


Wanted: Personal CFO 
Need help getting your fiscal ducks in a row? The right 
financial planner can make a difference. 

1 planner4 to define their trade and describe n hat thej do, and 
t 10 \ ar! ing answers. Afinancial planner is a client's "financial 

lg to Mike Buscll of Dallas-based Vogcl Financial Advisors. 
I training in all the aspects that atfect someone's financial 

nerican Express Financial ,4dvisers in New Orleans chooses 
"MJ clients hire me to be their chieffinancial officer," 
me who can coordinate with attorneys and C P h ,  
ues." Gi\ en thc legions of peoplc who worL under 

mbrella, and the b r c d t h  of ~noncy-related tasks the!- 
that hard-and-fast definitions are scarce. ,I finan- 
cd as a11 accountant, an  insurance agent, or some 

, or he may he a formcr Englih teacher or landscape 
set educational rccluiremtwts; man! planners earn a 

h as Certified Financial Plimncr (CFP), Chartered 
Fi~lancial Consultant (ChFC), or Certified Public Account-Personal Financial 
Specialist (CPA-PFS), but man;\ do not. 

And financial planners tackle a broad gamut of finan- 
cial needs for their clients, ranging all the way from bud- 
geting to college funds to tas planning, estate planning, 
employe-benefit issucs, and, of course, retirement. 

"There's a planner for almost anything to do with 
money," says Busch. "Some have a \tick range of exper- 
tise, while some are more targeted." 

DO YOU NEED A FINANCIAL PLANNER? 
Why do people seek the senices of a financial planner? 
Here arc some often-reported reasons. They lack exper- 
tise in creating or adjusting a retirement plan, developing 
an imestment portfolio, or solving some other tinancia1 
problem. They don't have the time to create and act on a 
plan on their own. The? have a financid plan, but would 
like a profcssional to evaluate it and suggest needed 

74 AMERICAN WAY OCTOBER 15 2004 ILLUSTRATION BY P.J. LOUGHRAN 

Scanner1
Highlight

Scanner1
Highlight



changes. A major life event - a birth, a 
death, an inheritance - requires new 
thinking about finances. They feel they 
missed out on some financial opportunity 
and believe a planner might have helped 
them take advantage of it. 

FOLLOW THE MONEY 
Deciding that you need a planner and 
finding the right planner are two very dif- 
ferent tasks. Many people select a plan- 
ner the same way they choose 3 doctor or 
dentist, by asking friends, relatives, and 
business associates for recommenda- 
tions. That way, at least you know some- 
one who has found the planner's advice 
to be useful. 

Please cut alona dotted line. 

advance and to ask informed questions 
(see "Picking A Planner" below). 

Mike Busch, who also serves as chair- 
man of the Dallas-Fort Worth Chapter 
of the Financial Planning Association, 
believes that "interviewers" should focus 
on the planner's qualifications and com- 
pensation. 

"I think you should look for a CFP," 
says Busch, who earned the title him- 
self 11 years ago. "Anyone can hang out 
a shingle and call himself a planner, but 
you want someone who has dedicated 
himself to some education and passed 
some exams." 

And don't forget to follow the money. 
Will the planner be paid through fees, 
commissions, or both? "If their only 
compensation is through commissions, 
then they're, in effect, product sales- 
people," selling mutual funds, annuities, 
insurance policies, or some other finan- 
cial product, says Busch. In some cases, 
a commission-based planner might be 
tempted to steer a client toward a par- 
ticular company with whom they have a 
relationship, without taking into account 
whether or not that company's product 
best meets the client's needs. 

"You can run into conflict of interest 
issues," warns Busch. "An ethical planner 
working on a commission basis shouldn't 
let that affect them, but it's really difficult 
if you've got that arrangement in the mix." 

Planners who work on a fee basis may 
charge by the hour for one-time or in- 
frequent services. With 20 years of ex- 
perience, John Gin of American Express 
charges $250 an hour for what he calls "a 
financial checkup," which might include 
advice about wills, 401K allocations, and 
the like. More often, planners who form 
long-term relationships with clients get 
paid a percentage of the assets under 
management, with one to two percent 
being typical. At least one professional 
organization, the National Association 
of Personal Financial Advisors, requires 
that its members work for fees only and 
shun any commissions. 

WHAT PLANNERS CAN - 
AND CAN'T - DO 
To get off to the best start with a planner, 
don't go in as a blank slate. You should do 
some advance thinking about your finan- 
cial goals and what you're willing to do to 

But even with a recommendation in achieve them. 
hand, it helps to do some homework in "It's like with all those cellphone deals 
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out there," says Gin. 'You've got to ask 
how you use your phone before you know 
which is the best for you." 

Planners say that it's not unusual for 
a client's financial goals to be out of sync 
with his or her financial realities. As Gin 

notes, a family with an annual income of 
$120,000 may dream of sending all four 
kids to Ivy League schools, but that lofty 
goal may be out of reach. An experienced 
planner must help clarify what's possible, 
what might be possible, and what's prob- 
ably not in the fiscal cards. 

"As a planner, you've got to dig deeper 
than the surface issues people may bring 
in," explains Busch. "Find what's really 
important to them at the core of their be- 
ing. You bring an outsider's perspective 
that can help them see the real issues in 
their lives." 

With more knowledgeable clients, a fi- 
nancial planner may serve as a sounding 
board and even a friendly debating part- 
ner. "My role is not just to nod my head 
and acquiesce," Gin says. Case in point: 
One of Gin's clients, a successful young 
engineer, had only two asset classes in his 
401K: global bonds and precious metals. 
The choices had paid off so far, but Gin 
still advised the client to diversifjr further. 
"It's difficult to distinguish between skill 
and luck in the short term," Gin says. "I 
wanted him to consider some index funds 

tied to the general market, just to reduce 
the risk." 

What should you look for in a planner? 
It is helpful to know the planner's track 
record with a large number of clients, but 
that information isn't public and isn't easy 
to find unless you know several clients of a 
particular planner. Mike Busch sometimes 
puts prospective clients in touch with sat- 
isfied customers, but he cautions that no 
two financial pictures are the same. 

"Planners work with all stripes of peo- 
ple, so it's not like a mutual fund where 
everyone's invested the exact same way," 
Busch says. Speaking of which, Busch and 
Gin both discourage anyone from pick- 
ing an investor based solely on market 
returns. 

"The myth is that planners have some 
investment secrets that will net you 20 to 
30 percent gains each year," says Gin with 
a laugh. "In fact, working with a planner 
has a lot to do with avoiding negative con- 
sequences and managing risk, not making 
a big strike in the market." 

CHRIS TUCKER, a Dallas-based writer and editor, pens Ameri- 
can Ways business items for UpFront each issue. 
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