Finding the Right Financial Advisor

Many different professionals make up the financial services field and when it comes to picking the right advisor for you, it can be confusing.  When I did a search of titles, there were many, so I hope this article helps to clear things up for you.  Some of the more common titles of person’s that usually work directly with the public are Registered Representative, Financial Representative, Financial Consultant, Investment Advisor, Financial Advisor and Financial Planner. The days of the Stockbroker who specialized in hot stocks has all but phased out.  Today they are most likely called Hedge Fund Managers because they still cater to the wealthy offering aggressive stock trading and transactions and they generally demand a portfolio fee versus commissions. Financial professionals who work in banks or wire houses refer to themselves as Client Wealth Managers or Wealth Advisors.   
It’s important to know what securities registrations your financial advisor holds.  This will tell you whether he/she can offer you the types of investments that are important to you. One good thing is that all registered financial persons can be checked out for the types of licenses they hold, firms they’ve worked for, years of experience in the industry as well as any violations they may have made by going to www.Finra.org and searching Finra BrokerCheck. This website is provided as a courtesy and is not under the control of ING Financial Partners.  Following is a summary:
	Series 6 and 63
	These registrations allow a registered representative to sell mutual funds, variable life insurance and variable annuities in exchange for a commission.

	Series 6, 63 and 7
	This registration combination allows a registered representative to sell mutual funds, variable life insurance, variable annuities, stocks, bonds, real estate investments, oil and gas, private placements and certain other specialized investment categories for a commission.


The next group of financial advisors that requires distinguishing is a group known as Registered Investment Advisors (RIA’s) and Investment Advisor Representatives (IAR’s).  These financial advisors may work for a broker dealer as well as an Investment Advisor Firm.  They may work both for a commission or a fee, or a combination of both.  Following is a summary:

	Series 7 and 66  or 
Series 7, 63 and 65
	These registrations allow an investment advisor to sell load and no-load mutual funds, variable annuities, variable life insurance, stocks, bonds, real estate investments, oil and gas, private placements and certain other specialized investment categories.  The fact that the investment advisor representative can work for a fee based on your assets is the reason that they can also offer you no-load mutual funds as well.


The last group of financial advisors are those that hold various designations in addition to their registrations.  These designations are reserved for financial advisors who have taken additional course programs in order to complete a certification that demonstrate additional education.  You may go to www.Finra.org and search “understanding professional designations” or paste http://apps.finra.org/DataDirectory/1/prodesignations.aspx into your web browser to see if your advisor holds a designation and what it means.  This website is provided as a courtesy and is not under the control of ING Financial Partners.

	Professional Designations
Below are some of the more common professional designations you may find on the advisor’s business stationary:
CEP

CFA

CFP

ChFC

CIMA

CLU
	Professional designations along with securities registrations allow a financial advisor to work in all the capacities mentioned above, and maintain additional ethical and fiduciary standards as set by the designations governing board. This is certainly true with the CFP designation. The person who holds the CFP designation has been tested in the areas of the financial planning process, tax planning, retirement planning, investment management and estate planning.  They may prefer to work for a fee to manage assets and prefer to provide financial plans also in order to help the client achieve certain life goals.  The fee process requires the financial advisor to meet and discuss the client’s portfolio minimally once per year and as often as once per quarter.  


Now that we’ve identified the different professionals working for you as well as how you can perform background checks, I’d like to cover a checklist of additional clarifications:

· The first thing to do is to start thinking positive about the value of advice.  Some people do not trust financial advisors because of the tendency to sell rather than offer options, strategies or plans.  The industry works hard to find these individuals and weed them out.  The industry holds really strict requirements on financial advisors and even though a few get called out in the media, many others are hard at work doing the right things.  Financial advisors have to stay on top of changes in the industry through education.  They should know much more than you.

· Understand that many people who are not using planners may benefit from their assistance.  Everyone should consider at least a consultation from a financial advisor that they trust.  The financial advisor’s job is to help you develop a plan to pursue a financially secure future in a manner of living that you are accustomed to or want to improve.  Choose a financial advisor who has clients in your income and asset range.  Advisors may have different fees so make sure you discuss their fee structure with them.
· Choose a financial advisor who doesn’t just offer you their company’s proprietary products.  There are some great insurance companies whose representatives also offer securities products and investment advice; however they may be limited to one company’s products.  I would suggest that you ask your advisor to present at least three different options for your needs, including those from different companies in order to make prudent decisions for yourself. 
· If you prefer products like fixed annuities
 to include in your portfolio, make sure your financial advisor has an insurance license and is comfortable working with insurance products as well or has a close relationship with an independent insurance representative.  It should be noted that some financial advisors do not offer insurance even though it could be a very important piece of the client’s financial plan.
· Ask the financial advisor for at least 3-5 referrals of client’s of 5 or more years and who are most like you and then call those referrals.  Find out if those referrals are receiving satisfactory service and financial advice.  

· Always ask the financial planner to fully explain all the ways that he/she is compensated.  To fully understand what you are being told, ask if there are any ways to reduce the commissions or fees.  Also ask how often you will review.  The answer should be at least once per year.  Ask up to 3 financial advisors for this information.

� There is a surrender charge imposed generally during the years that you own the contract.  Withdrawals prior to age 591/2 may result in a 10% IRS tax penalty, in addition to any ordinary income tax.  The guarantee of the annuity is backed by the financial strength of the underlying insurance company.
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