How a Fee-Only Financial Advisor Can Provide
Clarity in San Diego

When you start looking for financial guidance, the range of options can feel overwhelming.
There are advisors who earn commissions on products they sell, advisors who charge hourly
rates, and advisors who take a percentage of the assets they manage. Among these choices,
the fee-only financial advisor stands apart for one simple reason: their compensation comes
directly from you, not from a third party. This structure removes a layer of potential conflict that
can creep into the advice you receive.

In a city like San Diego, where the cost of living varies widely from neighborhood to
neighborhood and industries like biotech, tourism, and defense shape local income patterns,
having advice that is truly impartial matters. A fee-only financial advisor does not receive
commissions, kickbacks, or referral fees from any product provider. That means the
recommendations you get are based solely on your financial situation and goals, not on what
generates the highest payout for the advisor.

What Does Fee-Only Mean in Practice?

The term "fee-only" is not just a marketing label. It is a specific compensation model that the
National Association of Personal Financial Advisors (NAPFA) and the CFP Board both
recognize and regulate. When you work with a fee-only financial advisor, you pay for their time,
expertise, and fiduciary duty. You might pay an hourly rate for a one-time plan, a flat fee for a

comprehensive financial plan, or an annual retainer that covers ongoing advice. In some cases,
the fee is calculated as a percentage of assets under management, but that percentage is the
only compensation the advisor receives.

This model stands in contrast to fee-based advisors, who may charge a fee but also earn
commissions on products they sell. The difference is subtle in name but significant in practice.
A fee-only advisor has no incentive to steer you into a particular investment or insurance
product unless it genuinely fits your plan. A fee-based advisor, on the other hand, might
recommend a product that pays them a commission, even if a lower-cost alternative would
serve you better.

Why the Distinction Matters for Your Financial Plan

Financial planning is not a one-size-fits-all exercise. Your priorities, risk tolerance, and timeline
are unique. When you sit down with a professional to map out your retirement, college savings,
or estate plan, you need to trust that every suggestion is made with your best interests first.
That trust is the foundation of the fiduciary standard, which requires advisors to act in your
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best interest at all times. Fee-only advisors are held to this standard. Many commission-based
advisors are only required to recommend products that are "suitable," which is a lower bar.

Consider a scenario where you are deciding between a low-cost index fund and a more
expensive variable annuity. A suitable recommendation might allow the annuity if it meets
basic criteria, even if the index fund is clearly better for your long-term growth. A fee-only
financial advisor, because they earn nothing from either choice, can recommend the index fund
without hesitation. That kind of clarity is hard to find in other models.

What to Look for When Choosing an Advisor

If you decide that a fee-only approach fits your needs, the next step is finding someone who is
both qualified and a good match for your personality. Here are a few things to check:

 Certification: Look for a Certified Financial Planner (CFP) professional. The CFP mark
requires extensive training, a rigorous exam, and ongoing ethics requirements. It is
one of the most respected credentials in the field.

* Fee structure transparency: A good advisor will clearly explain how they are paid
before you engage them. If the fee structure seems vague or complicated, ask for it in
writing.

¢ Fiduciary pledge: Confirm that the advisor commits to acting as a fiduciary at all
times, not just when managing investments. Some advisors only act as fiduciaries
during the planning phase.

e Experience with your situation: If you are a small business owner, a physician, or
someone approaching retirement, look for an advisor who has worked with clients in
similar circumstances.

How to Verify Fee-Only Status

It is not always obvious whether an advisor is truly fee-only. Some advisors call themselves
fee-only but still accept commissions through a separate broker-dealer. To verify, you can ask
for a copy of their Form ADV, which is a disclosure document registered with the SEC or state
securities regulator. Part 2 of Form ADV lists how the advisor is compensated. If you see any
mention of commissions, 12b-1 fees, or referral payments, the advisor is not fee-only.

You can also check with the CFP Board's website or NAPFA's directory. Both organizations
maintain lists of advisors who have certifled that they operate on a fee-only basis. The
directory at letsmakeaplan.org, for instance, allows you to filter for fee-only advisors in San
Diego, which can save time when you are starting your search.



The Role of a Fee-Only Financial Advisor in San Diego

San Diego's economy has its own rhythms. The presence of major universities, a large military
community, and a thriving startup scene means that financial planning needs can be diverse. A
fee-only financial advisor who is familiar with the local landscape can help you navigate issues
like state income tax considerations, the cost of private schools versus public options, and the
unique housing market. They can also help you plan for retirement without assuming that you
will sell your home and move to a lower-cost area, which may not be your plan at all.

Because a fee-only financial advisor does not sell products, their advice tends to be more
holistic. They look at your entire financial picture, including cash flow, debt management,
insurance coverage, and estate planning, not just your investment portfolio. This
comprehensive approach can reveal gaps you might not have considered, such as insufficient
disability coverage or an outdated beneficiary designation on a retirement account.

Common Misconceptions About Fee-Only Advisors

Some people assume that fee-only advisors are only for the wealthy. In reality, many fee-only
planners work with clients at various income levels. They may offer modular services, such as
a one-time financial plan for a flat fee, which can be affordable for someone who is just
starting to build wealth. Others charge by the hour, making it possible to get targeted advice on
a specific question without committing to a long-term relationship.

Another misconception is that fee-only means expensive. While the upfront cost may feel
higher than a commission-based advisor who offers "free" reviews, the long-term savings from
avoiding high-commission products and receiving unbiased advice can more than offset the
fee. It is also worth noting that fee-only advisors are not necessarily cheaper in every case, but
the value lies in the alignment of interests.

Questions to Ask Before You Hire

Before you decide to work with a fee-only financial advisor, prepare a short list of questions.
These can help you gauge whether the advisor is a good fit:

1. Are you a fiduciary in all aspects of our engagement, not just investment
management?

2. Can you provide a written description of your fee structure before we begin?

3. What is your approach to financial planning? Do you start with goals or with an
analysis of current assets?

4. How often will we meet, and what is included in the ongoing fee?



5. Do you have experience working with clients who have a similar income level and life
stage to mine?

The answers will tell you a lot about the advisor's philosophy and whether you will feel
comfortable sharing personal financial details with them.

Making the Decision

Choosing a financial advisor is a personal decision. The right fit depends on your comfort level,
the complexity of your finances, and your long-term objectives. For many people, working with
a fee-only financial advisor provides peace of mind that the advice they receive is not colored
by hidden incentives. In a world where financial products are often sold rather than bought,
having someone on your side who is paid only by you can make a meaningful difference.

If you are in San Diego and considering this path, take the time to interview a few candidates.
Ask about their experience with local issues like state taxes, real estate strategies, and the
specific challenges that come with the region's economy. A knowledgeable advisor who
understands both the fee-only model and your local context can help you build a financial plan
that is both sound and tailored to your life.



