
 

 

Estate Planning that Aligns with Life & Legacy  

© Laird Norton Wealth Management 206.582.6602 lairdnortonwm.com 1 

 

 

 

 

 

If you think trust and estate planning is boring, you haven’t yet met Lee-Norah 
Sanzo, Senior Director, Client Services at LNWM. Lee-Norah joined LNWM in 
2020, bringing with her a passion for helping clients to prioritize and plan for  
the future. We sat down to talk with Lee-Norah about her work and why her 
intentional approach to planning is a perfect match for LNWM’s clients, culture 
and operations. 

Q: Lee-Norah, what is your role here at LNWM? 

LEE-NORAH: Essentially, it is to help clients build plans that support what they 
care about the most in a lasting way. And this always starts with developing a 
relationship with clients that allows us to work together and fully explore what 
they want to do. By understanding each client’s values and goals, we can apply 
the toolkit that is most effective. But it always starts with an intentional plan. 

Q: What do you mean by intentional? 

LEE-NORAH: By “intentional” I mean probing 
deeper into what you value so that what you do 
with your assets fully reflects who you are and what 
you want to accomplish. I think most of us know 
what we value in life. Often, it is our spouse, our 
children, the organizations and communities we’re 
a part of. But most of us don’t ask these very 
important follow-up questions: Who are the people 
we trust? What are our wishes for after we’re gone? 
What do I want for my partner, for our children, for 
my community? What will be my legacy? 

Having an objective outsider guiding you through this process can be very 
helpful. I start by exploring with clients the answers to some key questions. Only 
you (and your partner) can answer these questions. Not me, not your attorney, not 
your accountant. I often suggest that clients find a quiet place and time, perhaps 
with a cup of tea in hand, perhaps in the company of their spouse, to sit down 
and explore the answers. 

Over the years, I have seen how life-affirming and empowering answering these 

questions can be. I believe it’s important for your loved ones to be part of this 
conversation so they know your wishes and can help carry them out. Also, so they 
can have the opportunity to ask questions and really understand your intent. 
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Q: What do you spend most of your time on? 

LEE-NORAH: A large part of my work involves getting to 

know our clients and their families – their needs, concerns 
and aspirations. That’s the only way I can give advice that is 
going to work well for years to come. I also advise on trusts 
and how clients can make the most of trusts in transferring 
both assets and values to future generations.  

Basically, a trust is a legal document that now or in the future 
cordons off a certain portion of your assets for safekeeping for 
the benefit of certain people or nonprofits. This allows you to 
strengthen the people and causes you care about most by 
providing them with funding for specific purposes. It’s 
interesting to me that the word “trust” comes from the old 
Norwegian word for “to make strong and safe.” 

Q: Why do people set up trusts? 

LEE-NORAH: A trust allows you to be intentional about what 
you want to accomplish with your wealth in a very private and 
controlled way. Trusts can limit distributions to beneficiaries to 
very specific purposes, or they can be more lenient about the 
use of funds. Trusts can also be used to strategically fund a  
favorite charity, provide a tax-planning vehicle, or care for a beneficiary with special needs. 

Q: What are the key differences between a trust and a will? 

LEE-NORAH: A will becomes a public document upon death, because it’s filed with the Court; anyone 
can then access a will through the electronic court-records system. Everything in a trust, by contrast, 
remains private. Because it doesn’t go through probate, a trust also avoids the costs (both in time and 
money) of that process. Thirdly, a trust can operate during one's life and be especially valuable during 
times of disability. A will doesn't have any affect until after death. 

Q: Why do trusts seem intimidating to so many? 

LEE-NORAH: I think that’s due to misconceptions. Many people think that you always lose control 
over assets when you put them in a trust. Or that trusts are not something a younger person would put 
in place. But those things are not necessarily true. 

Trusts can be as nimble and flexible — or as rigid — as you want them to be. If you want to keep 
control of your assets or to make changes in the future, you can set up a “revocable” trust, which can 
be changed or revoked at any time during your life. Or include language that allows certain 
components of the trust to be changed. If you don’t want to commit assets right away, you can set up 
a trust that is funded after death.  

There are many different options when it comes to trust structure. So we sit down with clients to fully 
explore their aspirations, as well as their finances, before suggesting what type of trust(s) would work  

 
 
 

• Who are the people and 
organizations I (we) care  
about most? 

• Who do I trust to care for me? 
My partner? My assets? My 
minor children? 

• How important are tax savings 
to me? 

• How much control do I want 
over my assets — during my 
life and after I'm gone? 

• What unique assets do I own 
(business, collections, real 
estate) that I would like to plan  
for separately? 

STEP ONE… 

SOME KEY QUESTIONS 
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best for their situation. A trust document can’t anticipate everything. It should provide enough 
direction, however, so that the person deciding on distributions can “stand in the shoes” of the  
person who created the trust. 

Q: When’s the best time to set up a trust? 

LEE-NORAH: Actually, there’s no specific time and it is  
never too early to start. A Revocable Trust (a trust during life) 
or a Trust Under Will (a trust that is funded at passing) are 
components of a good overall estate plan. Both of  
these trust types are components of a good overall estate 
plan, which should also include a financial power of  
attorney and various types of healthcare directives. 

Q: What kind of assets can you transfer to a trust? 

LEE-NORAH: Virtually any asset can be transferred to a 
trust – not just stocks, bonds and financial portfolios.  
For example, you can transfer ownership of your home, 
 an art collection, a farm, or the family business. A trust can be a vehicle that facilitates the transition of 
ownership from one group of owners to the next in a tax-efficient way. 

Q: What role can trusts play in philanthropy? 

LEE-NORAH: Nonprofits are often the beneficiaries of trusts. The trust can facilitate tax planning  
and estate planning while also providing much-needed income stream to nonprofits and charities. In 
certain cases, what remains in the trust after a certain period can pass to another set of beneficiaries. 

Q: Can you give us an example? 

LEE-NORAH: Sure. Let’s consider a Charitable Lead Trust (CLT). For a specified period, a charity is  
the beneficiary, receiving annual payouts as the fund assets are invested. At the end of that time, 
family members (or others) would receive all that remains in the trust, on and beyond the “hurdle rate” 
of return, which is now 3.5% annually. The assets in the trust would not count as part of the trust 
creator’s estate and no gift taxes would be owed on the assets that eventually go to the final 
beneficiaries. Keep in mind that the “hurdle rate” is released monthly by the IRS (officially called the 
Section 7520 interest rate). When market interest rates are rising, as they are now, Charitable Lead 
Trusts in particular can be favorable.  

Q: What do you enjoy about working at LNWM? 

LEE-NORAH: For me, this is an ideal place to work because of the personal integrity of the people  
here, the respect they command in the community, and the world-class expertise we offer clients. 

LNWM was actually founded as a trust company in 1967. So there is a lot of institutional knowledge 
here about trusts, their role in intergenerational wealth transfer, how to make them work for everyone 
involved, how to promote family harmony, how to create legacy. 

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis had 
arranged that upon her death 
(1994) her estate would be 
transferred to a Charitable Lead 
Trust (CLT) set up to last 24 years, 
all that time distributing money to 
charity annually. In 2018, what was 
left in the CLT was distributed to 
her grandchildren. 

CHARITABLE LEAD TRUST 

IN ACTION 

https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/section-7520-interest-rates
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We not only help clients explore whether a trust is right for them, we also manage the assets within  
the trust as trustee or co-trustee, and work with the beneficiaries so they understand how to make best 
use of the trust and become good ambassadors of wealth. Keep in mind that trusts are just one aspect 
of a wealth plan. The phenomenal level of expertise in-house at LNWM allows us to integrate all 
aspects of a wealth plan, so that they all work together to achieve what clients want for themselves, 
their family and their community, often over many generations. 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Lee-Norah Sanzo is a Senior Director, Client Services at Laird Norton Wealth Management (LNWM). She brings to her work 
extensive expertise in wealth planning, taxation, market analysis, and private banking, allowing her to use trusts to make the 
most of client assets now and for decades to come. She often works with multiple generations within families, educating and 
advising trust beneficiaries especially during times of change and transition. 

ABOUT LAIRD NORTON WEALTH MANAGEMENT 

Laird Norton Wealth Management (“LNWM”) has long partnered with its clients to help them achieve their greatest impact 
through their investments, legacy planning and philanthropy. Founded in 1967, LNWM is both an RIA (registered investment 
advisor) and trust company, providing comprehensive and integrated wealth planning to individuals, families, business 
leaders, private foundations and nonprofit organizations nationwide. 

801 Second Avenue, Suite 1600, Seattle WA 98104   206.464.5100    800.426.5105   lairdnortonwm.com 

Laird Norton Wealth Management is the business name of Laird Norton Trust Company, LLC, a State of Washington 
chartered trust company. The Trust Company and its wholly owned subsidiary, Laird Norton Wealth Management, LLC, an 
investment advisor registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission, together operate under that name. The Trust 
Company also owns Weatherby Asset Management, LLC, an investment advisor registered with the Securities and Exchange 
Commission. Such registrations do not imply any level of skill or expertise. 

DISCLOSURE 

All investments involve a level of risk, and past performance is not a guarantee of future investment results. The value of investments and the 
income derived from them can go down as well as up. Future returns are not guaranteed, and a loss of principal may occur. All investment 
performance can be affected by general economic conditions and the extent and timing of investor participation in both the equity and fixed 
income markets. Asset allocation, due diligence, and diversification do not guarantee a profit or protect against a loss.  International 
investments may involve risk of capital loss from unfavorable fluctuation in currency values, from differences in generally accepted accounting 
principles, or from economic or political instability in other nations. 

This presentation is not intended as investment advice; we offer investment advice only on a personalized basis after understanding the 
client’s individual needs, objectives, and circumstances. The information presented herein does not constitute and should not be construed 
as legal advice or as an offer to buy or sell any investment product or service. Any accounting, business or tax advice contained in this 
presentation is not intended as a thorough, in-depth analysis of specific issues, nor a substitute for a formal opinion, nor is it sufficient to 
avoid tax-related penalties.  Any opinions or investment planning solutions herein described may not be suitable for all investors nor apply to 
all situations. All opinions expressed are those of Laird Norton Wealth Management and are current only as of the date appearing on this 
material. 

A benchmark or index is an unmanaged statistical combination of securities designed to be representative of the performance of an asset 
class, sector or investment style. Indices are shown for informational purposes only and it is not possible to invest directly in an index. Indices 
are not subject to management fees. Comparisons between a composite or a portfolio and an index or benchmark are unreliable as 
performance indicators and should not be considered indicative of the performance that may be experienced in a particular managed 
portfolio. 

Certain information herein has been obtained from public third-party data sources, outside funds and investment managers. All data 
presented is current only as of the date shown. Although we believe this information to be reliable, no representation or warranty, expressed 
or implied, is made, and no liability is accepted by Laird Norton Wealth Management or any of its officers, agents or affiliates as to the 
accuracy, completeness or correctness of the information herein contained.   

The information contained in this document is the confidential and the proprietary property of Laird Norton Wealth Management.  It is 

intended only for those to whom it is presented by the company and may not be copied or otherwise distributed without its express 

prior written permission.  


