond 
and mobilise at the earliest opportunity as the world feels its way through (and shapes) the 
“new normal”.

It is generally regarded as the responsibility of the private wealth advisory community 
to “start the conversation” with the families they advise on the nature and extent of their 
philanthropic aspirations. However, the very important function that a family trustee 
and/or family office can (and arguably should) also play in expediting and developing a 
family’s thought processes and planning on philanthropy matters can be understated or 
overlooked altogether. 

It is, therefore, perhaps worth reminding ourselves how and why family trustees and family 
offices have the opportunity (and perhaps also a responsibility) to play an absolutely 
pivotal role in taking the initiative and assisting families to fulfil their philanthropic 
potential to support communities in today’s rapidly changing and volatile world.   

Going back to first principles, trustees of family asset holding structures generally operate 
within a strict legal framework which imposes upon them core fiduciary duties to act 
reasonably and prudently, with care, skill and, importantly, at all times to act in the best 
interests of their beneficiaries. They have to give very careful consideration to how trust 
monies are applied and cannot ever be influenced by their own moral considerations 
when deciding if, when and how to apply any part of a trust fund. Helpfully, they can 
generally consider moral wellbeing when deciding whether it is for the benefit of a 
particular beneficiary or group or beneficiaries to make a distribution from a trust to, say, a 
charitable organisation on behalf of a beneficiary or a distribution directly to a beneficiary 
for the purposes of establishing and/or funding a philanthropic vehicle but this can only be 
one of a host of factors that will need to be considered.



There is, however, a wider role that a diligent family trustee can play which goes far 
beyond fulfilling core legal duties and responsibilities and the proper exercise of its 
dispositive powers. Indeed, good trustees naturally find themselves in a unique and 
privileged position as the “reservoir” of all knowledge on a family and its affairs. They 
communicate effectively with settlors and beneficiaries and assist them in shaping their 
personal aims, aspirations and objectives in a multitude of situations. The ability to listen, 
react and adapt are fundamental components of that “tool kit”. Much the same can be 
said of an effective family office team. Because of the unique nature of their relationships 
with families, they are perfectly placed to play an integral part in galvanizing families 
on philanthropic strategic direction and implementation with a view to building a 
better, supported community. They can also play a material ongoing role in the design, 
management and ongoing administration of dedicated philanthropic trusts, foundation or 
other vehicles established to realise a family’s philanthropic vision. 

Engaging with families across the generations can also be fundamental part of this journey- 
it is rarely good trusteeship (and usually short-sighted) to limit the extent of the relationship 
to one between trustee and settlor/patriarch alone. The “next generation” so often present 
fertile ground for early commitment to philanthropy, even if they do not know when and 
where to start. The trustee/family office can guide the whole family on that potentially 
complex yet rewarding journey.  

The aforementioned features (and outcomes) of sound trusteeship, effective family office 
arrangements and philanthropy are not of course new and the influence that an able and 
diligent team is able to have on a family’s overall contribution to society is not unique to 
the Covid-19 response. The crisis does, however, focus minds on the truly unique position 
of trustees and family offices and how these relationships can be leveraged to ensure 
maximum impact at this time of maximum need. 

 



Inevitably, the delivery of (and demand for) charitable and philanthropic activity worldwide 
has been (and continues to be) materially impacted by the pandemic. At the same time, 
families impacted by the crisis are more open to discussing and articulating their individual 
or collective philanthropic values, aspirations and objectives for the short, medium and 
long term. There is now a pressing need for a form of adaptable, nimble and timely 
philanthropy (i.e. flexible funding and/or redirection of funds for urgent needs, imposed 
with less restriction and less emphasis on outcomes, reporting deadlines and funding 
allocations, in the short term at least). Arguably, family trustees (and family offices too) 
should be challenging themselves on what they can and should be doing to assist families 
to make a positive impact on society in these circumstances. 

In Guernsey, by way of illustration, a fundamental feature underpinning its trust law is the 
duty of a trustee to act as “bon père de famille” (or “as a good father”). Query whether 
the existence of a duty of this kind (which is replicated in a similar form in a number 
of jurisdictions with reputable trust law regimes) imposes a positive duty on fiduciaries 
to take an active, rather than passive, role in the philanthropic process (as well as the 
consideration of wider environmental, social and governance issues) as part of their overall 
stewardship of the trust assets?  Theoretically, they should be perfectly placed to start and/
or lead the conversations on these issues, moving them up the agenda (or putting them on 
there for the first time!).

In practical terms, they can also be proactive and investigate levels of available capital, 
associated costs, appetite for risk, ongoing involvement and control etc. in a philanthropy 
context. They can introduce families to specialist advisers, provide insight into non-profit 
sectors and regions, research innovative ways of giving and investing, investigate tax 
efficient philanthropy with families and their advisers and generally act as a “connector” 
between families and experts who can assist them in fulfilling their philanthropic 
aspirations. 

In short, at a time when everybody is being tested in some way, priorities are rapidly 
shifting and the true impact of the crisis is beginning to materialise, philanthropy can be 
a unifying force. The family trustee and the family office (or both working collaboratively 
– a potentially formidable combination!) can and, wherever possible should, play a 
fundamental role in identifying, enlightening, reinforcing and, ultimately, executing the 
philanthropic visions of those within the family committed to giving.  



The material contained within this document provides general information only. None of its content 
constitutes or is intended to constitute professional advice, and it should not be relied upon as such. If 
specific advice is rquired, please contact us. In the event that reliance is placed on this document as though 
it contained professional advice, or generally on any information in this document, Trust Corporation 
International accepts no responsibility for any loss which may arise.
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