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Bursting Bubbles with Tactful Tidings

Contrary to popular belief, the family office concept 
did not originate in the United States. Although 
influential figures like the Rockefellers and the House 
of Morgan have shaped its evolution, the practice of 
structured wealth management for families predates 
the founding of the United States.

The “Family”: The Genesis of Wealth 
Management

The concept of the family is a complex subject, 
influenced by biological, social, cultural, and historical 
factors. One prominent theory[1] suggests that 
economic and resource management played a 
significant role in the emergence of the family unit. 
In early societies, families engaged in cooperative 
activities like hunting and gathering to enhance 
their overall well-being. Thus, the organization and 
allocation of ancient wealth became a crucial element 
of family structure.

The Universality and Historical Roots of Wealth 
Management

While the term “Family Office” may be most 
commonly associated with the United States, the 
concept of organized wealth management has deep 
historical and cross-cultural roots. Throughout history, 
various cultures have designated roles for individuals 
responsible for managing the wealth of the elite. In 
ancient civilizations like Egypt, Greece, and China, roles 
such as Tjaty (Vizier), οἰκονόμος (Oikonomos), and 家宰 
(Jiā Zǎi) were pivotal in overseeing administrative and 
financial matters. These roles have evolved over time 
but have consistently been crucial in managing wealth 
for families or governing bodies. This demonstrates 
that the need for structured wealth management is a 
universal concept, extending far beyond any specific 
country or time period. 

Wealth Evolution: From Patronage to 
Entrepreneurship

In a more modern context, wealth was once 
concentrated among nobles who supported the arts and 
sciences through patronage. Today, entrepreneurs have 
become the primary drivers of wealth creation, fuelled 
by innovation, networking, and eventually, effective 
corporate governance. While many entrepreneurs 
may not initially excel in governance, there comes a 
point in their growth journey when they must adopt a 
more rigorous approach or integrate better corporate 
governance, a move that usually yields long-term 
rewards. However, a curious dichotomy often exists: 
the same entrepreneurs who have applied corporate 
governance and benefited from it in their businesses 
frequently lack a similar approach when managing their 
personal wealth. Although the emergence of Single 
Family Offices (SFOs) may indicate a growing awareness 
of the need for greater professionalism in personal 
wealth management, the industry is still in its nascent 
phase and fraught with pitfalls. This raises the question: 
if meticulous governance can create wealth, why not 
apply the same rigor to preserving and growing it?

Navigating the Pitfalls of Single-Family Offices

The following section will explore the top 10 pitfalls 
that SFOs should be wary of, emphasizing the need for 
professionalism in comprehensive wealth management. 
By illuminating these pitfalls, this chapter aims to equip 
SFOs with actionable insights to sidestep common 
mistakes. Although each family office has its distinct 
characteristics, the advice presented here serves as 
a valuable basis for informed discussion and self-
assessment.

Introduction



The table shows some examples of prominent historical figures have managed wealth throughout history. These roles varied in their specific duties and 
levels of influence, but they all involved some form of household or estate management. Often, these roles were intertwined with other administrative or 
even political responsibilities. They can serve as historical antecedents or analogs, although the contexts in which they operated were often quite distinct.



The Pitfall of CEO-First Approach

In establishing a Single Family Office (SFO), families 
often prioritize appointing a Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) without first assessing the need and purpose of 
the family office. Successful businesses, in contrast, 
start by identifying their objectives. This CEO-first 
mindset in the SFO industry overlooks the importance 
of defining the office’s goals and purpose, which 
should be the family’s responsibility.

The Importance of Family Engagement

Instead of focusing solely on individual appointments, 
families should actively engage in defining the 
SFO’s objectives. This ensures alignment with their 
strategic vision and long-term goals, leading to a more 
purposeful and successful endeavour.

Balancing Trust and Competency

Cultural and Geographical Influences

When selecting key personnel, families often 
consider familiar professionals like bankers and 
lawyers. However, this approach varies by region. In 
developing countries, the emphasis is often on trust 
over competency, leading to family members being 

appointed to top positions. Cultural norms and a sense of 
stewardship also play a role. For example, in some Asian 
cultures, daughters may oversee the family office while 
sons lead the family business. In Western societies, the 
tendency for some families to prioritize competency over 
familial ties is presumably influenced by their personal 
belief in the reliability of the rule of law. 

The Complexity of Decision-Making

Selecting key personnel involves a complex interplay of 
cultural values, legal systems, and the need to balance 
trust, competency, and family unity. Each family’s 
approach reflects their unique circumstances and 
societal context.

Aligning Objectives

To choose the ideal candidate, start by clarifying the 
family’s objectives and aligning the SFO’s purpose to 
serve them. This alignment significantly influences the 
SFO’s operations and outcomes.

This misstep highlights the importance of prioritizing 
objectives over individuals in SFO creation. By focusing 
on the family office’s purpose and necessity, families can 
lay a solid foundation for future success.

Misstep #1: 
Prioritizing Individuals over Objectives



The Consequences of Neglecting Mission 
Statements

While a family mission statement is essential for 
setting the overarching goals and tone for an SFO, 
many SFOs operate without a mission statement 
of their own. This oversight does more than just 
hinder the SFO’s ability to set a clear direction; it 
also compromises its effectiveness across multiple 
dimensions—from stakeholder engagement and 
resource allocation to decision-making and cultural 
cohesion.

The Imperative of Dual Mission Statements

The absence of a dedicated mission statement for the 
SFO is a significant oversight. While the family mission 
statement lays out the general framework and values, 
a specific mission statement for the SFO is essential for 
guiding its tailored activities. This dual approach not 
only ensures that the SFO aligns with the family’s goals 
but also equips it to navigate its unique challenges.

Crafting the Statement

A mission statement serves as a primary tool for 
exploring, aligning, and formalizing the SFO’s purpose. 
Creating one offers valuable insights into family 
priorities and what truly matters. It also provides 

a means to measure the SFO’s success in fulfilling its 
purpose and can effectively guide decision-making, 
innovation, and improvement.

Debunking the “Fluff” Myth: The Tangible Value of a 
Mission Statement

While some may view a mission statement as fluffy or 
academic, it offers several tangible benefits:

•	 Clarity of Purpose: It outlines the SFO’s core values 
and goals, serving as a guiding principle.

•	 Focus and Direction: It helps the SFO maintain focus 
and effectively allocate resources.

•	 Alignment and Unity: It fosters unity among family 
members, staff, and stakeholders.

•	 Decision-making Framework: It provides a reference 
point for evaluating opportunities and initiatives.

•	 Communication and Reputation: It enhances both 
internal and external communication, potentially 
attracting like-minded partners.

•	 Long-term Vision: It encourages a long-term 
perspective, helping to maintain continuity across 
generations.

In summary, a mission statement is a foundational tool 
that provides clarity, focus, and strategic direction, 
contributing to the SFO’s long-term success and 
sustainability.

Misstep #2: 
Neglecting to Create a Mission Statement



We appreciate the counterargument challenging the common belief 
that the genesis of Family Office solely originated in America. It’s 
fascinating to hear the author’s perspective that this concept has 
always existed, evolving across different cultures and countries 
into the recognisable Family Office of today. In our day-to-day 
operations, we see that the concepts of wealth management and 
Family Offices are universal. At Agreus, as we collaborate with Family 
Offices globally, we notice they share common challenges, such as 
investments, succession planning, leadership and governance. 

We echo the author’s insights on these missteps. It’s too common to 
encounter Family Offices that overlook the importance of defining 
their purpose and objectives as the cornerstone of their operations. 
We firmly believe that purpose is the foundation of the success 
of all Family Offices and is the driver of all decision-making, from 
investment to the people and even the compensation strategies. For 
example, a Family Office that is set up for philanthropic and giving 
purposes will have a very different strategy from a Family Office that 
seeks a high level of growth.

It is crucial for families to carefully consider these purposes and adapt 
their strategies accordingly. Family Offices that are successful in 
defining their purposes tend to enjoy greater longevity and achieve 
more substantial success in the long run.

Commentary from Agreus


