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The Fiduciary Firewall: An Expert's 
Five-Step Guide to Honest Financial 
Planning 
 

Armed with education and awareness, you can avoid unethical people in the financial industry 

by seeking fee-only fiduciaries and sharing your knowledge with others. 
 
BY DAVID BROMELKAMP, PUBLISHED JUNE 26, 2025 
 

The bad behavior of Wall Street firms repeatedly makes headlines. New scandals seem to crop 

up every other month - instances of insider trading, mortgage fraud, market manipulation and 

other illegal activities that result in massive financial losses for the firms’ customers and the 

broader economy. 

 

During the last 20 years, the financial sector paid a staggering $331 billion in fines for various 

violations. Though that number is difficult for most of us to wrap our heads around (you could 

buy about 165,000 basic private jets with that kind of cash), it hardly makes a dent in an 

industry that’s worth about $1.7 trillion. 
 

So, the bad behavior continues, and the consumer suffers. 

 

Though the state of the financial industry seems grim, there is reason to hope. The Goliath Wall 

Street banks, brokerage firms and insurance companies can be defeated if we arm our 

slingshots with the right rocks. The most powerful rock - the one that will ultimately deliver the 

killing blow - is consumer education. 

 

https://www.kiplinger.com/author/david-bromelkamp
https://diggitymarketing.com/big-business-fines/
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Consumers can have a lot of power 

Though the David vs Goliath analogy may seem far-fetched, entire industries have toppled 

because of consumer preferences and actions. Consider the decline of the fur industry or the 

decreasing interest in natural (as opposed to lab-grown) diamonds. These are both cases of 

consumers changing their preferences and choosing to spend their money elsewhere. The same 

type of monumental change happened at the turn of the 21st century in the tobacco industry. 

When discussing the potential for Wall Street’s transformation, I often use the tobacco industry 

as an example of how educated consumers can stand up to, and fundamentally change, a 

Goliath industry. 

 

The tobacco industry today looks much different than it did 50 years ago. In 1965, 68% of the 

adult population smoked cigarettes, every bar and restaurant had a smoking section, and Big 

Tobacco spent many millions of dollars every year on flashy advertisements (featuring the 

Marlboro Man, Joe Camel and other iconic figures). 

 

Fast-forward to the 21st century, and those statistics change drastically. In 2021, only 11.5% of 

the U.S. population smoked, smoking is largely banned in indoor spaces, and regulations are 

more stringent than ever (bans on misleading ads, mandated warning labels, steep taxes). 

These changes were not initially brought about by sweeping regulatory changes or federal 

prohibitions. They were prompted by the consumer - the average Joes and Janes who were 

learning about the deadly effects of tobacco use. 

 

A sea change for financial planning? 

A similar sea change is possible in the financial planning industry. Currently, many aspects of 

large Wall Street firms are unregulated or open to interpretation. For example, anyone can 

falsely claim to be a fiduciary financial planner, even if that person mainly works as a 

salesperson peddling proprietary financial products. Another example: The compensation 

structure of these firms might be confusing for the consumer, with explanations of fees or 

commissions buried in pages of thick legal jargon. 

 

Unfortunately, the federal government seems to have no appetite for cracking down on 

unethical behaviors. Money is power, and giant banks, brokerage firms and insurance 

companies have the money and lobbyists to influence lawmakers and large regulatory bodies 

such as the SEC and the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA). 

https://www.lung.org/research/trends-in-lung-disease/tobacco-trends-brief/overall-tobacco-trends
https://www.reuters.com/breakingviews/big-tobaccos-smoke-free-rush-may-soon-burn-out-2023-12-15/
https://www.reuters.com/breakingviews/big-tobaccos-smoke-free-rush-may-soon-burn-out-2023-12-15/
https://www.kiplinger.com/personal-finance/financial-planning-the-best-defense-against-financial-fear
https://www.kiplinger.com/retirement/ways-fiduciary-financial-planners-put-you-first
https://www.kiplinger.com/article/investing/t041-c032-s014-watch-out-for-hidden-investing-fees-and-commission.html
https://www.kiplinger.com/article/investing/t041-c032-s014-watch-out-for-hidden-investing-fees-and-commission.html
https://www.sec.gov/
https://www.finra.org/


3 
 

Where education comes into play 

As in the parable of David and Goliath, the situation seems bleak, and the odds are stacked 

against the little guy. What hope does an individual investor have against a mammoth industry, 

armed with clout, clever marketing and cash? This is where education comes into play. 

 

The tobacco industry started to panic when consumers began learning about the ill effects of 

cigarettes. Numerous health-related educational campaigns aired on TV (including one 

featuring a former Marlboro Man who had developed lung cancer), medical research 

demonstrated smoking’s devastating effects, and schools began incorporating tobacco 

education into their health programs. 

 

In the late ’90s, a major lawsuit was brought against the tobacco industry, which resulted in 

a $206 billion settlement involving 46 states. Only after consumers demanded change did the 

federal government significantly increase its regulations on the tobacco industry. 

 

In the world of financial planning, individual consumers are starting to grow savvier. Only a few 

years back, it was rare for an individual investor to ask me if I am a professional fiduciary or if 

my firm is strictly fee-only. Today, I get these questions regularly. 

 

However, we still have a long way to go. Misinformation abounds, and many consumers are just 

as confused and mistrustful as ever, and rightfully so. With so many charlatans claiming to be 

fiduciaries, or touting their “fee-based” services, it’s difficult to know who to trust. 

 

Just as David selected five rocks for his slingshot in his battle with Goliath, I suggest these 

five AdvisorSmart® tips for empowering and educating consumers (Note: I am the founder of 

AdvisorSmart, a research institute with a mission to help investors obtain better financial 

advice): 

 

1. Seek fee-only financial advisors 

The terminology related to financial planning compensation models can be confusing and 

opaque. I like to use the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors’ (NAPFA) 

definition for fee-only financial advisors, which is “…one who is compensated solely by the 

client with neither the advisor nor any related party receiving compensation that is contingent 

on the purchase or sale of a financial product.” On the other hand, dually registered (“two-

https://edition.cnn.com/2009/POLITICS/06/19/tobacco.decline/
https://advisorsmart.com/
https://www.napfa.org/membership/our-standards#:~:text=1.,sale%20of%20a%20financial%20product.
https://www.napfa.org/membership/our-standards#:~:text=1.,sale%20of%20a%20financial%20product.
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hat”), fee-based financial brokers/advisors and brokers can potentially earn revenue through 

commissions or bonuses, on top of charging a basic fee for services. Because of these 

incentives, conflicts of interest can (and do) arise. Any financial planner who is expected to 

make sales that ultimately benefit their company can never be completely unbiased. In short, 

fee-only financial advisors are more likely to approach financial planning with a relatively 

unbiased lens, since they are not incentivized to make sales. 

 

2. Conduct smart searches 

For the typical consumer, searching for a true fee-only financial advisor can be frustrating. Any 

financial advisor can claim to be fee-only, even if they are not. There are no laws or regulations 

against this misleading behavior. Furthermore, big banks and brokerage firms are more likely to 

have deep pockets and can pay to appear at the top of a Google search. What’s an individual 

investor to do? In my experience, one of the best ways to search for fee-only financial advisors 

is through NAPFA’s Find an Advisor platform. There, you can search for fee-only advisors who 

are affiliated with NAPFA, the largest professional association of fee-only financial advisors in 

the nation. Any financial advisor who wants to join NAPFA must comply with a strict code of 

ethics, renew a fiduciary oath every year and, of course, operate under a fee-only model. 

You could also use a reliable matching platform — one that pairs consumers with fee-only 

financial advisors. Although most matching platforms or directories pull from a wide pool, a few 

have opted to promote only fee-only financial advisors. I recommend 

using Wealthramp or FeeOnlyNetwork for your search. 

 

3. Do your research 

Once you’ve made a list of potential fee-only financial advisors, it is prudent to thoroughly 

research the advisor and their firm. Read the firm’s mission statement, look through any 

disclosures posted on their website and look for adherence to a fiduciary standard of care. 

Search for reviews from past clients, preferably posted on independent websites. It is also 

important to review the advisor’s ADV (an SEC-mandated disclosure form) and disciplinary 

history for anything odd or questionable. You can find information about these disclosures at 

the SEC’s Investment Adviser Public Disclosure website. 

 

4. Request a fiduciary oath 

Professional investment fiduciaries are obligated to uphold a fiduciary standard of care, which 

means they must put their clients’ interests before their own. Any true fiduciary will 

https://www.napfa.org/find-an-advisor
http://www.wealthramp.com/
https://www.feeonlynetwork.com/
https://www.kiplinger.com/retirement/retirement-planning/603124/the-financial-fiduciary-standard-explained
https://adviserinfo.sec.gov/
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acknowledge this essential duty in writing with a fiduciary oath. On the other hand, those who 

falsely claim to be a fiduciary will likely refuse to sign a fiduciary oath. This is one of the easiest 

ways to identify a charlatan. You can see a sample fiduciary oath on NAPFA’s website. 

 

5. Educate others 

Education is a gift that can keep on giving. To truly start a movement that empowers individual 

investors and defeats the Goliath Wall Street firms, it is important to talk with your family 

members, friends and loved ones about the pitfalls of commission-based financial advisors and 

firms, the reasons to choose fee-only financial advisors and how to search for a trustworthy 

financial advisor. 

 

I recommend sharing NAPFA’s website, passing along this article and talking openly (and 

regularly) about this important topic. 

 

Armed with education, we can outsmart the giant. 

 

 

 
 
David Bromelkamp 
Founder, AdvisorSmart 

David Bromelkamp is an investor advocate and the founder of AdvisorSmart®, which was 

established in 2018 to provide investors with the education they need to access better financial 

advice. Sometimes referred to as the "Jerry Maguire of Financial Advice," he is passionate about 

objective financial advice and is leading the charge to educate investors about the best 

approach to finding and retaining objective, fee-only fiduciary financial advisors. His first 

book, AdvisorSmart for the Individual Investor: Your Guide to Selecting a Financial Advisor to 

Get Better Financial Advice, was released in April 2025 to arm consumers with the knowledge 

they need to succeed. 

https://www.napfa.org/mission-and-fiduciary-oath
https://www.kiplinger.com/author/david-bromelkamp
https://www.advisorsmart.com/
https://www.advisorsmartbook.com/
https://www.advisorsmartbook.com/
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About Adviser Intel: The author of this article is a participant in Kiplinger's Adviser 

Intel program, a curated network of trusted financial professionals who share expert insights 

on wealth building and preservation. Contributors, including fiduciary financial planners, 

wealth managers, CEOs and attorneys, provide actionable advice about retirement planning, 

estate planning, tax strategies and more. Experts are invited to contribute and do not pay to 

be included, so you can trust their advice is honest and valuable. 

https://www.kiplinger.com/adviser-spotlight
https://www.kiplinger.com/adviser-spotlight

