Why adviceonly financial planning is reshaping the
advisor-client relationship

For decades, the financial planning industry has relied on a familiar model: advisors charge a
percentage of assets under management, or they earn commissions by selling products.
Those structures work for some people, but they create conflicts that are hard to ignore. When
an advisor's income depends on which fund you pick or how much you invest, the advice itself
can drift toward what pays best, not what serves you best.

That tension has led a growing number of planners to adopt a different approach. They charge
a flat fee or an hourly rate instead of taking a cut of your portfolio. This is often called fee-only
planning. But within that broad category, a more specific philosophy has emerged: adviceonly
financial planning. It strips away product sales, asset management, and every other revenue
stream that could pull an advisor away from pure counsel.

What makes adviceonly financial planning different

At its core, adviceonly financial planning is about separation. The advisor does not manage

your money, sell you insurance, or earn commissions on your investments. They give you a plan
and guidance, and you execute it on your own or with a separate broker. This removes the built-
in incentive to push you toward higher-fee products or to keep your assets under their roof.

For clients, the benefit is clarity. You pay a known amount for a known service. There is no
confusion about whether a recommendation is motivated by your best interest or by the
advisor's bottom line. The planner's job is to help you understand your options, weigh trade-
offs, and make decisions that align with your goals. Then you take those decisions and
implement them however you see fit.

For advisors, the model requires a shift in mindset. You cannot rely on asset growth or product
commissions to build your revenue. Instead, you must be confident that the advice itself is
valuable enough that people will pay for it directly. That changes how you structure your time,
how you communicate with clients, and how you define success.

Who benefits from this model

Adviceonly financial planning works well for people who want a second opinion without
handing over control of their portfolio. It also suits those who have a simple set of investments
and do not need ongoing management, but still want a comprehensive plan for taxes, estate
issues, insurance, and retirement. Small business owners, professionals with concentrated
stock positions, and people approaching retirement often fall into this group.
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Younger clients with smaller portfolios can also benefit. In a traditional AUM model, an advisor
may not take on a client with only fifty thousand dollars to invest because the fees would be
too low to justify the time. With a flat-fee or hourly arrangement, the advisor gets paid for their
expertise regardless of portfolio size, making quality planning accessible to people who are
still building wealth.

On the other side, retirees who have accumulated significant assets may prefer an adviceonly
planner because they do not want to pay an ongoing percentage fee on money they are
drawing down. They want a plan that tells them how much they can spend, how to minimize
taxes, and how to handle required minimum distributions. Once the plan is in place, they can
implement it with a discount broker or a low-cost robo-advisor.

How the advice is delivered

An adviceonly engagement typically starts with a discovery meeting. The advisor gathers your
financial statements, tax returns, insurance policies, and estate documents. They ask about
your goals, your risk tolerance, and your timeline. Then they build a plan that covers the major
areas: cash flow, debt management, investment strategy, tax planning, insurance needs, and
estate basics.

The deliverable is usually a written plan, often accompanied by a meeting where the advisor
walks through each recommendation. You leave with a set of action items. Some planners
offer ongoing check-ins for an annual retainer. Others prefer a one-time project and then make
themselves available for hourly follow-ups as needed.

Because the advisor does not implement the recommendations, the plan must be clear enough
for you to act on. That means specific fund suggestions, dollar amounts, and step-by-step
instructions. It also means the advisor must be careful not to stray into giving legal advice or
making trades on your behalf. The line between planning and implementation is a bright one,
and crossing it would violate the terms of most adviceonly arrangements.

The trade-offs to consider

No model is perfect. Adviceonly financial planning puts more responsibility on the client. You
have to execute the plan, monitor your progress, and make adjustments when life changes. If
you are not comfortable managing your own investments or if you tend to procrastinate, the
plan may sit in a drawer.

There is also the question of cost. A comprehensive plan can cost several thousand dollars.
That is a fair price for deep expertise, but it can feel like a lot upfront. With an AUM model, the
fee is spread out and deducted automatically, so it hurts less even if the total over time is
higher. Some people prefer the predictable expense of a flat fee. Others prefer the gradual,



invisible cost of a percentage. Neither is wrong, but the choice depends on your psychology
and your cash flow.

Another trade-off involves the depth of the relationship. When an advisor manages your money,
they see your accounts every quarter and can spot issues before you do. In an adviceonly
arrangement, the advisor only sees your situation when you schedule a meeting. If you go three
years without a check-in, you might miss an opportunity or a risk that an active manager would
have caught.

How the industry is changing

The rise of adviceonly financial planning reflects a broader shift toward transparency and
specialization. Low-cost index funds and robo-advisors have made asset management cheap
and commoditized. That puts pressure on advisors who used to justify a one percent fee by
saying they picked stocks. Clients now know they can get market returns for a few basis
points, so they are asking what else the advisor provides.

For many advisors, the answer is planning. Real, comprehensive, personalized planning that a
computer cannot replicate. That is exactly what the adviceonly model emphasizes. It separates
the commodity work from the high-value work and charges only for the latter.

Established planners like Steven Fox, CFP, have recognized this trend and restructured their
practices accordingly. By moving to an adviceonly framework, they can serve a wider range of
clients and focus on what they do best: giving clear, unbiased guidance. The model also
appeals to younger advisors who want to build a business without the burden of gathering
assets or selling products.

What to look for in an adviceonly planner

If you decide to explore adviceonly financial planning, start by checking the planner's
credentials. The CFP designation is a good baseline because it requires a fiduciary standard
and a broad education in financial planning. Ask how they charge: is it a flat fee, an hourly rate,
or a retainer? Make sure you understand what you get for that fee. Some planners include
implementation support. Others draw a hard line at the plan itself.

Ask about their scope of expertise. A planner who focuses on retirement may not be the best
choice if you need help with stock options or business succession. Ask how they handle
ongoing questions. Do they charge for email follow-ups? Can you renew the engagement
annually? What happens if your situation changes dramatically mid-year?

Finally, ask for a sample plan or a description of what a typical deliverable looks like. A good
plan should be specific, actionable, and written in plain language. If the planner cannot



articulate what you will receive, that is a red flag.

The bigger picture

Adviceonly financial planning is not for everyone, and it does not have to be. The financial
services industry is large enough to accommodate many models. What matters is that clients
understand the incentives behind the advice they receive. When you know how your advisor
gets paid, you can evaluate their recommendations more clearly.

For advisors who value independence and intellectual honesty, the adviceonly path offers a
way to practice without the conflicts that have long plagued the field. It is not an easy path. You
have to be good enough at what you do that people will pay you directly for your thinking. But
for those who make the leap, the reward is a practice built on trust rather than transactions.



