How to Identify Trustworthy SEC-Registered
Advisors

When you start looking for financial advice, the alphabet soup of credentials can feel
overwhelming. CFP, CFA, CPA, RIA, IAR. But one label carries real legal weight: SEC-registered
advisors. These professionals operate under the oversight of the Securities and Exchange
Commission, which means they follow rules designed to put your interests first. Not every
advisor who calls themselves a fiduciary actually meets that standard, so knowing what SEC
registration means and how to find it matters more than most people realize.

Many investors assume that anyone calling themselves a financial advisor has passed some
kind of regulatory test. In reality, the rules vary depending on what the advisor does and who
they work for. Brokers who sell stocks and mutual funds register with FINRA, not the SEC
directly. Insurance agents follow state insurance regulations. But advisors who give ongoing
financial planning advice for a fee and do not manage assets or sell products often register
with the SEC as investment adviser representatives. That distinction is what sets AdviceOnly
SEC-registered advisors apart from the rest of the crowd.

What SEC Registration Actually Means

The SEC oversees investment advisers under the Investment Advisers Act of 1940. When an
advisor registers with the SEC, or with their state securities regulator, they agree to a fiduciary
standard. That standard requires them to act in your best interest at all times, disclose
conflicts of interest, and avoid putting their own financial gain ahead of yours. Compare that to
the suitability standard that governs brokers. Under suitability, a broker only has to recommend
products that are "suitable" for you, even if cheaper or better options exist.

SEC-registered advisors also file a document called Form ADV. Part one of that form lists the
advisor's background, any disciplinary history, and how they charge. Part two describes their
services, fees, and the types of investments they recommend. You can look up any advisor's
Form ADV on the SEC's Investment Adviser Public Disclosure website. It takes five minutes and
it tells you more about an advisor's real track record than any website testimonial ever could.

There is a catch though. Not every SEC-registered advisor works on a fee-only basis. Some
charge fees but also earn commissions on products they sell. Others manage your portfolio
and charge a percentage of assets under management. That is fine for people who want asset
management, but it is not the same as pure advice. The term "fee-only" is what separates
advisors who only take money from their clients from those who also take money from product
providers. When you combine fee-only with SEC registration, you get a particularly reliable kind
of advisor.



Why Fee-Only Matters Alongside SEC Registration

An advisor can be SEC-registered and still have a financial incentive to steer you toward certain
products. If they earn commissions on insurance policies or mutual funds, those commissions
create an inherent conflict. Even if the advisor is honest, the structure makes it harder for you
to know whether a recommendation came from pure analysis or from the potential payout.
Fee-only advisors eliminate that question entirely. They earn their income from the fees you
pay them, either hourly, as a flat retainer, or as a percentage of the assets they manage.

But watch out for the phrase "fee-based." That sounds similar but means something different.
Fee-based advisors charge fees and also earn commissions. They are not the same as fee-
only. The SEC does not regulate the use of the term "fee-only" itself, but the Certified Financial
Planner Board of Standards does restrict how CFP professionals can use it. If a CFP calls
themselves fee-only, they must not receive commissions of any kind. That is a strong
backstop, but it only applies to CFPs. Other advisors can use the term more loosely.

That is where the combination of SEC registration and a stated fee-only model becomes
powerful. AdviceOnly SEC-registered advisors have passed through a regulatory process that

requires them to disclose their fee structure and any conflicts. They have also chosen a
business model that aligns their income with the quality of your plan, not with the volume of
products they sell. You still need to verify their fee structure on their Form ADV, but the
regulatory foundation makes that verification straightforward.

How to Check an Advisor's Registration Status

The SEC's Investment Adviser Public Disclosure website, or IAPD, is the most reliable tool for
checking an advisor's background. You can search by name or by firm. The search returns a
summary of the advisor's registration, including whether they are currently registered, what
exams they have passed, and any disclosures about past legal or regulatory trouble. You can
also pull the full Form ADV for the firm, which lists every person working under that
registration.

When you read Form ADV, pay attention to a few specific sections:

e Item 5: lists all disciplinary events involving the firm or its employees. If you see
anything here, read the details carefully. Minor paperwork issues happen, but multiple
client complaints or regulatory actions are a red flag.

e Item 8: describes how the firm charges. Look for language about fees only, with no
mention of commissions or third-party compensation. If the language is vague, ask
the advisor directly for a clear breakdown.


https://adviceonly.com/

e Item 11: describes the types of clients the firm serves. If the firm focuses on high-net-
worth individuals and you have a more modest portfolio, you may not get the
attention you need.

You can also check with your state securities regulator. Many smaller advisory firms register at
the state level rather than directly with the SEC. State-registered advisors follow similar rules
and also file Form ADV. The IAPD includes state-registered firms too, so one search usually
covers both.

What to Ask Before You Hire

Once you have identified a few SEC-registered advisors who appear clean and fee-only, set up
introductory calls. Treat those calls as interviews, not sales pitches. Come prepared with
specific questions about how they work, what they charge, and how they handle conflicts.
Good advisors welcome those questions because they signal a serious client.

Ask whether they will serve as a fiduciary at all times, not just when giving advice. Some
advisors act as fiduciaries only when providing financial planning, but act under the less strict
suitability standard when recommending specific investments. If the advisor says they are
always a fiduciary, ask them to confirm that in writing. If they hesitate, that is useful
information.

Ask how they get paid. A fee-only advisor will give you a clear answer. They charge either an
hourly rate, a flat fee per plan, or a retainer. They do not earn commissions, trailing
commissions, or any other form of third-party compensation. If the answer sounds
complicated or includes phrases like "some fees from product providers,' that is a sign the
advisor is not fee-only.

Ask about the scope of the engagement. Some advisors provide a comprehensive financial
plan covering investments, taxes, insurance, and estate planning. Others focus on one or two
areas. Neither approach is wrong, but you need to know what you are getting. The best
scenario is finding an advisor who can address the full picture and refer you to specialists
when needed.

Ask how they handle investments if they do not manage assets. Advisors in the AdviceOnly
SEC-registered advisors network typically help clients design a portfolio, choose low-cost index
funds or ETFs, and set up a strategy for rebalancing, but they do not take custody of the money
or execute trades. That approach keeps the advisor focused on the plan and avoids the conflict
that comes with charging a percentage of assets under management.

A Practical Step for Your Search



Start with the directory of AdviceOnly SEC-registered advisors if you want a short list of
candidates who have already been vetted for the fee-only, fiduciary model. Then cross-check
each candidate on the IAPD site to confirm their registration status and review their ADV. That
two-step process takes maybe thirty minutes and gives you a level of certainty that a simple
Google search never could.

The financial planning industry has plenty of good advisors. But it also has plenty of people
who call themselves advisors while operating under standards that do not require them to put
your interests first. SEC registration is not a perfect filter, but it is a strong one. When you
combine it with a fee-only commitment and your own willingness to ask hard questions, you
get a relationship built on trust rather than assumptions.

Do not rely on titles or credentials alone. Look at the regulatory structure underneath. SEC-
registered advisors who operate on a fee-only basis have chosen to work in a framework that
makes their loyalty clear. That clarity is worth the extra effort to find them.
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