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To all those who have chosen to read this book and embark on this journey.


May these pages provide you with inspiration, encouragement, and guidance, helping you and your family live lives of enduring significance beyond mere success, creating a lasting impact for generations.
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A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR





My tastes are simple. I simply like the best. That was the slogan on a poster that my good friend Sam taped on the wall in high school and in his dorm room during his time at USC undergraduate and UCLA graduate college days. Those words became sort of his mantra for success. Today, he runs a private equity firm that manages a couple billion dollars.


Through the years, as Sam and I pursued our careers in wealth management, we each moved beyond a focus on material things. In the world of money and markets, as we helped our clients grow their fortunes, we saw clearly how financial wealth alone does not make people’s lives simpler. It often adds layers of complication and relational stress.


Today, we recognize that “best” means something more: We simply like what matters most. Values matter more than valuables. People matter more than profits.


That perspective grew as Sam and I discovered that we shared a passion for matters of faith. We had spent years studying the financial markets and learning how to build wealth—and we had established that we were good at it. As we studied Scripture, however, we saw, as King Solomon declared, that there is nothing new under the sun. Many concepts that govern good money management were written thousands of years ago.


The Bible has more than 2,000 references to money and possessions. That’s more mentions than love, peace, and forgiveness combined. Many people misquote Scripture to say that money is the root of all evil. Not so. It’s the love of money that leads us astray. Instead, we should love its power to bring meaning into our lives. It should serve a purpose. If you love money, you are more likely to use others to gain it rather than use money to show love to others. I believe this is why families are expected to grow their resources and steward their money wisely.


Live simply so others can simply live has become the new slogan in life for Sam and his family.


You don’t need to have a PhD in finance or accounting to successfully manage your finances. To do well, you will need to define and follow a solid set of principles. What are your life’s guiding principles?


Faith is paramount in my family. Though I will not sermonize in the pages ahead, I do want to be clear at the outset about what drives me personally and professionally.


In this book, I will share the prescription for fiscal fitness as I have come to understand it. In doing so, I wish to gently reflect the faith that, in my family, comes first. God wants his people to love him—with all our heart, soul, and mind—and he wants us to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. All else flows from that beautiful simplicity. All other values arise from that purity of purpose.


While the tales and descriptions featured in this book are true recollections, details and personal information have been changed to respect and uphold the privacy of individuals and entities.




 


INTRODUCTION


The Best Investment





Ohana was the heartbeat of how I grew up. In Hawaiian culture, the word means family in the embracing sense of community—a people who stand united, sharing joys and sorrow. To treat others like family is the spirit that shaped my outlook on life, and it has shaped how I do business today.


I was not born in Hawaii as my parents were; both of them grew up in small towns on the island of Oahu. When I was a boy, we often visited my grandparents and other relatives in Hawaii, which we still considered home. On weekends, we would all go to the park to barbecue, swim, fish, and celebrate our time together. To get a good picnic spot at the Ala Moana or Queen Kapiolani park, we needed to arrive early. Those weekend family gatherings are a long-standing tradition for many local Hawaiian islanders.


The spirit of ohana hit home for me at one such outing, when I was about five years old. I recall that day vividly—the music of laughter, the shouts of children splashing along the shore, the sizzling of the barbecues. I held my dad’s hand as we strolled over to a group of men and women nearby who stood chatting and gazing over the surf. His words to them were warm and inviting as he gestured toward our table: “Eh, you folks like join us. We going kakou soon.” My parents often spoke English with a Hawaiian pidgin accent, so the message translates to, “I hope you can join us. We’ll be sitting to eat soon.” They smiled but politely declined, patting their bellies to say they were already full.


“Dad? Who were those people?” I asked him a few minutes later as he tended to the short ribs, his specialty, on the barbecue while my mom mixed her amazing potato salad.


“Just some folks like us enjoying the beautiful day at the park.”


“So they’re not our relatives like my aunties and uncles?”


My father knelt and looked into my eyes, smiling tenderly. “Yes, Harmon,” he said. “They are.” And that is when he explained to me something beautiful and profound that became a guiding value in my life.


During my school days in northern California, where my dad pursued his career as a professor of life sciences, I observed that not everyone shared our values. I saw some families that were torn from within by strife.


In my profession as a wealth manager and a financial advisor, I have witnessed such family dysfunction many times since. I have mediated meetings between bitter brothers who refused to speak to each other over some seemingly trivial matter. I have seen tears of regret over relationships lost. I have seen families fragmented—and, very often, money is at the root of the discord.


It is all so unnecessary. Used wisely, money can work wonders. It can be a force for great good instead of the harm that it so often inflicts on families and society. When people are willing to talk openly and listen from the heart, they can find unity and understanding, even when their views still differ. The right perspective is what makes the difference—and that is the spirit that I discovered so long ago at my father’s side during our weekend barbecues at the beach parks.


Time to Talk


Within the next few decades, the baby boomers among us will be passing on trillions of dollars to the next generations. That’s a staggering amount and a staggering responsibility. The importance of doing this well cannot be overstated, given the potential ramifications.


By and large, today’s financial industry has been sending the wrong message to the boomers and their babies. The industry tends to focus not on people but on the bottom line. On Wall Street, some of the financial players measure progress strictly by gain, stripping money of any real purpose other than propagating itself. They encourage the love of money, for its own sake, more than the power of money to “spread da Aloha,” or love, as they say in the islands.


As a result, many of the people who come to me for financial advice have been under the impression that money can solve all their problems. Their primary concern, at the outset, is how they can generate more and more wealth to take care of various family issues. If they could just make a lot more money, everything would be all right—right?


It doesn’t work that way. No amount of money can fix a family when the fundamentals are failing. Such dysfunction can lead to everyone suing everyone—children fighting parents, sibling fighting sibling. The money only adds fuel to the fire, and it all just goes up in a brighter blaze.


As a man who makes his living by managing money for others, I try to help people to get back on track. What I tell them is the same message that I emphasize throughout these chapters: One’s values are more important than the value of one’s portfolio. Don’t get me wrong: I pay close attention to both. Money matters immensely; it’s just that you matter more.


To those who seek my advice, I often ask questions such as these: Would leaving more money to your kids be better for them? Would you rather they live on what they earn or what they inherit? Should they work hard for their money, or should their money work hard for them? If you turned out fine without anyone leaving a fortune to you, why would you feel compelled to leave a fortune to your kids?


There’s no right or wrong response. You can make a case either way. Leaving money to loved ones is an honorable gesture. I just want my clients to start considering carefully whether what they are doing, or how they do it, is in everyone’s best interest and makes the most sense in the long run. Have they ever paused to ask why?


I have met many family leaders who are re-examining their priorities. After years in the swirl, they are wondering what it’s all about. They are not so sure anymore that inheriting money will improve the lives of their children. Weary of the race, they cut to the chase: Should we just keep accumulating more and more wealth? Isn’t there a legacy that is greater than money? Nothing is wrong with the desire to prosper, but at some level of wealth, money loses its utility, meaning more of it does not add to the quantity or quality of one’s life.


In many families, sadly, so much is left unsaid. Money can become such a touchy subject that people hesitate to speak about it, even with closest loved ones, for fear of hurting feelings or arousing anger. But what goes unspoken can cause hurt and anger, too. Misunderstandings can breed resentments that fester into feuds.


It’s time to talk. It’s time that families engaged in a conversation that is not a tweet, a text, or a social media post—a real discussion about what matters most. That is what it takes to promote unity, peace, and understanding. That is how families can rediscover and reinforce the principles that produced their prosperity.


The Apriem Way


For three decades, since I was in my early twenties and fresh out of college, I have worked with hundreds of families on their financial affairs, helping them to make the most of their money to accomplish their goals and dreams. In thousands of conversations through the years, I have heard just about every angle of what families go through as they try to manage their finances and lives.


The founding of Apriem Advisors in 1998 was inspired out of frustration over my earlier experiences in the financial industry. Over the years, my initial enthusiasm had faded as I observed how often money had much to do with messing up people’s lives. Not only can it worsen dysfunction, it can cause it. I encountered people who felt driven to make a bundle without a sense of purpose. They never stopped to ask why. It became increasingly clear to me that a lot of advisors in the industry weren’t asking why, either. They were more interested in chasing dollars for themselves and pursuing larger accounts, desiring to work with corporations, pension plans, and multimillion-dollar portfolios.


That wasn’t for me. I wanted to help individuals and families secure their financial future while achieving peace of mind by making wise decisions about their finances. I wanted a deeper understanding of how their beliefs about money influence those decisions and affect the people in their lives. I knew this was a critical step toward their financial freedom.


To do business the way I wanted, I resolved to launch my own independent practice focusing on families and their overall well-being. I knew that developing meaningful relationships should not be optional. It should be everything. Our perspective ever since has been less is more, meaning that having fewer clients lets us provide greater service. As a reminder of why we do what we do, my company president gave me a ceramic tile with those words on it.


In addition, we resolved to serve our clients “to the highest degree”—which is the Latin-based meaning of Apriem. We would do so by working with them one-on-one, emphasizing the importance of giving purpose to their money and instilling their values in the next generation. That would be our mission. That would be the Apriem Way.


As I write this, Apriem has developed into a boutique multigenerational wealth management firm with over a billion dollars in assets under management and growing clients in almost every state. We are registered investment advisors with the Securities and Exchange Commission, and as such, we have a fiduciary obligation to serve our clients’ best interests. We do not engage in the typical broker relationship where products are bought and sold to investors for commission or additional compensation. Sadly, many investors do not know how their advisor gets compensated. Apriem manages client investment portfolios, through the Charles Schwab Corp., but we are not ourselves an investment banker or brokers. Our foremost focus is on overall family financial planning. That must come first. We need to know the why before recommending the how.


While two families might appear comparable in terms of balance sheets, cash flow, and tax situations, they can be vastly different. Each family possesses a distinct financial DNA, with its own financial history and dynamics. As fiduciaries, our goal is to provide recommendations and advice that prioritize our clients’ well-being above all else.


Why I Wrote This Book


As the cofounder and chief wealth manager of Apriem, I work primarily with relatively affluent folks who are financially comfortable yet are looking to grow in other ways. Often, they are questioning the deeper meaning of their life’s work and considering how they will give back from their good fortunes. They are interested in doing better—financially, of course, but not strictly in terms of dollars. Though such wealthy families make up much of the clientele of our firm, we do offer services to people who have more modest portfolios. All will find this book to be insightful as they reflect on their decision-making.


The advice here will be helpful to heads of household of any financial caliber. Your cup may be full, overflowing, or still filling up. You might be at the beginning or end of your career. You might be a veteran of financial affairs, or perhaps you are just starting out with only a 401(k) or IRA. Maybe you are a newly widowed mother with grown children and a dearth of knowledge about how to handle the family wealth that is now in your control. You could be a parent wondering which of your children, if any, will be ready and able to steward the family business and financial assets. You may decide to give this book to the young adults in your household to help them set out on a solid footing. Or you and your spouse could read it together as you strive toward family unity and marital solidarity.


You will find no shortage of authors and columnists and talking heads out there who don’t know you but nonetheless are eager to offer their take on what you should do with your money. What’s best for your neighbor or coworker may not at all be what is best for you—and investment tips and strategies that serve you well one year often become unwise for you the next. My team and I have years of experience that qualifies us to give you the regular, individual attention that you need to truly succeed. We don’t simply plug you into an algorithm. We plug into your life.


My goal in writing this book is to distill the complicated world of finances into the themes that will make the biggest difference for families like yours. I did not set out to write something that reads like an MBA textbook on how to get rich fast. Instead, you will find stories of real people making their way in the world, sometimes winning, sometimes losing, trying to do what’s right for themselves, their families, and posterity. My aim is to offer advice that is evergreen. I want your grandchildren, when they venture out into the world, to find this book as relevant as the day it was published.


The common denominator among those who will benefit from this book is the desire to do what’s best for the people in their lives. They want to devise a wealth and retirement plan that will serve them well—and perhaps outlive them to help their families and a world of many needs. You will find guidance on the kind of candid communication in which every family should engage before it’s too late. We will look at the fundamentals and the fine points of those family conversations.


If you are hungry for honest, friendly, helpful guidance, read on. You will rediscover what matters most. The content of your character is your greatest asset. It’s not about bigger accounts, friends. It’s about a bigger life.


The Greatest Investment


Every family leader has a responsibility to steward resources wisely, and that means passing on wisdom along with the wealth to the next generation. It also means sharing and passing down values more so than your valuables. Ideally, the goal should be financial freedom, which is something different to everyone. This we know: It doesn’t always mean more money. The pot of gold is an elusive prize, and the quest to stake the biggest claim can leave a family splintered. When the underpinnings of family values are secure, more money can open wondrous opportunities. It can promote freedom and unity. But without those strong values, money can breed mayhem.


In my years as an advisor, I have seen people come to tears in my office as we talk about their forgotten dreams and damaged relationships. I have seen outbursts of anger and eye rolls of disdain among people who pledged their lives to each other and should be holding hands in unity.


What’s the best investment today? I’m often asked that question, and I could talk for hours about securities and asset classes and sectors and such. I know in my heart, though, that the best investment has been the same for all time, and it’s either pay now or pay later. You get the greatest dividends and the healthiest return by investing in the people in your life. When you give your relationships priority over your portfolio, you have a reliable growth strategy. When you put family first, you have something money can’t buy. You have ohana.




 


CHAPTER 1


Doing Well by Doing Good





Richard was a wealthy businessman, with a net worth in the multimillions—that is, if the worth of a human being can be distilled into dollars. He was not feeling particularly rich, though, as we sat over lunch one day.


As so often happens whenever I talk with clients, our discussion eventually turned from finances to family. Richard and I had been working together for several years. He was in his sixties, at the peak of a stellar career. I was a young guy not far into my thirties, hungry for success. My wife, Lea, and I still felt like newlyweds—though we already had two small children, with a set of twins on the way.


I filled him in, proudly, on the latest details of our family life and shared some photos. Richard hadn’t said a word for a few minutes, though he seemed to be listening intently. He picked up a saltshaker, studied it a moment, and then looked straight into my face. His eyes were wet.
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