
Working with a Fee-Only Financial Advisor in San
Diego: What to Expect

Understanding the Fee-Only Model
When you start looking for financial guidance, one of the first decisions you face is how your
advisor gets paid. Many people have heard horror stories about hidden commissions or
products pushed for the sake of a payout. That is where the fee-only model stands apart. A fee-
only financial advisor charges directly for their advice and planning work, not for selling you
investment products or insurance policies. The compensation comes from you, the client, in
the form of a flat retainer, an hourly rate, or a percentage of assets under management. No
commissions, no kickbacks, no third-party payments. This structure aims to remove the
conflict of interest that can creep in when an advisor earns more by steering you toward one
product over another.

For someone living in San Diego, the range of financial professionals can feel overwhelming.
You have large brokerages, bank-based planners, insurance agents, and independent advisors
all competing for attention. The fee-only option gives you a cleaner way to evaluate whether
the person across the table truly has your interests first. Because you pay them directly, their
incentive is to give you sound, unbiased guidance that stands up over time, not to close a sale
on a particular fund or policy.

How the Fee-Only Model Works in Practice
Fee-only advisors typically offer a few different payment structures. The most common are:

Flat retainer: You pay a fixed amount each month or each quarter for ongoing
planning and portfolio management. This works well if you want a long-term
relationship and regular check-ins.

Hourly: You pay by the hour for specific projects, like a retirement plan or a tax
strategy review. This is a good fit if you only need targeted advice rather than full-time
management.Percentage of assets under management (AUM): You pay an annual fee,
usually around 0.5% to 1% of the assets the advisor manages for you. This aligns the
advisor's success with the growth of your portfolio.

One important point: not everyone who calls themselves fee-only actually follows the model. A
truly fee-only advisor does not accept any compensation from insurance companies, mutual
fund providers, or other third parties. They are often required to act as a fiduciary, meaning they
must put your interests ahead of their own. That fiduciary standard is a key distinction. In San



Diego, where many people are balancing high housing costs with long-term savings goals,
knowing your advisor is a fiduciary can bring real peace of mind.

What to Look for in a Fee-Only Financial Advisor
Finding the right person involves more than just verifying their fee structure. You want
someone who has the credentials and experience to handle your specific situation. Many fee-
only advisors hold the certified financial planner (CFP) designation, which requires extensive
training, a rigorous exam, and ongoing ethics requirements. A CFP professional who operates
on a fee-only basis has made a deliberate choice to separate advice from product sales.

Beyond the designation, consider the advisor's approach to financial planning. Do they take a
holistic view that includes budgeting, tax planning, estate planning, and risk management, or
do they focus mainly on investments? Some fee-only advisors specialize in working with
professionals in their accumulation years, while others focus on retirees or small business
owners. Ask about their typical client profile and whether they have experience with the issues
that matter to you, such as California state taxes, real estate holdings, or stock options from
local tech companies.

Common Misconceptions About Fee-Only Advisors
A few myths tend to surface when people hear "fee-only." One is that fee-only advisors are only
for the wealthy. In reality, many fee-only planners work with clients at various income and asset
levels. They may offer different service tiers or charge by the hour to make advice accessible to
those who are still building their wealth. Another misconception is that fee-only means you get
no product recommendations at all. That is not true. A fee-only advisor can still recommend
specific investments or insurance policies, but they do so based on what fits your plan, not
because they earn a commission on the sale. The difference is in the motivation behind the
recommendation.

Some people assume that fee-only advisors are more expensive than commission-based
advisors. When you add up the costs over time, though, commission-based products often
carry hidden fees that erode returns. A front-end load on a mutual fund or a high-cost annuity
can far exceed a transparent hourly or retainer fee. The fee-only model gives you a clear picture
of what you are paying, which makes it easier to evaluate whether you are getting good value
for the money.

How to Start the Search in San Diego
San Diego has a dense market of financial professionals, which can make the search feel like
hunting for a needle in a haystack. A good place to begin is by using a directory that



specifically lists fee-only advisors, such as the one found on letsmakeaplan.org. That site
allows you to filter for certified financial planners who commit to the fee-only model. You can
also check the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors (NAPFA) for a list of fee-
only planners in your area.

When you have a few names, schedule an initial consultation. Most fee-only advisors offer a
free or low-cost introductory meeting. Use that time to ask about their fee schedule, their
investment philosophy, and how they handle tax and estate issues. Pay attention to how they
communicate. Do they explain things clearly without jargon? Do they ask questions to
understand your goals and concerns? A good advisor should make you feel informed, not
overwhelmed.

It is also worth asking about their experience with clients who have a similar financial profile to
yours. For example, if you are a military family stationed in San Diego, look for an advisor who
understands military benefits and the unique tax situations that come with service. If you are a
tech professional with stock options and a variable income, find someone who regularly
advises on equity compensation and tax planning strategies.

What About the Fiduciary Standard?
The fiduciary standard is the legal obligation to act in your best interest. Not all financial
advisors are fiduciaries. Some are held only to a suitability standard, which means they must
recommend products that are suitable for you, but not necessarily the best or lowest-cost
option. Fee-only advisors who are also registered investment advisers (RIAs) or who hold the
CFP designation are typically bound by the fiduciary standard. This is a critical distinction.
When you work with a fee-only financial advisor, you are hiring someone whose duty is to you,
not to their firm's bottom line or a product manufacturer.

In practice, this means the advisor must disclose any potential conflicts of interest before
recommending a course of action. It also means they must provide advice that is aligned with
your goals, risk tolerance, and time horizon. If you ever feel like something is off, you have the
right to ask for a clear explanation of why a particular recommendation serves your interests.

Putting It All Together
Choosing a fee-only financial advisor is a decision that can shape your financial future. The
model offers transparency, alignment of incentives, and a professional relationship built on
trust rather than transactions. In a city like San Diego, where the cost of living is high and
financial goals range from buying a home to funding a comfortable retirement, having a trusted
advisor who operates without hidden agendas can make a significant difference.

https://www.letsmakeaplan.org/find-a-cfp-professional/certified-professional-profile/69921fdc-0e6d-4800-b776-a9113a971278


Take your time with the selection process. Interview multiple candidates, check their regulatory
history through the SEC or FINRA, and ask for references if needed. A good fee-only financial
advisor will welcome your questions and encourage you to be thorough. The goal is to find
someone who can help you navigate the complexities of your financial life with clarity and
confidence, without worrying about whether their advice is colored by commissions or quotas.


