
How retirement planning without commissions
keeps your interests first
When people start thinking about retirement, they usually look for someone who can help them
make sense of their options. The financial industry offers plenty of help, but not all of it works
the same way. Some advisors earn their money through commissions on the products they
sell. Others charge a flat fee or an hourly rate and never take a cut from a transaction. This
difference matters more than most people realize, especially when you are trying to build a
plan that lasts for decades.

Retirement planning without commissions is not a new idea, but it has gained traction as more
people discover how incentives shape the advice they receive. An advisor who gets paid only
by you has a different motivation than one who earns a commission from a fund company or
an insurance carrier. The distinction is not about good people versus bad people. It is about
structure. When the payment comes from a third party, the advice can drift toward products
that pay the advisor well, even if those products are not the best fit for the client.

What changes when commissions are removed
The core shift is straightforward. An advisor who does not accept commissions has no reason
to push one investment over another based on payout. Every recommendation is supposed to
stand on its own merits. That does not guarantee perfection, no advisor is infallible, but it
removes a common source of bias. For someone saving for retirement over twenty or thirty
years, even a small bias in product selection can compound into a meaningful difference in
final savings.

Fee-only advisors typically charge a percentage of assets under management, a flat retainer, or
an hourly fee. Some charge a project fee for a specific plan. The key is that their income comes
directly from the client, not from a product manufacturer. This model is often called fiduciary
advice, meaning the advisor is legally required to act in the client’s best interest. That standard
already applies to registered investment advisors under the investment advisers act of 1940,
but not all financial professionals operate under that rule. Insurance agents and broker-dealer
representatives often work under a suitability standard, which is weaker.

For retirement planning, the difference between a fiduciary standard and a suitability standard
can show up in practical ways. A commission-based advisor might recommend a variable
annuity with high fees because the commission is attractive, even though a simpler portfolio of
low-cost index funds would serve the client better. A fee-only advisor has no such incentive.
The advice tends to be simpler and more transparent.



How to identify the right model for you
Not every fee-only advisor is a good fit, and not every commission-based advisor gives bad
advice. But if you want to avoid conflicts of interest in your retirement plan, the fee-only model
is worth seeking out. The challenge is finding someone who actually works that way. Some
advisors call themselves fee-based, which sounds similar but is different. Fee-based advisors
charge fees and also accept commissions. That hybrid model can still create the same
conflicts as a pure commission model.

The phrase adviceonly retirement planning without commissions captures exactly what to look
for. It describes an arrangement where the advisor has no financial interest in the products
they recommend. Every piece of advice stands on its own. That clarity makes it easier to trust
the plan and focus on the long-term strategy.

When you interview potential advisors, ask direct questions. How are you compensated? Do
you earn commissions or trailing commissions from any products you recommend? Are you a
fiduciary under all circumstances, not just when you manage assets? Do you sell insurance or
annuities? The answers will tell you a lot. A true fee-only advisor should be able to answer
without hedging.

What to check before hiring

Check the advisor’s form adv on the sec’s investment advisor public disclosure
website. It lists conflicts of interest, compensation arrangements, and any disciplinary
history.

Ask if they charge a percentage of assets or a flat retainer. Percentage fees can be
fair for large portfolios, but for smaller accounts a flat fee or hourly rate may be better.

Confirm they do not hold any insurance licenses. Many fee-only advisors do not, but it
is worth verifying.

Ask about their typical client. Some advisors specialize in people with complex tax
situations, while others focus on simpler needs. Make sure their expertise matches
your situation.

Where the model falls short and how to compensate
No model is perfect. Fee-only advisors can still have biases. They might favor their own firm’s
tools or prefer strategies that are easy to implement. Some charge a percentage of assets,
which gives them an incentive to encourage clients to consolidate more money under their
management, even if it is not necessary. The difference is that these biases are softer and
easier to spot than a commission tied to a specific product.

https://adviceonly.com/


Another limitation is access. Fee-only advisors often require a minimum account size or a
minimum fee. Someone with a modest nest egg might struggle to find an advisor willing to
work on an hourly basis. But the landscape is changing. More advisors now offer virtual
meetings and project-based planning, which opens the door to people who were previously
priced out.

The adviceonly retirement planning without commissions approach works best when you
combine it with your own education. An advisor can guide you, but you still need to understand
the basics of asset allocation, withdrawal rates, tax planning, and social security timing. The
advisor’s job is to tailor those concepts to your numbers and goals, not to make decisions for
you. If you treat the advisor as a partner rather than a savior, the relationship tends to produce
better results.

Practical steps to build a plan without product sales
Start by getting a clear picture of your current finances. List your assets, debts, income
sources, and expected expenses in retirement. You do not need a fancy tool. A simple
spreadsheet works. Once you have that baseline, you can begin to think about trade-offs. How
much risk can you tolerate? When do you want to stop working? Do you have a spouse or
partner whose benefits and income need to be coordinated?

Those questions form the backbone of a retirement plan. An advisor who works without
commissions will help you answer them honestly. The advice will not be filtered through a
product catalog. You might end up with a portfolio of three or four low-cost index funds, a plan
for drawing down assets in a tax-efficient order, and a schedule for claiming social security.
That is often enough.

The adviceonly retirement planning without commissions model also makes it easier to
change advisors later. Since no products are tied to the advisor, you can leave without worrying
about surrender charges or transfer fees. Your plan and your portfolio remain yours. That
portability is valuable because your needs will change over time, and you may outgrow a
particular advisor or want a second opinion.

Signs you might be getting product-driven advice

The advisor spends more time explaining a specific product than discussing your
overall plan.

You hear terms like “guaranteed income” or “no downside” often. Those phrases
usually accompany insurance products with high commissions.

The advisor is reluctant to give you a simple written plan without a commitment to
buy something.



You are told that low-cost index funds are dangerous or that you need an “alternative”
to the stock market.

Why the model fits a wide range of situations
People often assume that fee-only planning is only for the wealthy. That is less true now than it
was a decade ago. Many advisors offer flat-fee planning for a few thousand dollars, which is
affordable for most households with a serious retirement goal. Others charge by the hour,
which makes it possible to get a second opinion on a specific question without committing to
an ongoing relationship.

The AdviceOnly directory lists advisors who follow this model. It is a useful starting point
because it filters for fee-only fiduciaries who provide advice without selling products or
managing assets. That matches exactly what retirement planning without commissions is
about. The advisors listed there have chosen to separate their income from the products they
recommend, which makes it easier for clients to trust the guidance.

Building a retirement plan is not a one-time event. It requires adjustments as markets shift, tax
laws change, and your personal circumstances evolve. Working with an advisor who does not
earn commissions removes one variable from that equation. You can focus on the substance
of the plan instead of wondering whether the advice is driven by a hidden incentive. That peace
of mind is worth the upfront cost.

In the end, the goal is to reach retirement with enough resources to live the way you want. How
you get there matters, but it matters less than whether you get there at all. A straightforward
plan built on honest advice has a better chance of succeeding than one shaped by product
sales. The fee-only model is not magic, but it creates the right conditions for good decisions.
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