How to find a fiduciary advisor who puts your
interests first

When you need help with your money, the first question is not which stock to buy or what
retirement number to target. The real question is who you can trust. Financial advice is not like
buying a car. With a car, the product is the same no matter who sells it. With advice, the
product depends entirely on whose interest the advisor is serving. That is why learning to find a
fiduciary advisor matters more than almost any other step you take in financial planning.

The financial services industry is full of capable people. But the way most of them get paid
creates a built-in conflict of interest. Commissions, trailing fees, and revenue-sharing
arrangements all tilt recommendations toward products that pay the advisor, not necessarily
products that serve you. A fiduciary standard changes that. It requires the advisor to put your
interests ahead of their own, always. No fine print, no exceptions. That is a different
relationship entirely.

What fiduciary duty really means

Fiduciary duty is a legal obligation. An advisor who holds themselves to a fiduciary standard
must act in your best interest. They must disclose conflicts, avoid self-dealing, and provide
advice that is both prudent and loyal. This is a higher bar than the "suitability" standard that
applies to many brokers and insurance agents. Under suitability, the advisor only has to
recommend something that is "suitable" for you, even if a better option exists that pays them
less. Fiduciary duty eliminates that gap.

It is important to understand that not everyone who calls themselves a financial planner is a
fiduciary. Some are, some are not. The ones who are will often say so explicitly. The ones who
are not may avoid the topic or use vague language about "putting clients first" without the legal
teeth behind it. That is why you cannot rely on marketing language alone. You need to know
what to look for and where to look.

Why the advice-only model matters

One clean way to find a fiduciary advisor is to look for an advice-only model. In this model, the
advisor is paid directly by you, not by product providers. There are no commissions, no

kickbacks, no hidden revenue streams. The advisor's income comes from your fees, and that is
it. That arrangement aligns incentives perfectly. The advisor does better when you do better,
not when you buy more products.


https://adviceonly.com/about

Advice-only advisors typically charge in one of two ways: hourly financial advisor fees or flat-
fee planning. An hourly financial advisor charges for their time, like a lawyer or a CPA. You pay
for the work they do, not for the products they sell. Flat-fee planning is a fixed annual or project
fee for a defined scope of work, such as a comprehensive financial plan or a portfolio review.
Neither model gives the advisor any reason to steer you toward one investment over another
based on compensation.

This is a meaningful distinction because it removes the most common source of bad advice.
When the advisor has no financial incentive to recommend one product over another, the
advice itself becomes the product. And the quality of that advice is measured by how well it
serves your goals, not by how much it pays the advisor.

How to find a fiduciary advisor

If you want to find a fiduciary advisor, the search starts with knowing the right questions to ask.
Here are a few that cut through the noise:

» "Are you legally required to act as a fiduciary in all of the advice you give me?"

e "How are you compensated? Can you show me every source of income you receive
from my accounts or from product providers?"

¢ "Do you hold any professional designations that require a fiduciary standard, such as
certified financial planner?"

e "Are you a member of the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors?"

Each of these questions gets at a different angle. The first asks for a legal commitment. The
second checks for hidden payments. The third looks for professional standards. The fourth
points to an organization whose members are required to follow a fee-only, fiduciary model.
Membership in the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors is not a guarantee of
perfection, but it signals a serious commitment to the fee-only structure and the fiduciary
standard.

Credentials that back up the promise

A certified financial planner designation is one of the most widely recognized credentials in
financial planning. The certifying body, the CFP Board, requires its holders to act as fiduciaries
when providing financial planning services. That does not mean every CFP is a fiduciary in
every interaction. But it does mean they have agreed to a code of ethics that includes a
fiduciary duty when doing financial planning. If you are working with a certified financial
planner on a comprehensive plan, they are bound by that standard.



Other credentials can also signal a fiduciary approach. The National Association of Personal
Financial Advisors (NAPFA) is an association of fee-only advisors. Its members must adhere to
a fiduciary standard and cannot accept commissions. When you work with a NAPFA member,
you know the compensation model is clean. That is a strong starting point for any
engagement, whether you need retirement planning, estate planning, tax planning, or
investment management.

What to expect from a fiduciary relationship

When you work with a fiduciary advisor, the conversation changes. Instead of talking about
products, you talk about goals. Instead of a sales pitch, you get a plan. The advisor asks about
your values, your timeline, your tolerance for risk, and the people who depend on you. Then they
help you build a strategy around those answers.

For someone nearing retirement, the focus might be on retirement income planning. How do
you turn a nest egg into a reliable paycheck? What order should you draw down accounts? How
do you handle Medicare and Social Security decisions? These are questions that do not have a
one-size-fits-all answer. They require careful modeling, good judgment, and a clear
understanding of your specific situation. A fiduciary who uses an advice-only model has every
reason to get it right and no reason to push a product that is not in your best interest.

For someone earlier in their career, the focus might be on financial planning basics: budgeting,
saving, debt management, and asset allocation. A fiduciary can help you set up a systematic
savings plan, choose low-cost investments, and avoid the traps that come with high-fee
products. The advice may be simple, but it is grounded in your best interest, not in someone
else's bottom line.

Client-centric advice as a philosophy

Client-centric advice is not just a slogan. It is a way of structuring the entire relationship. It
means the advisor works for you, not for a product manufacturer, not for a brokerage, not for a
bank. The advice is built around your life, not around a quota. That is the difference between
wealth management that puts you first and wealth management that puts your assets in
products that pay the most.

Optimal advice comes from a place of trust and transparency. When you know the advisor has
no hidden agenda, you can focus on the important decisions. You can ask hard questions
without wondering if the answer is shaped by commission structures. You can share your fears
about money without worrying that the advisor will use them to sell you something. That kind
of openness is the foundation of a productive advisory relationship.



Where to start

If you are ready to find a fiduciary advisor, begin by clarifying what you need. Do you want a
one-time plan? Ongoing management? A second opinion on a portfolio? The scope of work will
help you decide between an hourly financial advisor, a flat-fee planner, or a longer-term
engagement. Then use the questions above to vet candidates. Look for the fee-only structure,
the fiduciary commitment, and the credentials that back it up.

The search may take a little time. But the difference between good advice and conflicted
advice is the difference between building wealth steadily and losing ground to fees and poor
recommendations. Taking the time to find the right person is one of the smartest financial
moves you can make. It is not about finding a salesperson. It is about finding someone who
will stand on your side of the table, legally and ethically, every time.



