
Investor Guide 

FIDUCIARY 
DUTY 
What it means to act in a client’s 
best interest 100% of the time, 
no exceptions. 



Invest With A Fiduciary 

An up close 
look at 
financial 
advisors 
• Most financial advisors do not 

operate as fiduciaries. 

• Conflicts of interest largely go 
undisclosed. 

• The brokerage system of 
commissions is highly addictive.

Most financial advisors are not fiduciaries, probably 
because there is currently no law compelling them to act as one. Financial 
service brokerage firms employ “advisors” who aren’t always required to place 
their client’s interests above their own. In the typical financial advisor’s world, 
it’s perfectly acceptable to sell an inferior product that either costs the client 
more, earns themselves a bigger commission, and usually both. 

Imagine if you hired a financial advisor and during your 

initial meeting they were this brutally honest with you: 

Not exactly confidence inspiring, is it? Anyone who’s passed a 

basic exam testing minimal competency, i.e., is this a stock or a bond?, can hold 
themselves out as a financial advisor and work for a prestigious big name firm. 
No disrespect whatsoever to hairdressers, but these professionals must undergo 
a state licensed cosmetology course and then pass a 2-part exam to work in 
their field. Think about that next time someone wants to sell you a mutual fund. 

Every single financial advisor has a choice where they work  

as well as how they’re compensated. Almost universally, they all start off with 
the noble intention of helping people save more via prudent investing. However, 
they get sucked into an addictive brokerage system filled with large 
commissions and lavish praise for selling the most insurance. There’s nothing 
wrong with commissions when separated from advice. It’s when the incentive to 
sell beyond what someone actually needs is when a fiduciary duty is violated. 

I really want to help you achieve your financial goals, but I don’t want 
to be legally required to place your interests above mine because that 

would be too cumbersome for me to implement and I’d make less 
money off your accounts. There are a number of conflicts of interest 
with the products I’m recommending, but I will not disclose them to 
you. Last, I don’t want to assume the additional liability that comes 

with a fiduciary standard. But, I will do my best to help you.



Invest With A Fiduciary 

defining a 
fiduciary 
duty of care 
• Do financial advisors deliver 

unbiased advice? 

• A fiduciary acts in the best interest 
of their clients 100% of the time. 

• Real advisors put clients first while 
brokers put their firms first.

Can you trust a financial advisor to deliver unbiased advice? The 
public largely assumes that all financial advisors are held to the highest 
standard of care when delivering advice. Not true! The reality is that most 
financial advisors don’t always operate with a client’s best interest in mind. 

Acting As A Fiduciary means that the interests of the client are always 

placed above the interests of the financial advisor. Unfortunately, there are two 
sets of rules governing financial advisor standards of care.  

Under federal law, specifically the Investment Advisors Act of 1940, investment 
advisors regulated by the Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) are legally 
required to act as fiduciaries.  

Alternatively, brokers known as registered reps are only held to a “Suitability” 
standard of care. This creates a potential conflict of interest whereas a broker’s 
duty is to their employing brokerage firm first, their client second. Often, it’s 
difficult to tell who an advisor actually works for. 

We Believe Financial Advisors should be held to the same 
fiduciary standards as doctors and attorneys. These professionals must always 
do what’s in the best interest of their client/patient. Further, they must disclose 
and manage any conflict of interest that arises. Without a uniform fiduciary 
standard of client care, the financial advisory industry as a whole cannot 
advance beyond the rightful skepticism of the public at large. 
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Fee-Based 
versus  
Fee-only 
• Most advisors are classified as 

fee-based. 

• Fee-based advisors earn 
commissions on top of fees. 

• This can create a conflict of 
interest that fee-only planners 
aren’t subject to.

If You Hire A Financial Advisor, chances are quite high you’re 

working with a “fee-based” advisor. Sounds good on the surface, but there’s a 
lot to unpack with the fee-based label. 

A fee-based financial advisor is one that charges a fee as well as earns 
commissions on the side. For example, this advisor may charge you a fee for 
services like investment management or financial planning and then earn 
commissions on top of the fee(s) when you trade stocks, purchase annuities, or 
take out insurance policies.  

On top of stock, mutual fund, annuity, and insurance 
commissions, the SEC also classifies 12b-1 Fees hidden inside many 

mutual funds as commissions. A typical 12b-1 fee equates to an extra 0.25% 
that the advisor earns just for marketing the fund to investors. For every $1M in 
assets under management, that’s an extra $2,500 the advisor takes out of the 
client’s return. Fee-based advisors almost universally collect these fees.  

The Biggest Problem 
with a fee-based advisor is 
unless they stop the meeting to 
tell you so, it’s extremely 
difficult to discern when that 
advisor is giving advice versus 
when they’re selling you 
products as a broker. How are 
you supposed to know when 
you’re getting real advice 
versus being sold something? 

A Fee-Only Financial Planner eschews commissions altogether. 
This type of advisor places the interest of the client above their own. For 
example, they may refer the client to an independent insurance agency to 
implement the recommended life insurance instead of selling it themselves.  

Fee-only compensation mitigates almost all the inherent conflict of interest 
found with fee-based advisors. Fee-only advisors are as unbiased as possible, 
which helps ensure clients are receiving advice that’s in their best interest.

Fee-Only Advisor: let me 
hook you up. 

Fee-Based Advisor: let 
me hook you up a little, 
but mostly let me hook 
myself up.

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/1/12b-1fees.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/1/12b-1fees.asp
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Hire A Fee- 
Only 
Financial 
Planner 
• Fee-only planners are objective. 

• Fee-only planners provide holistic 
advice beyond the portfolio. 

• Fee-only planners must legally put 
client interests above their own.

Fee-only financial advisors are objective and generally 

deliver more comprehensive advice than their fee-based counterparts. This 
makes sense. What incentive does a fee-only financial advisor have to sell you 
an annuity you don’t need or an expensive life insurance policy when you really 
just need a simple term insurance policy? The difference is significant in that 
the fee-only advisor’s compensation isn’t contingent on whether or not you buy 
the recommended product. The fee-only advisor is free to focus exclusively on 
advice, not how they’re going to sell you something. 

When the incentive is removed to sell unnecessary or expensive products, 
clients have a better chance of ending up with what they actually need. 

A fee-only advisor’s work usually entails advice beyond just the 
portfolio. They tend to have the Certified Financial PlannerTM Certification, which 
means they’ve met rigorous higher education requirements, committed to a 
strict set of ethics guidelines, and passed an intense examination. On top of 
that, substantial continuing education requirements must be consistently met. 

In addition to the extensive training, education, and certification, fee-only 
planners work for Registered Investment Advisor (RIA) firms. Legally, these 
types of advisory firms must act as fiduciaries at all times with their clients.  

Working with a fee-only financial advisor not only means 
that their compensation is transparent, but it’s simple to understand. There’s no 
guessing about how much the advisor is going to make off you. Your interests 
are aligned. This ethos is one that all financial professionals should adhere to if 
they truly wanted to put their money where their mouth is.



Aspen Leaf Wealth Management, LLC is a “fee-only” 
Registered Investment Advisor (RIA) based in Golden, 
Colorado. The corporate address is 14143 Denver West 
Pkwy, Ste 100, Golden, CO 80401. Aspen Leaf Wealth 
Management, LLC Investment Advisor Representatives 

(IARs) may operate under separate DBAs.  

Prior to initiating a formal financial planning or 
investment advisory relationship in which we charge a 
fee, please contact our office to receive a copy of our 
Form ADV Part 2 & Privacy Policy. Form ADV Part 2 
contains required regulatory disclosures detailing 
important considerations such as our corporate 

structure, custodian relationship, fee schedule, and 
advisor backgrounds.  

We went out of our way to present unbiased data 
believed to be from extremely reliable and respected 
sources. However, its accuracy, completeness, and 

relevance are not guaranteed and no responsibility is 
assumed for errors or omissions. Historical risk and 

return performance is certainly no guarantee of future 
results, and there is no way to anticipate future 

changes to tax law. As such, we encourage you to 
discuss any financial strategy with us as well as your 
personal tax advisor, and remember to always read 
the prospectus before purchasing any investment. 

www.aspenleafllc.com 

For more information regarding the topics discussed in this guide,  

please visit any of these sites. 

Fiduciary Standard - CFP Board 

Fiduciary Standard of Care - Financial Planning Coalition 

Conflict of Interest Final Rule - Department of Labor 

Investment Advisors - Financial Industry Regulatory Authority 

 Why Should I Hire A Fee-Only Financial Advisor? - Fee-Only Network 

Investment Advisors Act of 1940 - Wikipedia 

What Is Fee-Only Financial Planning? - National Association 

 of Personal Financial Advisors 

https://www.cfp.net/public-policy/public-policy-issues/fiduciary-standard
http://financialplanningcoalition.com/issues/fiduciary-standard-of-care/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ebsa/laws-and-regulations/rules-and-regulations/completed-rulemaking/1210-AB32-2
http://www.finra.org/investors/investment-advisers
https://www.feeonlynetwork.com/why-should-i-hire-a-fee-only-financial-advisor/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investment_Advisers_Act_of_1940
https://www.napfa.org/financial-planning/what-is-fee-only-advising
https://www.napfa.org/financial-planning/what-is-fee-only-advising
https://www.cfp.net/public-policy/public-policy-issues/fiduciary-standard
http://financialplanningcoalition.com/issues/fiduciary-standard-of-care/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ebsa/laws-and-regulations/rules-and-regulations/completed-rulemaking/1210-AB32-2
http://www.finra.org/investors/investment-advisers
https://www.feeonlynetwork.com/why-should-i-hire-a-fee-only-financial-advisor/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investment_Advisers_Act_of_1940
https://www.napfa.org/financial-planning/what-is-fee-only-advising
https://www.napfa.org/financial-planning/what-is-fee-only-advising

