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The Family Name
By: Elizabeth Creates, B.Comm., LL.B., TEP*

A surname’s legacy of wealth may precede you, but you can choose whether and how it defines you.
Your family name inheritance
Your family name is an inheritance that you receive at birth. From
that moment onward, no matter where you are, your surname is
always with you. Whether it is a school attendance list, a C.V. for a
job interview or a nametag at a networking event, your last name
is on display. Furthermore, if your last name is famously associated
with wealth, your identity is intrinsically linked to the family fortune
in a very public way. “I always knew that my family was very well
known – because in every bar, there was a beer with my surname on
it”1, a young adult member of the Guinness family has said.
Although it may be daunting to know that certain opinions about
you could be based solely on your surname’s legacy of wealth, you
can be strategic about seeking out opportunities to develop and
enhance your individual identity.

The public perception of you based on your
family name
A high-profile family name attracts attention. This notoriety
may open doors for you, but it may also leave you open to
uncomfortable assumptions, comparisons and judgments.
Acquaintances and people whom you have never met may have
preconceived notions about:
• your lifestyle (e.g. “Her walk-in closet must be full of
designer labels.”)
• your physical appearance (e.g. “I don’t see the family
resemblance. Is your family ‘the’ Junipers2?”)
• your education (e.g. “Of course he attended the best University.
His family probably made a large donation to get him in.”)
• your career aspirations (e.g. “Your uncle is someone whom I have
always admired. Are you planning on following in his footsteps?”)
• your hobbies (e.g. “He must have a lot of time to practice
because he doesn’t need to work for a living.”)

• your industry, political, or religious affiliations (e.g. “It is only a
matter of time before she joins the family business. I would be
shocked if she didn’t.”)
• your social connections (e.g. “Did you attend the wedding of
Phil and Nadia? I heard that all of the who’s who of the city
was there!”)
However, no matter what the presumptions about you may be,
your family name is only one aspect of your identity.

Creating good conditions for your individual
identity to blossom
Developing an individual identity that is on equal footing, at least
from your perspective, to your family name will allow you to have
a balanced view of who you are. Eileen Rockefeller has said:
“I am [now] just as much “Eileen” as I am a “Rockefeller””3.
Here are 3 suggestions:
1. Adopt an entrepreneurial mindset about your life
This does not mean that you should necessarily become an
entrepreneur. Rather, no matter what you want to do or how you
want to live your life, have a spirit of adventure about your future
and a desire to be true to yourself. The character traits that the
wealth originator of your family had most likely included having
a unique point of view and a willingness to persevere despite any
naysayers and critics. If this is the case, you are following family
tradition by forging your own path.
For example, the granddaughter of a late Canadian media innovator
has said: “I think I have a lot of [my grandfather]…in me. He was
all about standing up for what you believe in, and believing in
yourself, and always questioning why things have to be certain
ways”4.His positive influence on her was so impactful that, although
she uses her married surname, she made the on-trend choice of
continuing the legacy of her maiden name by giving it to her eldest
child as a first name5.
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2. Expand your geographical horizons
The public perception of your family name will be more intense in
the town, city, or country that is your family’s home-base. Studying,
travelling or living at a distance for a period of time will give you
breathing room to be your own person.
A life stage may create the perfect opportunity for such a getaway.
The eldest daughter of former U.S. President Barack Obama took a
gap year involving travel prior to beginning her studies at Harvard
University, of which her parents are alumni. Her gap year also
coincided with the last year of her father being in office, and was
a way for her to begin the transition out of being a President’s
daughter and into her own independence - which included
supporting causes that she believes in6. A peer, who is a U.S.
actress and activist, had nothing but praise for her saying that “it
[is] amazing to…witness a human being and a woman coming into
her own outside of her family and outside of the attachments that
this country has on her...someone who’s willing to participate…
regardless of her last name”7.
3. Engage in values-based activities
Being in the public eye because of a family name may mean that
the attention that you receive is due to what someone else within
your family has achieved instead of what you have done yourself.
In order to foster your own sense of accomplishment, regularly
engage in activities where you feel that you are challenging
yourself and are the one who is providing value to others
(e.g. mentoring, volunteering, advocacy, philanthropy, etc.).
For some, such activities turn into a life calling. This evolution
occurred for the young adult son of a prominent family in Beijing,
China. He, his wife, and a friend are co-founders of a non-profit
contemporary art museum located in the art district of Beijing that
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mainly features his private collection. He describes his art acquisition
process in the following manner: “I only buy something that can
touch me, teach me or enlighten me with new perspectives to look
at the world and life. I enjoy the experience of discovery”8. When
sharing his enthusiasm about becoming a name in the burgeoning
local art scene that is engaging young people, he explains: “My life
felt boring before…I am very privileged and want to give back to
society”9. The gallery’s name consists of an initial and the English
language translation of his surname10.

Entertaining surname-related activities
There are also ways to lighten up your feelings about a weighty
surname. Entertaining activities that involve embracing your family
name include:
• Researching the many other last names that form part of your
family tree
• Developing a positive family surname motto based on a
character trait highlighted in a family story (e.g. “Junipers
never give up!”)
• Finding out the meaning or origin of your last name (e.g. Junipers
are a popular and diverse range of hardy evergreen trees or
shrubs, and Juniper berries are traditionally used along with
other botanicals to flavour gin11)
• Referring to the family pet by its given name and the family
name when talking to it (e.g. “Let’s go outside, Chewy Juniper”)
• Creating a unique wine or perfume blend bearing your surname
(e.g. The Juniper)
• Having a personality trait handwriting analysis done of
your signature

*The views in this document are those of the author.
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Investment Products are: NOT A DEPOSIT - NOT FDIC INSURED - NO BANK GUARANTEE - MAY LOSE VALUE
BMO Wealth Management provides this publication for information purposes only and is not and should not be construed as professional advice to any individual. The information contained in this
publication is based on material believed to be reliable at the time of publication, but BMO Wealth Management cannot guarantee the information is accurate or complete. Individuals should contact
their BMO representative for professional advice regarding their personal circumstances and/or financial position. The comments included in this publication are not intended to be a definitive analysis
of tax applicability or trust and estate law. The comments are general in nature and professional advice regarding an individual’s particular tax position should be obtained in respect of any person’s
specific circumstances.
“BMO Wealth Management” is a brand name that refers to BMO Harris Bank, N.A., CTC myCFO, LLC, BMO Harris Financial Advisers, Inc., BMO Delaware Trust Company, and certain affiliates that provide
certain investment, investment advisory, trust, banking, securities, insurance and brokerage products and services. “CTC | myCFO” is a brand name that refers to BMO Harris Bank, N.A., CTC myCFO, LLC,
and BMO Delaware Trust Company. The CTC | myCFO brand provides family office, investment advisory, investment management, trust, banking, deposit and loan products and services. These entities
are all affiliates and owned by BMO Financial Corp., a wholly-owned subsidiary of the Bank of Montreal. Capital Advisory Services are offered by a division of BMO Harris Bank, N.A. Member FDIC.
BMO Wealth Management is the brand name that refers to Bank of Montreal and certain of its affiliates in providing wealth management products and services. Not all products and services are offered
by all legal entities within BMO Wealth Management. BMO Private Banking is part of BMO Wealth Management and is a brand name under which banking services are offered through Bank of Montreal,
investment management services are offered through BMO Private Investment Counsel Inc., a wholly-owned indirect subsidiary of Bank of Montreal, and estate, trust, planning and custodial services are
offered through BMO Trust Company, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Bank of Montreal.
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BMO Nesbitt Burns Inc. provides comprehensive investment services and is a wholly owned subsidiary of Bank of Montreal. If you are already a client of BMO Nesbitt Burns Inc., please contact your
Investment Advisor for more information. All insurance products and advice are offered through BMO Nesbitt Burns Financial Services Inc. by licensed life insurance agents, and, in Quebec, by financial
security advisors.

