
Why Advisor Registration Under RIA Matters for
Independent Planners
For decades, the default path for a financial advisor was to join a broker-dealer, sell products,
and work under a compliance structure that often took a large cut of revenue. That model is
shifting. More advisors now want to operate independently, keep a higher percentage of their
fees, and serve clients under a fiduciary standard. That shift makes advisor registration under
RIA one of the most important decisions an advisor can make.

An RIA, or registered investment adviser, registers with the SEC or a state securities regulator
depending on assets under management. The registration process involves filing Form ADV
through the IARD system, passing certain exams, and committing to a fiduciary standard. For
advisors who want to charge fees rather than commissions, this path offers both flexibility and
responsibility. But getting the registration right requires understanding the rules, the paperwork,
and the ongoing obligations.

What Advisor Registration Under RIA Actually Means
When an advisor chooses to register under an RIA, they are electing to be regulated under the
Investment Advisers Act of 1940. That law sets the baseline for how investment advisers must
behave. The key requirement is the fiduciary standard, which means the advisor must put the
client’s interests ahead of their own. That is a higher bar than the suitability standard that
applies to broker-dealers.

Advisor registration under RIA also means the firm must file Form ADV, which is a public
disclosure document. Part 1 of Form ADV covers basic business details, ownership, and
disciplinary history. Part 2 covers fees, services, and potential conflicts of interest. The form
must be updated annually and amended whenever material changes occur. This is not a one-
time event. The SEC and state regulators expect ongoing compliance.

Many advisors assume that registering an RIA is purely a legal step handled by a compliance
officer. In practice, the registration process shapes how the advisor can operate. The firm’s
ADV disclosures affect client trust, marketing, and even the types of products that can be
recommended. For example, if an RIA uses a wrap fee program, that must be clearly disclosed
in Form ADV. The SEC’s Rule 206(4)-1 imposes specific requirements on how advisory
contracts and fees are presented.

Who Needs to Register and Who Can Skip It
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Not every advisor needs to register as an RIA. The threshold matters. Under the Investment
Advisers Act, firms with less than $100 million in assets under management typically register
with state securities regulators rather than the SEC. Some states have their own requirements
on top of the federal rules. Advisors who work for a larger RIA may not need to register
individually; they can operate under the firm’s registration. But if an advisor wants to start their
own independent RIA, the registration process is mandatory.

There is also a common path for advisors who come from a broker-dealer background. They
may have passed the Series 65 exam or the Series 66 exam, which qualify them to give
investment advice. Those exams are a prerequisite for RIA registration in most cases. Without
one of those licenses, an advisor cannot register as an investment adviser representative. The
Series 65 covers investment analysis, ethics, and state regulation. The Series 66 combines the
Series 65 content with the Series 63, which covers securities law. Either one works, but the
advisor must hold the license before registering.

FINRA is not directly involved in RIA registration, but it does play a role in the broader system.
Advisors who also sell securities through a broker-dealer must file a U4 filing through FINRA’s
CRD system. That U4 filing tracks the advisor’s employment history, disclosures, and exam
records. The RIA side uses the IARD system, which is managed by FINRA on behalf of the SEC
and states. So even though FINRA does not regulate RIAs, its systems are essential for the
registration process.

Practical Steps for Registration
Getting through advisor registration under RIA involves several concrete steps. First, the
advisor must decide whether to register at the state level or with the SEC. That depends on
assets under management. Second, the advisor must complete Form ADV through the IARD
system. The form requires detailed information about the firm’s ownership, fee structure, and
any conflicts of interest. Third, the advisor must designate a compliance officer who will
oversee the firm’s adherence to SEC rules and state regulations.

One of the trickiest parts is the PERS Profile, which is a consolidated record of the advisor’s
registration history. The IARD system uses this profile to link the advisor’s individual record to
the firm’s registration. If the advisor has worked at multiple firms, the PERS Profile must
accurately reflect all of those roles. Errors in the profile can delay registration or trigger
regulatory inquiries.

Another practical consideration is the firm’s compliance infrastructure. An RIA must have
written policies and procedures covering everything from client suitability to advertising. The
SEC expects firms to enforce these policies consistently. Many independent advisors choose
to work with a platform that provides back-office support for compliance, billing, and reporting.



That support can make the difference between a smooth registration process and a drawn-out
one.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
Advisors who are new to RIA registration often underestimate the amount of disclosure
required. Form ADV asks about conflicts of interest, including any revenue-sharing
arrangements or referral fees. If an advisor has a relationship with a broker-dealer or a third-
party marketer, that must be disclosed. Failure to disclose can lead to SEC enforcement
actions or lawsuits from clients.

Another common mistake is assuming that the fiduciary standard only applies during the initial
recommendation. In reality, the fiduciary duty is ongoing. The advisor must monitor the client’s
situation and recommend changes when appropriate. That means the compliance obligations
do not end after registration. They continue for as long as the firm exists.

Wrap fees are a frequent source of confusion. A wrap fee is an all-inclusive fee that covers
advisory services, custody, and trading costs. Under SEC Rule 206(4)-1, an RIA must disclose
the wrap fee in its Form ADV and in the advisory contract. The disclosure must be clear and
specific. Vague language will not satisfy the rule. Advisors who use a wrap fee structure should
work closely with their compliance officer to ensure the language meets regulatory standards.

The Role of Fee-Only Advisors
For advisors who want to operate as fee-only advisors, RIA registration is the natural home.
Fee-only advisors do not earn commissions or sales charges. They charge a flat fee, a
percentage of assets, or an hourly rate. That model aligns with the fiduciary standard because
there is no incentive to recommend one product over another. Many clients seek out fee-only
advisors specifically because they want unbiased advice.

The fee-only model also simplifies the registration process in some ways. There are fewer
conflicts of interest to disclose. The Form ADV can be more straightforward. But the advisor
still must comply with all SEC and state rules. The fiduciary standard still applies. And the
advisor must still file annual amendments and respond to client inquiries about fees.

Some advisors choose to join a network like the AdviceOnly Network, which provides back-
office support for fee-only RIAs. That kind of support can handle the compliance heavy lifting,
allowing the advisor to focus on client relationships. The key is to ensure that the support
provider understands the specific requirements for advisor registration under RIA. Not all back-
office services are created equal.



Ongoing Compliance After Registration
Once the RIA is registered, the work does not stop. The firm must maintain a compliance
manual, conduct annual reviews, and update Form ADV whenever there is a material change.
The SEC and state regulators conduct examinations to verify that the firm is following its
policies. An examination might focus on advertising, fee disclosures, or the firm’s adherence to
its own investment strategies.

The compliance officer plays a critical role in this process. That person is responsible for
ensuring that all advisors in the firm understand their obligations. If the firm uses a third-party
custodian like SEI, the compliance officer must verify that the custody arrangement meets the
SEC’s requirements. The custodian’s role is separate from the advisor’s role, but the advisor
must ensure that client assets are held by a qualified custodian.

Advisors who are considering RIA registration should also think about the long-term
implications. The registration creates a public record. Any disciplinary actions, client
complaints, or regulatory findings will appear on the firm’s ADV and on the advisor’s PERS
Profile. A clean record is an asset. A messy record can make it hard to attract clients or
partners.

Final Thoughts
Advisor registration under RIA is not a simple checkbox. It is a commitment to a higher
standard of care, a more transparent fee structure, and ongoing regulatory oversight. For
advisors who want to build a practice that puts clients first, the registration process is worth
the effort. The key is to approach it with a clear understanding of the requirements, the
resources needed, and the long-term responsibilities.

Whether you are just starting out or transitioning from a broker-dealer model, take the time to
learn the rules. Work with a compliance expert or a platform that offers back-office support.
Understand what Form ADV asks for and why. And remember that the fiduciary standard is not
a burden. It is the foundation of trust that makes independent advice valuable.


