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In the next two decades, more than $70 trillion in inheritance is expected to be 
passed down to family members or charities in the United State, much of it likely 
through various types of trusts. How well those trusts achieve their purpose will 
vary greatly, depending on how well they are structured and managed.  

At LNWM, we believe that the creation and 
management of trusts should never be strictly 
transactional, akin to a private ATM for dispensing 
assets. Trusts at LNWM are grounded in relationships 
forged with our clients (who are usually the trust 
creators), their family members and other 
beneficiaries, and their outside advisors, including 
sometimes their business partners. Having worked on 
trusts for more than two decades, I have seen that for 
trusts to work well, especially over many generations, 
assets, aspirations, abilities, and even unspoken fears 
and concerns for the future all need to be addressed.  

Below I describe the ways we work with clients, their families, and their outside 
advisors to put in place trusts that function as intended often over many 
generations.  

1: Exploring What a Trust Can Do for YOU 

Your specific needs and goals should 

determine the type of trust. There are many 
inherent benefits to transferring ownership of 
assets to a trust (see box at right). The tricky 
part is deciding what type of trust will work 
best for your given situation and defining the 
terms of the trust. This revolves around two 
foundational questions:  

1.  Whom do you want the trust to benefit,  
     how, and when  

2.  Which assets will you put in the trust  
     and when 

Our in-house trust and estate planning experts 
work closely with LNWM advisors to help our 
clients answer these key questions. Well-
thought-out answers take time and lay the 
foundation for future success.  
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Depending on its structure, a trust 
can do all these things.  

• Allow you to control which 
assets go to whom, when,  
and how 

• Safeguard assets from creditors 
and unintended beneficiaries 
such as ex-spouses 

• Take assets out of your estate 
for tax purposes 

• Keep assets and the terms of 
their distribution private 

• Keep assets out of probate 
after you are gone  

What a Trust Can Do 



 

 

© Laird Norton Wealth Management 206.582.6602 lairdnortonwm.com 2 

Trusts at LNWM: Creating a Foundation for Success 

That is why we are not in any hurry at LNWM to rush clients into a trust or a particular type of trust. 
The process is akin to building a house. Lots of advance planning is required to make sure the 
structure will serve your needs for decades and even generations. Ultimately, it will not matter if your 
trust is making distributions in a timely manner if the money is being squandered by the people 
receiving it, or if the distribution levels are too high and deplete the trust or too low to be useful. 
The great thing about trusts at LNWM is that we advise you on how to customize the terms of the 
trust based on a thorough understanding of your situation and life goals. And LNWM as your trustee 
can then see to it that the terms are carried out as intended. 

2:  Advising the Attorney(s) Drafting the Trust Document 

Trust documents should not be drafted without the end result in mind. LNWM trust and estate 
planning experts, knowing what you want to accomplish and how, will then work with your estate 
planning attorney. They will collaborate on which trust(s) will work best for your situation, the general 
terms of the trust, and whether the final document addresses all your wishes and concerns. This can 
save a great deal of time in drafting and more importantly, it assures that the final trust document is 
aligned with your finances, wealth plan, estate plan and legacy goals. 

We also often work closely with clients’ CPAs to determine 
which specific assets are best transferred to the trust and 
when, based on considerations such as tax levels, cash flow, 
legacy impact, and beneficiaries’ needs. 

3: Laird Norton Trust Company (LNTC) as Trustee 

or Co-Trustee  

The trustee is critical to how well a trust performs in virtually 

all regards. Once any trust is created, a trustee must be 
named to administer and manage it. LNWM clients benefit 
from access to an in-house trust company (Laird Norton Trust 
Co. or LNTC), which has been operating since 1967. This 
allows us to manage each trust at the highest level of care and 
professionalism.  

As the trustee, LNTC invests the financial assets within your 
trust according to an Investment Policy Statement (IPS) 
developed explicitly for the trust. Each trust’s IPS reflects a 
specific level of targeted investment risk and return based on 
the intended longevity of the trust, desired distribution levels, 
your other sources of income and investments, as well as your 
wishes and concerns as grantor of the trust, such as a focus on 
impact investing. 

Over time, the trust can contain not just financial assets but also real estate, collectibles and shares 
of a business or partnership interests, some of which could be located in different states or outside 
the U.S. LNTC is able to manage a wide variety of trust assets, performing income collection, bill 
pay, accounting, tax reporting, and regulatory filings. In all the work we do for each trust, we abide 

 

For each trust that we manage  
at LNWM, three different parties  
are involved: 

The grantor(s) – person or entity who 
sets up the trust and funds it. This 
can be an actual client of ours, a 
court (if there is settlement) or  
an entity (business, nonprofit, LLC  
or partnership). 

The beneficiary(ies) – person or 
entity that receives income from the 
trust. 

The remaindermen – person or 
entity that gets trust distributions 
after the beneficiary. 

Doing what is best for each party 
involved in a trust takes planning, 
coordination and experience dealing 
with family priorities and dynamics. 

One Trust, Three Clients 
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by the fiduciary standard, which is to act in the best interest of the multiple clients each trust serves 
(see box on previous page). 

4. Educating, Informing, Advising Trust Beneficiaries 

A trust should be a positive force in the lives of the people and 

organizations it is intended to benefit. Making that happen is what I 
call bringing life to a trust, and a lot of that has to do with how we as the 
trustee or co-trustee work with the beneficiaries as they navigate 
opportunities and challenges in their lives. When the beneficiaries 
include nonprofit organizations, LNWM advisors can seek input from our 
in-house experts on philanthropy and asset management for nonprofits.  

It is extremely rewarding for us to see the beneficiaries of trusts mature 
and come into their own. We discuss their personal taxes (because trust 
distributions do impact personal taxes plus the Trust has its own tax 
filing), risk management, investment management, insurance, and also major life decisions if they 
ask: job offers/changes, starting a business, buying a house, prenuptial agreements. Our client 
advisors can draw on all of LNWM’s in-house expertise to inform and educate the beneficiaries of 
the trusts we manage. And I think our clients value that and take comfort in knowing this level of 
care will continue for many generations.  

Staying the Course 

I hope you by now have an idea how we work with clients, their families, and their outside advisors 
to put trusts in place that allow hopes for the future to be realized and fears to be addressed and 
mitigated. Having started out as a trust company in 1967, LNWM has decades of experience 
advising on trusts and then managing those trusts over generations. If you want to explore what a 
trust can do for you and your family, please start by reaching out to your LNWM advisory team. 

  

 

There is no easy answer as to when to tell family members and others that they are the beneficiaries of 
a trust you have created. Many of our clients choose to inform children/grandchildren early (teenagers 
and young adults) and involve us in preparing their young people to responsibly handle that 
inheritance.  

There are state laws as to when a trustee must inform people that they are beneficiaries of a trust. In 
Washington State, trust beneficiaries must be informed on their 18th birthday; going forward, they are 
enrolled to receive all trust statements and documents sent out by the trustee. Also, should they enter 
into a prenuptial agreement, they must disclose that they are the beneficiary of a trust(s).  

When Do You Tell Beneficiaries? 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Lee-Norah Sanzo is a Senior Director, Client Services at Laird Norton Wealth Management (LNWM). She brings to her work 
extensive expertise in wealth planning, taxation, market analysis, and private banking, allowing her to use trusts to make 
the most of client assets now and for decades to come. She often works with multiple generations within families, 
educating and advising trust beneficiaries especially during times of change and transition. 
 
ABOUT LAIRD NORTON WEALTH MANAGEMENT 

Laird Norton Wealth Management (“LNWM”) has long partnered with its clients to help them achieve their greatest impact 
through their investments, legacy planning and philanthropy. Founded in 1967, LNWM is both an RIA (registered 
investment advisor) and trust company, providing comprehensive and integrated wealth planning to individuals, families, 
business leaders, private foundations and nonprofit organizations nationwide. 

801 Second Avenue, Suite 1600, Seattle WA 98104   206.464.5100    800.426.5105   lairdnortonwm.com 

Laird Norton Wealth Management is the business name of Laird Norton Trust Company, LLC, a State of Washington 
chartered trust company. The Trust Company and its wholly owned subsidiary, Laird Norton Wealth Management, LLC, an 
investment advisor registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission, together operate under that name. The Trust 
Company also owns Weatherby Asset Management, LLC, an investment advisor registered with the Securities and 
Exchange Commission. Such registrations do not imply any level of skill or expertise. 

DISCLOSURE 

All investments involve a level of risk, and past performance is not a guarantee of future investment results. The value of investments and 
the income derived from them can go down as well as up. Future returns are not guaranteed, and a loss of principal may occur. All 
investment performance can be affected by general economic conditions and the extent and timing of investor participation in both the 
equity and fixed income markets. Asset allocation, due diligence, and diversification do not guarantee a profit or protect against a loss.  
International investments may involve risk of capital loss from unfavorable fluctuation in currency values, from differences in generally 
accepted accounting principles, or from economic or political instability in other nations. 

This presentation is not intended as investment advice; we offer investment advice only on a personalized basis after understanding the 
client’s individual needs, objectives, and circumstances. The information presented herein does not constitute and should not be 
construed as legal advice or as an offer to buy or sell any investment product or service. Any accounting, business or tax advice contained 
in this presentation is not intended as a thorough, in-depth analysis of specific issues, nor a substitute for a formal opinion, nor is it 
sufficient to avoid tax-related penalties.  Any opinions or investment planning solutions herein described may not be suitable for all 
investors nor apply to all situations. All opinions expressed are those of Laird Norton Wealth Management and are current only as of the 
date appearing on this material. 

A benchmark or index is an unmanaged statistical combination of securities designed to be representative of the performance of an asset 
class, sector or investment style. Indices are shown for informational purposes only and it is not possible to invest directly in an index. 
Indices are not subject to management fees. Comparisons between a composite or a portfolio and an index or benchmark are unreliable 
as performance indicators and should not be considered indicative of the performance that may be experienced in a particular managed 
portfolio. 

Certain information herein has been obtained from public third-party data sources, outside funds and investment managers. All data 
presented is current only as of the date shown. Although we believe this information to be reliable, no representation or warranty, 
expressed or implied, is made, and no liability is accepted by Laird Norton Wealth Management or any of its officers, agents or affiliates as 
to the accuracy, completeness or correctness of the information herein contained.   

The information contained in this document is the confidential and the proprietary property of Laird Norton Wealth Management.  It is 

intended only for those to whom it is presented by the company and may not be copied or otherwise distributed without its express 

prior written permission.   

 

 

  


