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Right now, $124 trillion is moving between generations.

That is the largest wealth transfer in recorded history — and most of the families caught inside it will lose everything within two generations. Not because of a bad investment. Not because of a market crash. Because of something no financial adviser is trained to address, and no legal document can fix.

That is the problem this book was written to solve.

The Chinese have a phrase for it: 富不过三代 — fù bú guò sān dài. Wealth does not pass three generations. Jewish communities call it shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves. The Irish say clogs to clogs. Every culture that has watched wealth built and watched wealth lost has a name for the same pattern, because the pattern is always the same: the first generation builds. The second generation enjoys. The third generation starts over.

The Williams Group studied more than 3,200 wealthy families and found that 70% lose their wealth by the second generation. 90% by the third. And here is the part that should stop you cold: fewer than 3% of those failures were caused by poor investment decisions. The other 97% were caused by breakdowns of trust, communication, and unprepared heirs.

This is not an investment problem. It is a transmission problem. And almost nobody is talking about it.

You are part of the first generation of Chinese and Asian professionals who have everything it takes to break this pattern permanently. The education. The global perspective. The resources. The access to both ancient wisdom and modern tools simultaneously — something no generation before yours has had at the same time. The only thing missing, for most, is the framework. That is what this book is.

My part in writing this book was to ask the question that most wealth conversations never get to: what does ancient wisdom actually mean for the financial world today? Not philosophy for its own sake. Not theory dressed up as strategy. Real answers for the real problem that real families are quietly living.

After deep research — interviewing practitioners, studying primary sources, going back to the original texts — two traditions stood out. Not because the others lacked wisdom, but because Chinese and Jewish wealth traditions had done something the others had not: both had built and preserved wealth across centuries of displacement, upheaval, and loss — under radically different circumstances, on opposite sides of the world — and both had arrived at a remarkably similar architecture for passing it forward. The same principles. The same practices. The same warnings. That convergence is not a coincidence. It is the most important finding in this book.

And if you have a financial adviser right now — this book will show you the seven things they are structurally unable to tell you. It is not their fault. The system they work inside was not built to address the majority of what you actually own. Most private wealth advisers manage a percentage of liquid assets. If your business represents 80% of your net worth, your adviser is managing 20% of your picture and calling it a plan. This book covers the other 80%.

Because here is what the research shows and what almost no one says plainly: money is only one of five forms of wealth that must be passed forward. Financial capital. Physical assets. Intellectual capital — the knowledge and judgment that generate returns. Social capital — the relationships and reputation that open doors. And cultural capital — the values, the identity, the sense of purpose that determines how everything else gets used. Transfer the money without the other four and you have not built a legacy. You have funded a spending event with a delayed start date.

In the chapters ahead, you will meet the three specific failures that destroy family wealth — not as abstract concepts but as named, diagnosable patterns. Wealth without purpose. Harmony that was never actually built. And the identity crisis that the second generation faces when they inherit something they did not create and cannot quite explain why it matters. These three failures account for the vast majority of generational collapses. And they are all fixable — if you name them before the crisis forces you to.

You will also meet the finding I was least expecting. Research now confirms that financial decisions are never made by one brain alone — we have four distinct intelligence systems working simultaneously. The analytical head. The emotionally intelligent heart. The pattern-recognising gut. And the salience network that decides, faster than conscious thought, what actually matters right now. The wealthy — across every culture and every century — have consistently made their best decisions when all four were aligned. The ones who lost everything? They were only listening to one. This book shows you how to listen to all four.

Throughout these chapters you will find practical tools drawn from both traditions — tools that have been quietly running inside the world's most enduring wealthy families for centuries. The Tzava'ah: the Jewish Ethical Will, a document that distributes values instead of assets and survives the founder's death to guide decisions they will never be present to make. The 家规 — jiā guī — the Chinese family rules that codify not what the family owns but how the family thinks. And perhaps the most counterintuitive practice of all: the deliberate engineering of scarcity inside a life of abundance. Li Ka-shing, who built one of Asia's largest fortunes, made his sons take the bus to school. He calibrated their pocket money to their classmates, not the family's means. That was not performance. That was architecture.

Here is what the research also shows: nearly half of first-generation Asian wealth holders have no succession plan. Of those who do, 37% waited for a health crisis to begin. A six-month planning window triggered by a health event is not sufficient to build the governance, establish the agreements, and introduce the next generation to the relationships that make a business valuable. The best time to begin was yesterday. The second-best time is now — while there is still room to do this properly, before urgency replaces choice.

This book is for anyone building something worth passing forward — and serious enough to ask, right now, what happens to it after them. 

This is not a get-rich-quick read. If that is what you are looking for, this is not your book. But if you are serious about building wealth to a legacy level — wealth that outlives you, that shapes generations, that carries your values forward long after you are gone — then you are exactly who this was written for.

Two traditions. Thousands of years apart. The same answer.

When this generation gets wealth right — not just builds it, but preserves it, governs it, and passes it forward with values intact — something larger shifts. Families become institutions. Individuals become examples. The story of Asian wealth stops being about the first generation who made it and starts being about the lineage they built. That is the conversation this book is part of. And if you are reading this, you are exactly who it needs.

Proverbs 13:22 puts it plainly: a good person leaves an inheritance to their children's children. The Confucian tradition says the same thing differently: the greatest gift to your descendants is not what you give them, but what you teach them to become.

Those two sentences are the same sentence. Everything in this book is how.

— Sarah Mei Chiang
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I did not set out to write a book about wealth. I set out to understand something I kept seeing around me — in Hong Kong, in Singapore, in the conversations I was having with people I genuinely admired. First-generation families who had built something real. And children who would inherit it — but not grow it. Not because they were careless. Because nobody had bridged that gap for them.

That question took me further back than I expected. Into classical Chinese texts I grew up hearing but never fully reading. Into Jewish wisdom traditions I had no prior reason to study. And into a realisation that took a long time to sit with: the answers were always there. We just stopped teaching them.

This book is what I found. It is not written for someone who needs convincing that wealth matters. It is written for someone who already knows — who has worked for it, worried about it, built something with it — and who is starting to ask the question that most financial conversations never reach: what happens to all of this after me?

I wrote this for the person who is educated, ambitious, and quietly aware that the plan is not quite complete. Not because you lack the resources or the advisers. But because the gap between building wealth and actually passing it forward — intact, with meaning, with the next generation genuinely ready — is wider than most people admit. And closing that gap is what this book is about.

Read it straight through if you want the full picture. Or find the question that is most pressing right now and start there.

––––––––
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WHERE TO START


Chapter 1 — Your Money Heritage: why your financial instincts are the way they are — and where they came from.

Chapter 2 — The Four Pillars of Wealth: why the analytical mind is only one quarter of how good decisions get made.

Chapter 3 — The Art of Systematic Wealth Building: why systems outlast willpower — every time.

Chapter 4 — Patient Capital: The Ancient Edge: what the best investors actually do — and why most people never do it.

Chapter 5 — The Giving Advantage: how generosity compounds in ways a balance sheet cannot capture.

Chapter 6 — The Five Capitals: what you are actually transferring — and what most succession plans quietly leave out.

Chapter 7 — 志 · 和 · 守业: the three failures that destroy most family wealth — none of them financial.

Chapter 8 — The Seven Blind Spots: what your adviser is structurally unable to tell you — and why that is not their fault.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Your Money Heritage

Understanding Money Mindsets


“We had been well off, but that was all we got out. Ever since I’ve had the feeling that the only permanent wealth is what you carry around in your head.”

— Felix Rohatyn, Jewish Financier

“He who lacks a strong will would be poor for a lifetime.”

— Confucius



It All Starts With How You Think About Money

Here’s something I’ve noticed: ask someone about their relationship with money and watch them squirm. Most people can’t articulate it. And here’s the kicker – they don’t realize their money story was written long before they earned their first paycheck. It was inherited. Think about the last time a friend (a friend and not a client) asked what you charge. Did your stomach drop? Did you suddenly become very interested in your shoes? I see this all the time. Smart professionals — people who can negotiate million-dollar contracts for their companies — turning into stammering messes when asked about their own rates. “Oh, you know...whatever works for you...I’m flexible.” Translation: “Please don’t think I’m greedy.” If that’s you, you’re not broken. You’re just carrying around someone else’s money baggage.

Many of us face a complex psychological relationship with money that influences our financial outcomes.

Our financial behavior is not based on logic; it is often a by-product of the environments we grew up in. The pricing discomfort reveals something fundamental: your money mindset shapes whether you move toward prosperity or remain trapped in financial stagnation. Understanding this relationship represents the starting point of a meaningful new path.

Your current beliefs about money weren’t formed in isolation. They developed through childhood experiences, family attitudes, cultural background, and environmental factors. This collection of beliefs and behaviors constitutes your “Wealth DNA” — patterns established early in life that shape both financial decisions and subconscious reactions. But here’s what matters: these patterns aren’t permanent.

Two Ancient Success Stories Worth Studying

Growing up Asian Chinese in Singapore, I absorbed certain money truths through osmosis: save relentlessly, buy property, family comes first. Writing this book pushed me into unfamiliar territory: Jewish money culture. I’ll be honest — I started from stereotypes. “Jews are good with money,” right? Except that’s not quite accurate. Yes, Jewish families are successful — but not because of some genetic gift for business. The real story is more interesting: they’ve built systems to protect wealth across generations, and those systems can be learned. That’s what got me. The Williams Group studied more than 3,200 wealthy families over two decades and found that seventy percent lose their wealth by the second generation and ninety percent by the third. This pattern is universal — the English call it “clogs to clogs in three generations,” Italians say “from stalls to stars to stalls,” and in Chinese we have our own saying: 富不过三代. No culture has fully solved this. What fascinated me was that certain Jewish families appeared to have developed more durable systems for extending that timeline. So I wanted to understand: what specifically were they doing that most families were not?

The Chinese have accumulated an extraordinary depth of documented business wisdom. Systematic wealth philosophy and ethical commercial thinking emerged from the Zhou Dynasty and the Confucian school — a tradition of roughly 2,500 years. While Chinese civilisation itself predates this by centuries, it is from this period that the principles governing wealth, family, and virtue were codified in the texts we still reference today. This history has produced sophisticated wealth-building philosophy and enduring family values. Their results are reflected in the data: China’s gross domestic savings rate has ranked among the world’s highest for decades. It is worth noting, however, that these aggregate figures vary considerably across income levels and geographies — between mainland Chinese, Singapore Chinese, and Malaysian Chinese families, savings behaviours differ significantly — and the overall rate has been moderating as social safety nets expand and living standards rise.

Jewish communities present an equally compelling story. Regardless of their displacement across centuries — including exile, captivity, and the destruction of sacred spaces — they’ve maintained effective wealth-building principles across generations. Though representing approximately 0.2 percent of the global population, Jewish communities demonstrate exceptional economic achievement. According to the Pew Research Center’s Religious Landscape Study, forty-four percent of American Jewish households earn above $100,000 annually — the highest rate of any religious group surveyed, and more than double the national average. These outcomes are consistently linked by researchers to education, community networks, and multigenerational cultural values — not to any inherent advantage — and that distinction matters deeply to this book.
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