


Whether you’re looking to change advisors or hire one 
for the first time, this complimentary guide will help 
you understand the most important factors to consider.

Do you have the time, expertise, and desire to tackle all the important financial decisions you’ll face?  If 
not, then you will want to engage a professional to guide you on your financial journey.  During your 
search for an advisor or advisory firm, you’ll want to understand the following important keys: 

• How the advisor is paid and whether they are a fiduciary
• What your all-in investment costs will be
• The advisor’s communication, process, and investment philosophy
• Whether the advisor adds value through financial planning and additional services
• Their service model and succession plan

It is our hope this guide to choosing the right financial advisor for you is helpful.  At the end, we’ll make 
a pitch for hiring Pittenger & Anderson as your financial advisory firm.  But first, the five keys… 

1) Compensation & Standard of Care

Financial advisors largely fall into one of two categories: those who sell products and those who don’t.  
In industry parlance, advisors who sell products are fee-based, while those that don’t sell any products 
are known as fee-only advisors.  While their names are similar, these advisory business models have 
important differences that can affect your financial future, including compensation and standard of 
care. 

How is the advisor compensated? 
● Fee-based: Most financial advisors fall into this category.  These advisors earn a percentage fee

on the investments they manage as well as commissions on products they sell.  If you see
“securities offered through…Member SIPC, FINRA” at the bottom of an advisor’s website, it
means they can earn compensation by selling you products.
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● Fee-only: These advisors’ sole compensation comes from a transparent management fee.  They
do not sell products or receive commissions.  If the advisor you are considering does not have
“fee-only” on their website, then they are most likely not a fee-only advisor.  Pittenger &
Anderson is a fee-only advisor.

Does the advisor always operate as a fiduciary? 
● There are two standards of care in the financial advisory world: suitability and fiduciary.  It is

imperative to understand the difference between the two.  Advisors who follow the fiduciary
standard are required to put their clients’ best interests ahead of their own.  Those who
conform to the suitability standard just have to make sure their recommendations are suitable,
given the client’s goals, age, resources, and other factors.  The fiduciary standard is the highest
in our industry.

● Fee-based advisors typically are fiduciaries when offering advice but not necessarily when
recommending investments.  Since these advisors can switch hats mid-stream, it is important to
clarify what headwear they are donning throughout your engagement.  Conflicts of interest can
be more prevalent with this business model.

● Fee-only advisors are full-time fiduciaries, both when offering advice as well as when
implementing this advice (recommending investments).

Advisors who are paid upfront in the form of a sales commission may not have as strong of an 
incentive to provide ongoing value as do advisors who are paid an ongoing management fee.  The 
latter must earn their keep every day and for this reason are more likely to look for ways to add value 
for their clients on a consistent basis. 

2) Communication, Process & Philosophy

According to Financial Advisor magazine, the #1 reason why clients fire their financial advisor is lack of 
communication.  So, you’ll want to find an advisor who is both proactive and responsive.  A few ways 
to tell: Do they have a defined account review process that lends itself to regular check-ins with you?  
Do they utilize a team-based approach that allows for quicker response times?  Do they offer a variety 
of financial planning and ancillary services (see section #4 below) that leads to value-add 
conversations?  If the answer is yes to either or both questions, then you’ve likely found yourself an 
advisor who will touch base with you on a regular schedule. 

Perhaps the most important time to hear from an advisor is when the markets go through an inevitable 
rocky patch, like the first half of 2020 or 2022.  Your advisor should be able to explain why your 
account is invested the way it is and why that is the best strategy for your financial goals.   

Account review process 
You will want to find an advisor who reviews your investment and retirement accounts on a consistent 
basis.  In our experience, we’ve seen a lot of portfolios that have never been adjusted or rebalanced 
after the initial investment.  Failing to do so can result in the client taking on risks they didn’t initially 
anticipate.  Your accounts deserve attention and even if no changes are made, there should be 
communication from the advisor letting you know the accounts were reviewed in a systematic way. 

https://www.fa-mag.com/news/why-clients-fire-financial-advisors-62842.html


Investment philosophy 
It is important to understand the investment philosophy of the advisor and ensure it matches up with 
your own.  If you seek to generate long-term market-like returns, then you won’t be a good fit for an 
advisor who attempts to time the market by jumping in and out of stocks based on some metric or 
“system.”  Will the advisor keep you fully invested?  Will they seek to keep your investment expenses 
low?  Will they align your portfolio to your risk tolerance and risk capacity?  You’ll want to explore any 
philosophical differences upfront. 

To sum it up, look for an advisor who has a defined communication and account review process, and a 
well-defined investment philosophy that aligns with your risk profile and your goals. 

3) Investment Fees & Expenses

Other than investor behavior (timing the market, letting emotions dictate investment decisions, etc.), 
no other factor will have a greater impact on your investment success than the expenses you pay.  Yet, 
many investors do not fully understand the impact of paying higher investment fees.  There is a reason 
for this.  The financial services industry can make a lot more money if you don’t know how much you’re 
paying. 

Investment expenses come in many flavors.  There are sales loads, management fees, trading 
commissions, fund expense ratios, 12b-1 fees, and more.  Some are hidden and some are transparent.  
(At P&A, we routinely analyze the investment portfolios of incoming prospective clients and we have 
seen combined investment fees and expenses as high as 3.50% per year!) 

The chart below shows the hypothetical difference in paying 1% more in fees per year, assuming you 
start with a $1 million investment portfolio that grows at 8% per year for 30 years.  The blue shaded 
lines represent Portfolio #1 with lower all-in expenses, while the orange shaded lines are the more 
expensive Portfolio #2.  Over the course of 30 years, the fee differential compounds and the ending 
value for Portfolio #1 is $1.9 million higher!  

https://pittand.com/2018/10/29/why-investment-fees-matter/


Source: Pittenger & Anderson, Inc. 

The important step is understanding what you are paying by asking what your all-in costs are.  Then 
you can compare with other advisors’ all-in costs. 

4) Financial Planning & Additional Services

A financial plan is the cornerstone of a strong financial advisory relationship.  Having a plan and 
collaborating with a fiduciary advisor creates a sense of calm and helps to keep you focused on the 
long-term and what truly matters.   

More specifically, a financial plan will help you with the following: 
● Determining a safe withdrawal rate from your retirement and investment accounts.
● Providing a framework to make sound financial decisions in key moments or in times of crisis.
● Focusing on the long-term picture and brushing off short-term disruptions.
● Gaining financial peace of mind.

How will you benefit from a financial plan? 
● If you are set financially, a plan can show you what is possible.
● A financial plan can help you leave a legacy and fund philanthropic gifts.
● Revisiting your plan every couple of years or as circumstances dictate can help you remain on

track to achieve your financial goals.



Source: MoneyGuidePro 

An important distinction lies between a financial plan, which is static, and ongoing financial planning, 
which is dynamic.  While having a financial plan is a good starting point, it’s just that…a starting point.  
Far better and more valuable is the ongoing planning that a financial plan can spawn, and a good 
financial advisor can shepherd.  This ongoing planning seeks out new opportunities, suggests course 
adjustments, and ensures the compass remains pointed in the right direction. 

Key considerations with ongoing financial planning: 
• Offer advice on your workplace retirement accounts?
• Keep an eye on additional investment assets you have?
• Analyze your existing insurance policies and annuity contracts?
• Collaborate with other key advisors you have (accountant, estate planning attorney, etc.)
• Enroll in Medicare or review your drug plan annually?
• Explore tax-efficient charitable strategies like a DAF or a QCD?
• Track your Required Minimum Distributions from IRAs and Inherited IRAs?
• Maximize your Social Security benefits

Good advisors can pay for themselves by minimizing taxes, helping you stretch your charitable impact, 
and charting an overall course for your financial future…then serving as your guide for the journey. 

5) Service Model & Succession Plan

Will your advisor have a team of people surrounding him or her, or will they be a lone wolf?  What is 
their succession plan should something happen to them?  The proverbial hit-by-a-bus scenario does 
happen, so you’ll want to understand who takes over the management of your account in this 
situation.  Many advisors are the same age as their clients and so just when you need them the most—
at retirement—they are on their way out of the business.  Be sure to ask a potential advisor about their 
succession plan.   

An advisor’s client service model is a function of their business model and whether they have chosen 
the team/ensemble approach or the solo advisor path.  Having a team of people all working together 
for your financial benefit is a powerful engine to have on your side.  Given that humans have a limited 
bandwidth, it’s impossible for advisors to be experts in all facets of your financial life.  Here’s where 
having a team approach, with a variety of skillsets, is handy, both for you and the advisor.   



There you have five important considerations when looking for an advisor, or a new advisor.  Now, a 
word from our sponsor… 

So why choose Pittenger & Anderson? 

Pittenger & Anderson was founded in 1995 and today we serve roughly 700 individuals and families 
from over 30 U.S. states.  P&A is proud to have made the CNBC FA 100 list of top advisory firms in 
the U.S. for 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022.  Click the link above or search the P&A Blog for “CNBC” to 
learn more about the criteria used to select the CNBC FA 100. 

We work best with individuals and families that are going through a money-in-motion event and 
have over $500,000 in investable assets.  They are seeking to delegate the management of these 
monies to a firm of professionals.  If you do not have the time, expertise, or desire to do all of this on 
your own, then having a trusted advisor becomes essential.   

In response to the five keys covered above, here is information specific to P&A: 

• Compensation & standard of care: We are an independent fee-only Registered Investment
Advisor, and a full-time fiduciary.  Here is our Statement of Fiduciary Oath.  We do not sell any
financial products, nor do we earn any type of commission.  Our only compensation is the
transparent management fee we charge, which is a percentage of the assets we manage for
you.  Our Fee Schedule is on our website here.  All retirement accounts begin at 0.75% per year.
After-tax/brokerage accounts start at either 0.75% or 1% depending on the strategy used.  Our
fee schedule decreases as accounts hit certain asset levels.

• Investment fees & expenses: As a fee-only advisor, we have a strong desire to keep your
investment expenses as low as possible while still achieving a well-diversified portfolio.  To
reiterate, the difference in paying higher fees over time is astounding.  We utilize low-cost
index funds for a lot of our portfolios, which helps to control internal portfolio costs for our
clients.  A few of the mutual funds we utilize for clients have a transaction fee, which goes to
the custodian, not to P&A.

• Communication, process & philosophy:  P&A has a defined quarterly account review process,
which results in our advisors reaching out to our clients at least four times per year.  Additional
account reviews take place when monies are added to or withdrawn from the account.
Proactive outreaches by our advisors occur when markets dictate, when planning opportunities
present themselves, and when the advisor just wants to check in and say hello.  Our investment
philosophy comes down to this:

o Patience and discipline are an investor’s best friend, while fear and greed are the
enemy.

o We don’t believe in trying to time the market.  Owning high quality stocks and bonds
and staying fully invested to an appropriate investment mix will lead to the best long-
term outcome for you.

o Keeping our clients’ investment costs low means more of their money continues
compounding for them.

https://pittand.com/2021/10/06/pa-makes-cnbc-top-100-list/
https://pittand.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/PA-Principles-Page.pdf
https://pittand.com/fees/
https://pittand.com/2018/10/29/why-investment-fees-matter/


o Market volatility is normal and to be expected. It also presents opportunities to
rebalance your account or realize losses that we can use to offset future gains.

o We eat our own cooking by investing our personal monies in the same investments and
strategies that we use for our clients.

• Financial planning & additional services: The financial plan is the cornerstone of our
relationship because a plan and the ongoing planning that results allows us to add the most
value in our relationship with you.  Since we include our financial planning services in our
investment management fee, we encourage our clients to get as much work out of us as they
can.

o See a list of 10 complimentary services we offer on our website.
o Here are 12 ways an excellent financial advisor adds value from the P&A Blog.

• Service model & succession plan:
o At Pittenger & Anderson, we utilize a Lead Advisor-Service Advisor structure.  The Lead

Advisor is responsible for the client relationship, planning, and investment strategy.  The
Service Advisor is your point of contact for money movements, charitable bequests,
address changes, beneficiary designations, online account access, and many other
operational and logistical items.  We also have two Senior Health Insurance Program
(SHIP) consultants to assist our clients with Medicare enrollment and annual drug plan
reviews.  Additionally, we have a licensed Insurance Consultant who can review any
existing life insurance policies and annuity contracts to help you understand your
options.  These additional services are offered on a complimentary basis to our
investment management and financial planning clients.

o Regarding our succession plan, we took on three additional partners in 2012 and have
added two since, bringing our total to seven.  We’ll likely add additional partners as time
goes on to ensure our clients financial lives are well-taken care of for decades to come.
You can read more about our company history and succession plan on our website’s
About page.

If you like what you’ve read here and are interested in taking the next step on your financial journey, 
please connect with us.  You will find our approach proactive but not pushy.   

Pittenger & Anderson - The confidence your money is looking for. 

https://pittand.com/2018/07/10/on-bears-and-corrections/
https://pittand.com/2015/12/29/the-value-of-harvesting-losses/
https://pittand.com/complimentary-services/
https://pittand.com/2020/08/11/12-ways-excellent-financial-advisor-adds-value/
https://pittand.com/blog/
https://pittand.com/about/
https://pittand.com/connect/


 
 

     
 

Additional resources: 
• The National Association of Personal Financial Planners (NAPFA) has a good list of questions to 

ask a potential financial advisor.   
• The Financial Planning Association (FPA) offers a Planner Search tool. 
• You can check a financial advisors disciplinary background on the SEC’s website for Registered 

Investment Advisors and on the FINRA website for broker-dealers. 
• Form CRS is a Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC)-required document that all financial 

advisors must provide to potential clients.  P&A’s can be found on our website here.  Form CRS 
addresses the material aspects of the client/customer relationship and allows a potential client 
to better compare different advisory firms. 

• Registered Investment Advisors must also publish a Form ADV, which tells more about the firm 
and the people involved in managing your money.  P&A’s can be found here. 

http://s3.napfa.cql-aws.com.s3.amazonaws.com/files/Consumer/Advisor%20Checklist.pdf
http://s3.napfa.cql-aws.com.s3.amazonaws.com/files/Consumer/Advisor%20Checklist.pdf
https://www.plannersearch.org/
https://www.adviserinfo.sec.gov/IAPD/Default.aspx
https://www.adviserinfo.sec.gov/IAPD/Default.aspx
https://brokercheck.finra.org/
https://pittand.com/adv-and-privacy/
https://pittand.com/adv-and-privacy/
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