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The trusted trustee

Tara Hopwood on the evolution of the role of a trustee during times of a crisis

While the role of trustee is, in essence, fiduciary, one might argue that it is also part guide, philosopher

and friend. This is by no means a comprehensive list, as all trustees will know; however, it does cover a

broad spectrum of activity that a trustee may undertake on a daily basis for any number of interesting

people.

The world is currently in crisis, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. People are losing loved ones, airlines

have grounded their planes and countries have closed their borders, while the stock market is

experiencing unprecedented volatility. Perhaps, being a guide, philosopher and friend are more

important than ever.

It is, of course, incredibly time-intensive if one is on speed dial for every beneficiary, but is this not the

ultimate achievement? Having access to all pertinent (and sometimes not-so-pertinent) information

gives one the true colour, flavour and texture of the lives of these beneficiaries. The ability to make

decisions in their best interests is tantamount and achieved much more easily when such

relationships are established and nurtured. There is no better time to form these relationships,

improve them, build on them or simply nurture them, than in the midst of a crisis.

Communication is key

It is natural to stay in touch with family and friends; however, it is equally important, especially given

the state of the global markets, to maintain regular contact with one’s beneficiaries. Some

beneficiaries will have a healthy circle of trusted friends, others a healthy family to fall back on, but

many will not  and, if one is fortunate enough to have the trust of one’s beneficiaries, now is the time

to prove that this trust is well placed.
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This communication may be simply ‘checking in’ to let them know there is someone thinking of them.

It could also be to see what might be done to assist. Are there any needs? Have circumstances

changed (an obvious question but, beyond the virus itself, perhaps they have not yet made it home,

having been travelling when the lockdowns came into force)? Or it may, be to bring bad news on the

portfolio front. As difficult as it may be, especially when looking at a portfolio that is down 20 per cent,

now is the time to make that call and have that conversation. Complete reassurance may be

impossible, but reminding them of the longer-term view and that someone is ‘on it’ is important. It

may not be possible to solve ‘it’, whatever that ‘it’ may be, but keeping in touch and providing honest

answers will always be appreciated.

High-touch approach

We all no doubt recall, subsequent to the introduction of the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive

2004 (MiFID II), the first time the dreaded ’10 per cent loss since the last valuation’ letters arrived,

shortly before Christmas 2018. Some investment managers had pre-empted those letters with a

phone call, some had not. Although those calls are undoubtedly difficult to make, the ones that made

those pre-emptive calls distinguished themselves from the rest.

A ‘high-touch’ approach should be something all trustees strive to achieve. These are things that

matter and make all the difference. These are the times when ‘holding hands’ (while maintaining

social distancing) is so important. Beneficiaries are no different from the rest of us: they want to know

they matter, that their assets matter and, in times of crisis, although not easy to increase

communication, relationships will develop and perhaps blossom into one that is enduring.

After all, unlike so many other industries, settlors and beneficiaries are not simply numbers or names,

they are mothers and fathers, sons, daughters, sisters and brothers, some self-made and some who

have inherited their wealth, some who are building on that and some who are simply enjoying it, and

learning about them is part of the passion and joy of being a good trustee.
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