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Shared assets, shared responsibility: When siblings inherit together

Rarely is family wealth held by one person alone. It often sits within shared structures such as family
companies, trusts, investment portfolios, property holdings or operating businesses. While these
collective assets can create opportunities across generations, they may also introduce complexity
when wealth, and the responsibilities that come with it, passes to siblings.

As explored in our paper Why the Modern Family Office Matters, open and honest conversations,
thoughtful planning and preparing the next generation for future responsibilities can help preserve
family relationships and legacy over the long-term.

The complexities of collective ownership

In many cases, the arrangements parents put in place may not always reflect what the next
generation wants or needs. While shared ownership can help preserve connection and family
legacy, it may not be the most appropriate outcome for every family, making ongoing review and
open discussion essential.

It can also be challenging to determine how shared assets will be managed when siblings do inherit
together. While brothers and sisters may have grown up in the same family, they often have very
different experiences, abilities, financial circumstances and aspirations.

Consider a family business where one child has worked in it for many years, helping to grow its
value, while other siblings have pursued careers elsewhere. Alternatively, one sibling may rely on
income from shared assets, while another may have significant personal wealth and different
priorities.
These situations raise important questions:

e Should ownership and control be the same thing?

e |s equal always fair?

e How will decisions be made in the future?

e What happens if siblings disagree?
o Do family members have the skills, interest and capacity to manage the assets they inherit?

Addressing these questions early on helps to avoid uncertainty and reduce the burden on the next
generation to resolve these complex matters themselves.

Shared assets, shared responsibility: when siblings inherit together 1


https://www.mutualtrust.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/2023_Why_the_Modern_Family_Office_Matters.pdf

MUTUAL TRUST

Balancing fairness and equality

One of the more difficult aspects of succession planning is finding ways to balance fairness and
equality. While it may seem straightforward to divide a family investment portfolio, holiday home,
farm or private business equally among children, this equal ownership may not always result in a fair
outcome.

For some families, equal treatment is deeply important. It reflects a desire to provide each child with
the same opportunities and recognise them equally. For others, treating everyone identically may
not achieve the desired result.

There is no right answer. What’s important is that decisions are considered carefully and align with
the family's values and aspirations. Families that navigate succession well take time to explore what
this means for their unique circumstances and then communicate those decisions clearly.

Succession is about more than passing on wealth. It’s about creating a shared understanding of
how a family will make decisions, manage responsibility and work together in the future. Open
and transparent conversations can help strengthen trust, align expectations and protect family

harmony across generations.

Governance matters

The governance of collective assets can be just as important as ownership. That’s why best
practice calls for families to consider not only who will inherit the assets, but also how decisions
about those assets will be made.

Clear governance arrangements can help establish:

e Who has authority to make decisions

e How disagreements are resolved

e What happens if family circumstances change

e Whether independent advisors or directors should be involved
e The responsibilities of each family member

In family businesses, governance is particularly important. The person best suited to lead a
business may not be the same person who ultimately receives an equal share of its value.

Separating ownership from management can create better outcomes for both the business and the
family. Independent directors, advisory boards or non-family decision-makers may also play an
important role in supporting future generations and providing objective oversight.

The value of open communication

In our experience, we commonly see succession challenges arise when plans and expectations
across the family haven’t been discussed.

Conversations about wealth, inheritance and future responsibility are not always easy. However,
discussing plans early can help family members understand the reasoning behind key decisions,
align expectations and reduce the likelihood of future conflict.
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An empathetic Family Office specialist can add immense value here, providing impartial oversight
and keeping conversations on track while ensuring every voice is heard and all information is clearly
understood.

Preparing siblings for future responsibility
Critical to a successful wealth transfer is preparing the next generation to assume responsibility.

Too often, succession planning focuses on legal documents and tax structures while overlooking
the people who will ultimately inherit and manage the wealth.

If siblings are expected to jointly steward family assets, involving them early can build the
confidence, capability and understanding needed to fulfil that responsibility. A long-term approach
creates opportunities for gradual learning, participation and preparation over time, including:

e Understanding how family wealth is structured

e Learning about governance and decision-making responsibilities
e Participating in family discussions about values and purpose

e Developing financial capability and confidence

e Becoming familiar with the intentions behind existing structures

When future beneficiaries understand the assets andthe reasoning behind the arrangements, there
is less scope for misunderstanding or unexpected conflict.

Looking beyond the assets

Ultimately, succession planning is about more than transferring wealth. It’s about preserving
relationships, values and purpose while creating continuity across generations.

Families that navigate succession well take a long-term view, considering not only what will be
transferred, but how future generations will work together, make decisions and carry responsibilities
forward. This calls for ongoing conversations, thoughtful preparation and a shared commitment to
preserving what matters most.

For more information on Mutual Trust’s fiduciary services, please click here. For a discussion on
how Mutual Trust can help your family approach succession as a holistic strategy rather than a
stand-alone legal exercise, please contact your Relationship Manager.
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