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Passing valuables to 
the next generation
requires careful attention 
By NATE DOUGHERTY

Jennifer Weidner knows the difficulty 
that arises when the math regarding 
an important collection does not add 

up.
As the associate counsel for Canandai-

gua National Bank & Trust Co. and the 
bank’s expert on estate planning and tax 
matters, Weidner works with people who 
have collections they view as an invest-
ment. But those require special planning, 
often above and beyond what is needed for 
more traditional investments. 

“The worst thing in the world is when a 
parent with three children and two impor-
tant paintings has a provision in their will 
that says the property gets shared equally,” 
Weidner says. “That’s how disputes can 
happen.”

Local wealth managers say collections 
come with their own set of unique consid-
erations, often requiring greater attention 
than traditional forms of wealth like stocks 
or cash. This also means a much more care-
ful and thorough planning process, one 
that includes greater communication with 
heirs, experts say. 

The risks with collections can be in-
creased as well, these advisers maintain, 
especially when some part of the planning 
process is missed.

Establishing value
For collections, the exact value is not 

always measured in dollars, Weidner says. 
Often collectors see their investment as 
something that will be passed on to the 
next generation or as a charitable gift, 
where it will continue to be appreciated 
for its intrinsic value rather than adding 
value to a portfolio.

“These are things that they’ve tended 
to over the course of their lifetime, and 
they usually have a great passion and want 
to make sure it’s handled properly,” Wei-

dner says.
In Western New York, the frequency of 

investors with extensive collections of art or 
other valuables is not as high as other more 
metropolitan areas, she observes. But when 
those cases do come along, they tend to in-
volve the greatest emotional attachment and 
sometimes are the trickiest to plan.

“This spans anything from someone 
having a couple of paintings that they’re 
very concerned about to a person with an 
enormous collection of arcane items that 
are very difficult to value,” Weidner says. 

When it comes to estate planning, this 
generally leads to a handful of options, 

she says. Investors may want to leave it 
to their heirs with the intention that it re-
mains together and in their possession; 
they could want to leave it to their heirs 
to sell or could want the collection donated 
to a charitable organization that could have 
good use for it.

There are changes within the landscape, 
especially related to art. Jonathan Bin-
stock, director of the Memorial Art Gal-
lery, notes that the art advisory industry 
has blossomed in recent years, and finan-
cial institutions are looking more into the 
world of art lending as well. Binstock pre-
viously served as senior vice president and 

Thoughtful planning avoids conflict, protects legacy
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“One of the most important things for a collector, given their emotional connection to their 
collection, is to determine whether the children have that same connection,” says Anthony 
Lee, partner at Harter Secrest & Emery.
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senior adviser in modern and contempo-
rary art for Citi Private Bank’s Art Advi-
sory & Finance group.

This month, private equity firm Carlyle 
Group joined with Geneva-based Banque 
Pictet to provide lending for art collectors 
seeking to use their existing art as collat-
eral in acquiring new works. The venture fi-
nances purchase of new art, which Carlyle 
identifies as an area of potential growth. 
While the world’s art value is measured in 
trillions of dollars, the art lending market is 
still about $7 billion, Carlyle’s data shows.

Demographics add a bit more impor-
tance to the situation. There will be more 
of these conversations as the population 
continues to age and this transfer of wealth 
grows ever closer says Leo Iacobelli, se-
nior vice president and director of wealth 
management at ESL Federal Credit Union.

“We have an aging population nationally 
and locally, which suggests that there will 
be significant transfers of wealth over the 
coming years,” Iacobelli says. “This means 
that estate planning is more critical than 
ever before.”

Special considerations
Anthony Lee, partner at Harter Secrest 

& Emery LLP, has seen it happen before—
a collector has amassed an extensive art 
collection, building pieces over his or her 
lifetime to create what is both a meaning-
ful and valuable commodity. 

That collector often assumes that chil-
dren or heirs would see the same value in 
that art collection, but Lee says that is not 
always the case.

“One of the most important things for a 
collector, given their emotional connection 
to their collection, is to determine whether 
the children have that same connection,” 
Lee says. “A lot of collectors make the 

assumption that kids or heirs will have a 
great interest in accepting a gift of the col-
lection, but many times they just don’t have 
that connection or simply aren’t as inter-
ested in art. They might be more interested 
in receiving the proceeds of liquidating or 
selling that collection.”

These conversations are critical to es-
tate planning. When that crucial planning 
step is missed, the collection’s value can 
sink, Lee says. 

“If the children aren’t interested in re-
ceiving that collection, it can lead to what 
is basically a fire sale,” he says. “That usu-
ally doesn’t realize the full value of the 
collection. If a collector had gone through 
those conversations beforehand, they would 
have known if the family wanted it or not 
and could have planned ahead of time.”

This kind of planning can better deter-
mine what to do with a collection during 
the investor’s lifetime, Weidner adds. If 
the eventual heirs are not as interested in 
inheriting and maintaining the collection, 
it could open up other avenues.

These include a part-time charitable gift 
arrangement, she says.

“An owner could give a partial gift to 
a charitable organization and retain the 
balance,” Weidner says. “If it’s an art gal-
lery, that means it could go in their col-
lection and goes up on their wall, but the 
other portion of the time it goes back to the 
owner and into their collection or on their 
wall if they’re having a party.”

She recommends clients with collections 
have them appraised during their lifetime, 
giving them a greater understanding of the 
overall value of the collection and the indi-
vidual pieces. This helps in making deci-
sions later on but can also help clear up the 
uncertainty that often comes with cobbled-
together collections.

“If they bought something from an art 
dealer, it likely already has an appraisal,” 
Weidner says. “But if they just picked up a 
painting at a garage sale and the signature 
says Jasper Johns, it’s good to have some-
one take a look at that.”

Even with that, collecting can be a com-
plicated task that does not necessarily lend 
to hard dollars, Binstock says.

“The mistake people often make is talk-
ing about art as an asset like oil,” he says. 
“Art may be an asset class, but if you look 
at Picasso, for example, some of his works 
have gone up a lot while others have not 
and some may have stayed the same, which 
essentially means going down in value. 

“You can buy two Picassos and each of 
them will be unique and has kind of a sub-
market. For example, people used to think 
late Picassos were the worst kind, that he 
was a hack turning out picture after picture. 
But now they’re tremendously valuable. All 
those idiosyncratic factors have a value.”

Because it requires a great deal of exper-
tise, art collecting is not the best approach 
for the casual investor, Binstock adds.

“The desire to invest in art should be 
driven by passion, because what you end 
up with when you buy a work of art is an 
object, a hard asset that’s difficult to sell 
for the most part,” he says. “It’s the kind of 
hard asset that few people are able to mon-
etize in the form of lending, and there’s 
only one variable when it comes to art in-
vesting, and that’s whether you bought low 
and sold high.

“The point in the end is if you don’t 
absolutely love the thing itself and want 
to have it and don’t see the pleasure and 
aesthetic value as its own dividend that is 
meaningful and consequential, then you 
probably shouldn’t bother.” 
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