
  

 

HOW TO HIRE YOUR PLANNING ALLIES1 
Every family circumstance is different and, therefore, the need for advisers will differ.  Some family 

resources and/or interfamily relationships are so complex that many advisors with different skills will be 
necessary.  Other families will not require so much or such diverse assistance.  However, whatever your 
needs as your planning allies come into contact with parts of your life you should be able to depend on them 
to alert you to the need to alter your existing plans and assist you in making the necessary changes. When 
there is a change in family or financial circumstances of which the planning allies are aware (hint, hint!!! It is 
your responsibility to keep them aware.), they will make suggestions relating to changes in financial and 
estate planning needs, but like the proverbial horse and rider, they can only take you to the water, they 
cannot make you drink.   

You are in charge and you are responsible.  The methods you use to assess your needs for particular 
professional guidance and how you select and use that guidance is up to you and pretty much the same no 
matter how complex or simple your family situation or how large or small your financial situation  
 

Being a client is not a passive activity 
 

The single most important rule is that you cannot merely turn your life over to an advisor or a group of 
advisors.  You need to be actively and aggressively involved in each and every decision.   You are responsible 
for making all your life decisions, thus the most important roles for your advisors are those of guide and 
counselor.  Your advisors should NOT make decisions for you.  Their job is to educate and guide you, but it is 
your life and you have to make the decisions that are right for you.  Your advisors should provide you with 
the information you need to decide what is best for you.  They should provide you the tools (1) to assess 
your risk tolerance so that you can decide how much investment risk you are willing to take, (2) to assess 
how much insurance you need, (3) to assess your business needs and risks, (4) to assess the needs of your 
family and (5) to assess what legal issues need to be addressed to accomplish your goals.  As you make these 
decisions your advisors need to present you with the investment, insurance, business, family and legal 
approaches and methods available to accomplish your goals.  It is your job to use their advice to make the 
decisions.  If any advisor attempts to make the decisions for you or attempts to pressure you into making a 
specific decision in a certain way… find a new advisor!  

 
You and each of your advisors need to establish clear expectations for both of you in this working 

partnership.  The more that your expectations of your advisors and your advisors’ expectations of you can be 
put in writing the better chance that there will be fewer and less critical misunderstandings and that you will 
maintain a successful long term relationship.  However, even if you execute some form of contract or 
memorandum of understanding setting out respective responsibilities (or even if you do not execute such a 
contract or memorandum) you and your advisors are partners and constant communication between you 
and your advisors (where appropriate) is essential. Do not expect your advisors to read your mind, nor 
should you be forced to read your advisors’ minds.  Trust and communication are necessary to maintain any 
healthy relationship.   

 
The best advice come from a good team of advisors who work well with you and with each other.  Find 

the right team of advisors and make sure you follow this prescription whenever you need to add or replace 
an advisor. Introduce them to each other and make sure that they can work together as a cohesive team.    



  

 
“O.K.” you say, “all that you say is well and good, but is 

that the right team?  How do I choose my advisors? Who do I 
need?  For what purpose? How do I find them?  Once I hire 
them, how do I set up realistic expectations for a successful 
long-term relationship?” Well, these are all good questions 
and though we cannot give you a fool proof method to select 
advisors or to evaluate those you choose, we can provide you 
with the tools we have found very useful in making those 
decisions.   
 

 Keep in mind that this is not your parents’ stock market, tax environment, estate or retirement 
planning environment.  Life is much more complicated than it used to be, and any individual professional 
advisor is probably not sufficient to help you make all your necessary financial and estate planning 
decisions.  What you need is a team consisting of specialized advisors in areas as diverse as banking, real 
estate, your particular industry or profession, insurance, large and small estates, financial planning, and 
tax planning.  However, with one important caveat (in our view) the most effective advisors are those 
who bring independent, broad and holistic rather than industry or product specific perspective to your 
issues; the exception to this general rule is that specific industry knowledge may be necessary when 
seeking advice regarding a specific circumstance, particularly when making decisions regarding your own 
business.  For example, you and your advisors have decided that a wise investment for you would be to 
buy a business in Industry X.  At that point it is probably necessary to call in experts in Industry X to help 
you and your other advisors decide whether your initial decision is wise and, if so, help you select the 
best company in Industry X for you to buy or the best way to start your own business in Industry X. 

  

Putting a Team Together 
 

What are you looking for?  Ofcourse, you are looking for specific answers to your questions.  You also 
want a sense that each advisor has a sincere concern in helping you resolve whatever is an issue and not just 
selling you something or being able to bill you for time so they can pay their mortgage.  Keep in mind that 
they have a right to earn a living and that you should not expect your advisors to work for free.  However, 
those from whom you are seeking assistance are in service professions.  If they do not have a genuine 
interest in helping their clients, they are not the right person to consult.    
  

For purposes of estate and financial planning it is not advisable to consult an advisor only for a single 
act such as writing a will or buying a stock, mutual fund or insurance policy.  You are not asking a grocer to 
help you pick out a good melon.  You are asking one or more individuals to help you develop, implement and 
maintain plans for the long-term well-being of you and your family. Consequently, you want a team of 
advisors who will provide continuing good advice and good service to oversee your plan’s performance and 
continued relevance to your evolving circumstances and to revise your plan as those circumstances change 
and the environment around you (e.g. tax, economic, product enhancements, etc.) change as well.  You want 
a team of advisors who you can consult at least once a year to monitor your estate and financial plans.  You 
want a team consisting of professionals each of whom gain familiarity with you, your family and the way you 
want to live your life.  These types of relationships will result in the best long term advice and counsel.  Of 
course, the exact makeup of your team at any given time depends upon your needs, but your objective for 
each relationship should be to develop a long-term team. 

 

 

How do I choose my advisors? 
Who do I need?  For what 

purpose? How do I find them?  
Once I hire them, how do I set 
up realistic expectations for a 

successful long-term 
relationship? 



  

It is likely that most advisors you interview will have been referred to you by a friend, colleague 
and/or another advisor.  If you have confidence in the person who referred you to the individual you are 
interviewing you may feel that you can accept the advisor out of hand.  After all, the individual who referred 
you thinks this advisor is good.  But your circumstances are different than those who made the referral even 
if they appear to be the same.  You have a unique personality and unique needs.  Further, you really do not 
know how carefully the referring person has vetted the advisor or how carefully they are monitoring the 
advisor’s performance.  

  
Consequently, though the referral is made in good faith, you must do your own due dilligence.  You 

must research the advisor’s education and performance on your own.  A referral is a good first step, but you 
should talk to at least a few people who have used the advisor in the past to get their perspectives 

 
You should question the potential advisor at some length about his or her approach.  You should 

ultimately be able to say that after reviewing the advisor’s history and 
approach you feel comfortable that and you have confidence in the 
individual’s judgment and their and your personalities will work well together.  

  
So…how do you assemble a proper team of advisors and assess the 

performance of each? Here are what we consider to be the most important 
factors to take in to account when choosing a lawyer, accountant, financial 
planner, insurance advisor, banker or, for that matter, any advisor; and, we 
have come up with an acronym to help you remember them: TEACH. It stands 
for Transparency, Experience, Accountability, Compensation and Honor.   

  
• Transparency 

Advisors should be open and above-board in the 
disclosure of who they are, their background and how 
they do what they do and how they get paid. While 
many industry regulations force a certain amount of 
disclosure, look for advisors who are transparent 
willingly not just because they are forced to be more 
transparent.   
 
o LISTEN carefully to what you are being told and 

think about whether it makes sense.  Is what you 
are being told sensible or does it sound too good to 
be true?   Do you have a sense that you are being 
“glad handed” or do you sense you are being told 
the truth?  Have confidence in your instincts! 

 
o ASK any and all questions that come to mind.  This 

person is going have access to very personal 
information.  Ask the questions that will reveal 
whether the person you are interviewing 
understands the type of circumstances in which 
you currently find yourself.  How will they analyze 
and implement a plan similar to yours (using hypotheticals)? 

 
 

Transparency 
Experience 
Accountability 
Compensation 
Honor 

 
SELECTING YOUR PLANNING ALLIES 

(A Few Questions for Potential Advisors) 
 

1. Tell me about your firm  
2. How many professional staff are 

there? 
3. How quickly should I expect a return 

call if I call and you are not available? 
4. Who do you consult with when you 

have a difficult case or question? 
5. What type of individuals or 

businesses are your typical clients?  
[Here you are trying to determine if 
the advisor is familiar with issues 
that are similar to your own.]  

6. What size of client do you typically 
represent? 



  

o PROBE into anything that is unclear to you.  Remember, it is the professional’s job to provide you 
information in an understandable manner.  If they cannot do so in an initial interview because they 
are not clear or tell you or imply that the answer to what you are asking is “not your business” or is 
too complicated for you to understand (‘Trust me, you do not have to understand the details.’)  
find the office’s nearest exit!  

  
• Experience  

When we were young we were “book 
smart” well-trained by the firms that 
employed us, and diligent.  We had good 
and sincere intentions to help our clients 
succeed.  However, when we were 
young we lacked the insights and 
judgment that only experience gained 
from working with people and being 
trained by exposure to real world issues 
and working in the trenches can provide.   
 

Over the years, we gained the 
experience that allowed us the insights 
and judgment we now bring to our work 
and our clients.  For this reason, we are 
confident most advisors become better 
advisors over time.  How do you 
measure an advisor’s insightfulness and 
judgment?  Here are some things to look 
for and inquire about.  LISTEN. ASK. 
PROBE.   

• Accountability 
The advisor must be able to articulate, 
and should be held accountable for the 
process and tools they will employ to (1) 
understand your needs and, (2) develop 
a plan to meet those needs. You should 
clearly understand what they do and 
how they do it from the outset of your 
relationship so you know what you can 
expect from them and so you have a 
firm template against which you can 
measure whether they have 
accomplished what you and they 
together determined that they should accomplish.  Specificity of an advisor’s explanation of his or her 
methodology is important because it not only gives guidance to you of issues the details of which you 
need to know and understand it also allows you to measure whether they have accomplished what you 
and they together determined that they should accomplish.  

 
 

HOW TO EVALUATE 
AN ADVISOR’S EXPERIENCE 

1. Interview a number of potential advisors in the appropriate subject 
area (e.g. more than one attorney, accountant, investment advisor, 
etc..  This does take some time, but after talking to a few people you 
will get a sense of who will bring insight and judgment to your 
situation.  

2. Remembering the advice we gave you earlier, ask your other 
advisors and friends in whom you have confidence for their 
suggestions experiences with a given advisor. 

3. Ask the advisor you are interviewing for references.  Remember, of 
course, that you are more than likely only being given names of 
people with whom the advisor has had a good and continuing 
relationship.  Nonetheless, with some careful questioning of those 
references you can get some feel for how any particular advisor 
works, the sophistication of his clients and whether any of them 
have background and needs similar to your own.  Also, you can ask 
some of these people if they can direct you to any other clients of 
the advisor.  Remember, getting the person who you are 
interviewing to give you names and phone numbers of current or 
former clients of theirs may be difficult in some cases.   For example, 
attorneys are prohibited by ethics and law from disclosing their 
clients without the client’s permission.  Other professions may have 
ethical limitations on such disclosures.    

4. Is he or she actively taking continuing education courses?  
5. Determine if there is any mechanism for peer review, mentoring and 

other forms of checks-and-balances within their organization and/or 
profession.  This is an important factor for the “old hands” as well as 
the “young upstarts.”  For the “old hands” it ensures that they are 
keeping current and prevents them from relying on what they have 
always done to the exclusion of the new and innovative.  For the 
“young upstarts” it ensures that the advice they give reflects the 
judgments and insights of more experienced colleagues.  

6. In addition, if the advisor is in solo practice the question is how does 
he or she assure themselves that their approach on a project is 
appropriate?  Do they have some type of peer review? 

7. Does the advisor you are interviewing have appropriate licenses, 
degrees and professional designations?   

8. Also, you can ask some of these people if they can direct you to any 
other clients of the interviewed professional. 



  

• Compensation  
How much is all this great advice going to cost?!  Short answer, it varies, but you should always ASK!  
Do not be shy.  You ask how much a piece of clothing costs or how much a ticket to a ball game costs.  
But, frequently, people are uncomfortable asking a lawyer, accountant or financial planner how much 
their services will cost.  This reluctance is understandable.  You are dealing with an individual to whom 
you are relating many private matters and, somehow, the question of fees feels a bit unseemly.  Well, 
we have a piece of advice:   

 
 

 
 

Granted your relationship with the advisors this book discusses is much different and more personal 
than a department store salesperson, but you have a right and a need to know what services will cost you.  
Further, a responsible and trustworthy advisor will have no reluctance to discuss these matters with you and 
will not be the least put off by the discussion.  In fact, often a sophisticated advisor will relieve your 
discomfort about raising the issue of compensation by introducing the topic before you raise it.  

What you need to know is how much the services provided will cost and when you will pay for 
services.  Are the fees based on an hourly charge, one of the various forms of commission, a percentage of 
some kind?  As with anything, this information will permit you to determine whether the cost is worth the 
benefits you expect to receive. Ask for a fee schedule, some sort of disclosure document or sample contract 
depending on circumstances. Methods of payment and amounts of compensation differ among 
professionals.  Let’s take a look at the way various professionals you are likely to encounter in developing 
your estate and financial plans are compensated.  

  
Accountants and Attorneys will charge either an 

hourly fee or a fixed amount for a specific project or some 
combination of the two.  However, even if you are quoted 
an hourly fee the attorney or accountant should be able to 
give you a reasonably accurate estimate of the total fee to 
be charged for a specific project.    

  
Insurance agents are generally compensated on a 

commission basis.  They are paid by the insurance company 
the policy of which is sold to you.  The fee, referred to as a 
commission, is built in to the premium you are paying for 
purchasing the insurance policy. For some insurance such as 
auto or term life the commission is paid only once by the 
insurance company out of the premium you pay it for the 
policy.  On the other hand, for other policies such as whole 
life insurance and annuity policies, for example, the agent’s 
commissions may be paid every year from the annual 
premiums you pay for those policies. Thus, even though you 
are not writing a check directly to the agent for their 
services you are paying their fee and have a right to know 
how much the total fee will be.  

 
 
  

HOW MUCH DO YOUR SERVICES COST? 
1. How are your fees determined? 
2. If you are charging me a flat fee for a will 

you provide me with a contract setting out   
the services that will be included for that 
fee?  

3. If you are charging me an hourly fee 
provide me with an estimate of the cost for 
my specific project and provide me with a 
contract setting out what services are 
included in that estimate and what 
additional services that are not currently 
anticipated might be required to complete 
the project.  

4. Will you charge me for phone calls and/or 
e-mails?  

5. Will you receive a finders’ fee in any form if 
you refer me to others? [Note that there 
are rules enforced by the various 
professional associations (e.g., bar 
associations, associations of certified public 
accountants, etc), and ethics rules 
promulgated by the various groups that 
prohibit or regulate the payment of such 
fees.  Ask your advisor for a copy of these 
rules.  

 Get Over Your Reluctance!!! 
 



  

 
 
 
Financial Planners’ compensation can take various forms.  We have set out here the most usual 

forms of fee arrangements:  
  

Flat Fee Plus: This is a stated one-time fee for the 
development and implementation of an initial financial 
plan. However, in addition you MAY incur additional fees 
for specific products sold to you to implement your plan 
together.  Ask your advisor for periodic updating (may be 
provided for updated fee schedule). 

  
 
 
Hourly Fee Plus: This is a stated amount per hour 

charged by the advisor for services performed.  You should 
ask the advisor to set out his or her fee schedule.  The 
amount of the fees should be clearly set out by the advisor 
and a reasonable attempt at an estimate of the total fee 
must be made with a detailed explanation of the services 
to be included in that estimate.   Keep in mind that the 
fees charged directly to you may be augmented by 
commissions paid by the company the policies or 
investments of which are being sold to you.    

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Percentage of Assets:  This is a fee the amount of 
which is determined by a stated percentage of the 
value of the assets your advisor is responsible for 
investing.  Consequently, as the assets increase in 
value the advisor’s compensation will be increased 
and should the assets decrease in value the advisor’s 
compensation will, likewise, decrease. It is a fee 
charged for the development and implementation of 
and the continual monitoring and revising of your 
investment plan. Obviously, it assumes a continuing 
relationship between you and your advisor.  You 
should ask the advisor to set out a table of fees to be 
charged. 
  
 

HOW ARE ASSETS VALUED? 

1. Because the amount of this fee is determined and paid 
periodically, it is based on the value of the assets under 
management determined usually annually, though some 
advisors will base their fees on asset revaluations made 
quarterly or semi-annually? or annually?  (Usually these are 
determined quarterly.)  

2. How is the value of the assets determined for purposes of 
calculating the periodic calculation of fees? (Usually, the 
value is a fair market value of assets.)  Note that to the extent 
assets under management consist of assets that are not easily 
valued it is important that the advisor clearly states the 
method used to value those assets.) 

3. How is the value of the assets determined for purposes of 
calculating the periodic calculation of fees? (Usually, the 
value is a fair market value of assets.  Note that to the extent 
assets under management consist of assets that are not easily 
valued it is important that the advisor clearly states the 
method used to value those assets.)    

FLAT FEE PLUS WHAT? 

1. What services will be included for the flat fee.  
2. What commissions will you be paid for 

products sold to me?  (Remember, as with 
insurance agents, even though you do not pay 
these fees directly to the advisor, the amount 
of the commissions paid to them by the 
insurance company, mutual fund or other 
investment company the policies or 
investments of which are being sold to you are 
reflected in the cost to you of those policies or 
investments.)  

3. What are the hourly fees you will be charged 
for the advisors’ work in overseeing and 
maintaining your plan as your circumstances 
change? 

4. What services might be necessary for the 
ongoing management of the financial plan and 
what fees will be charged for those services? 
 

 

 

  



  

Commission:  Some advisors, like 
insurance agents, are compensated exclusively 
through payments from the company the 
products of which are being sold to you.  These 
fees, known as commissions are paid from the 
amounts you pay the company for their 
products.  Thus, though you do not pay the fee 
directly, you do pay the fee because the price of 
the product has been increased to reflect the 
compensation.  You should ask the advisor to 
set out the commission he or she will receive for 
each type of product that is sold to you.   These 
charges should be clearly set forth at the 
beginning of your relationship with your advisor.  
 
• Honor 

Pick a word -- honorable, ethical, honest, trustworthy -- Whatever the word, perhaps the most important 
thing you want from your advisors is INTEGRITY. You not only want to be able to trust their judgment, you 
also want to be assured that they are being honest in their dealings with you and are looking out for your 
best interests.  After all, you are trusting them with the well-being of you and your family.   

Attorneys and accountants are licensed by the states in which they are allowed to practice.  Their licensing 
agencies are responsible for establishing and enforcing the profession’s ethical standards.  All such agencies 
welcome your inquiries regarding a professional’s license and disciplinary history. 

Financial advisers are regulated by the Securities and Exchange Commission (“SEC) and the Financial 
Industry Regulatory Authority (“FINRA”).  The SEC is a federal government agency but FINRA is a private, non-
profit, organization responsible for regulating firms and individuals engaged in selling securities to investors.  
All individuals selling insurance are regulated by each state.  All of these organizations require disclosure 
statements be provided to clients. 

In addition to verifying a professional’s status, there are a number of ways of assuring yourself of an 
advisor’s continued trustworthiness.  There is, of course, your own instinct.  You should not become paranoid, 
but never ignore your own gut feelings.  In addition, however, there are some objective ways of reassuring 
yourself.  

Understanding Commissions 

1. Different product types as well as different sponsors of similar 
product types carry different commission amounts, it is important 
that you know these variables so that you can properly assess the 
appropriateness of any particular investment.     

2. Referral Fees are not commissions but they can be defined as first 
cousins to commissions.  They are monies paid by an investment 
company or a particular investment (other than commissions) to 
pay an advisor for using their product or service It is important for 
you to determine if your advisor will receive any form of referral fee 
from any product or service provider to which or to whom you are 
referred.  If so, your advisor should disclose such arrangements to 
you before you avail yourself of the advisor’s services or allow the 
advisor to purchase a given product or service.  The financial 
services industry and legal and accounting professions have strict 
guidelines regarding referrals. 

TRUST BUT VERIFY! 

1. Ask your advisor and others how the advisor is regulated.  Check with the appropriate regulatory body to determine if your advisor is in 
full compliance with their rules and whether the advisor has been reported to have violated professional ethics rules.  Don’t forget, the 
mere fact that someone is licensed and/or works in a regulated industry does not make them necessarily competent and certainly does 
not guarantee they are honest.   

2. Check your financial statements for accuracy every quarter. 
3. Cash, stocks, mutual funds and similar investments should be maintained in a custodial account at a bank or other institution 

independent of your advisor. You must check periodically with these custodians to make sure the assets being held by them for your 
benefit agree in amount and identity with the statements provided by your advisor.  

4. Verify that the mutual fund, the insurance company, brokerage, business or partnership received the cash you directed your advisor to 
deliver to them. 

5. Verify that any documents that are supposed to be filed with a governmental or regulatory authority are properly filed.  
6. Deeds for any property must be filed with the appropriate county recorder.  Make sure you receive the recorded deed showing the 

proper filing stamps directly from the recording officer and not via your advisor.  Check with the appropriate county recorder, secretary 
of state or department of corporations directly to assure the proper filing of the entity’s organizing documents. 
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