
If you want to grow your wealth and optimize your financial life, 
partnering with a financial advisor can be a smart decision. 

Unfortunately, not all advisors are equal in the “wild, wild west” that 
is the financial services industry.  And, if you hire someone who is 

unqualified or inexperienced,  you could end up worse off than when 
you started.

6 BIGGEST
MISTAKES TO AVOID

WHEN HIRING A FINANCIAL ADVISOR
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MISTAKE #1 
HIRING A SALESPERSON INSTEAD OF A REAL ADVISOR

Nearly 300,000 people in the United States call themselves “financial advisors.” 
The problem is that the vast majority are actually salespeople working in 
brokerages, banks, insurance agencies, and even “independent financial firms.” 
These people make their living by selling you “products” from which they take 
both direct commissions and hidden kickbacks. They are not acting in your 
interest, but instead very much for their own wallet and for the companies they 
represent. 

How is this possible?  The 
financial services industry 
is the wild west when it 
comes to titles and terms. 
Most other professions 
have clear titles and 
requirements to use those 
titles – such as “doctor” 
or “attorney.” But in the 
financial world, most terms 
are completely unregulated 
and used mainly as sales 
tactics. 

How can you differentiate between 
financial salespeople and  

real financial advisors?  
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MISTAKE #2 
NOT WORKING WITH A CFP® PROFESSIONAL

Remember how anyone can call themselves a “financial advisor” or a “financial 
planner”? Those terms aren’t regulated. But other designations are. 

You want to search for financial advisors that have the CERTIFIED FINANCIAL 
PLANNERTM  (CFP®) certification.

Only about 25% of financial advisors hold the CFP® certification, and there’s 
a reason for that: CFP® Board requirements are much higher than simply 
passing a securities exam. And a college degree is a requirement for CFP® 
Professionals.

CFP® Professionals are trained to help you plan around every aspect of your 
financial life with a holistic, comprehensive approach. Other advisors often have 
much less expertise. They simply don’t have the same level of rigorous training 
and education in financial planning. 
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MISTAKE #3 
CONFUSING THE TERMS “FEE-BASED” AND “FEE-ONLY”

Those sought-after, but elusive, real financial advisors are known as 
fee-only advisors. They are in the business of providing you fiduciary advice, not 
selling. The only income they receive is from you, their client.  As such, their 
allegiance rests solely with you and your best interests. 

Fee-based sounds very similar, but is completely different, and is purposely 
misleading. Fee-based advisors wear two hats -- sometimes acting in your 
best interest and sometimes selling  you high-commission (and high-priced) 
products.  This arrangement creates a massive conflict of interest and you 
usually never know which hat they’re wearing at any given time.

Simply put, fee-only advisors value your outcome over their income.
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MISTAKE #4 
CHOOSING A “PART-TIME” 
FIDUCIARY

The benefits of working with a fiduciary 
financial advisor are easy to see. These 
advisors are legally obligated to put your 
(their client’s) financial interests above their own, and they have to disclose how 
they’re compensated and avoid potential conflicts of interest that could affect 
the recommendations they make. 

Yet not all financial advisors are required to be fiduciaries.  And even more 
dubious, some fiduciaries are “part-timers” -- sometimes acting in your best 
interests and sometimes not!  

How do I know if my financial advisor is a fiduciary? 
Whether you are already working with a financial advisor or are searching for 
a financial advisor, the first question is to simply ask the advisor: “are you a 
fiduciary advisor?” If the advisor claims to be fiduciary, insist that she sign a 
fiduciary pledge (or oath) to always put your interests ahead of her own and to 
avoid all conflicts of interest. You can find a sample one here.

How do I make sure my financial advisor is a fiduciary 100% of the time? 
Ask her – “Are you a fiduciary 100% of the time, or only when the government 
requires you to be?” You might be surprised at the answer.  And if the advisor 
claims to be a “full-time” fiduciary, make certain that’s in her signed fiduciary 
oath. 

fiduciary
 

                         adjective |fuh-DOO-shee-air-ee      
Definition 
1: involving a confidence or trust 
2: held or holding in trust for another
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MISTAKE #5 
ENGAGING AN ADVISOR WHO LEADS WITH INVESTMENTS

If a prospective advisor does any of the following, it’s a red flag and you need to 
interview a new candidate:
•	 Frames your initial conversations around the importance of investing.
•	 Has much to say about market conditions & what you should doing about it
•	 Recommends specific investments to you without knowledge of your 

financial plan.

Why is this a problem?  
Because it’s equivalent to medical malpractice -- prescribing before 
diagnosing.  Imagine if you approached a doctor for help and he immediately 
wrote you a prescription without discussing your current situation, the 
symptoms that are ailing you, and your unique medical needs.  That would be 
outrageous, right?

Before you invest you need a plan  
The portfolio serves your plan and 
your plan serves you (your most 
important goals and concerns for 
you and your family).  The portfolio 
is just one sub-part of your plan 
and your financial landscape. 

A competent financial advisor 
would never recommend an 

investment (a prescription) before 
he performed a thorough analysis 

(diagnosis)! 
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MISTAKE #6 
NOT LOOKING AT  NORTHSTAR

For 17 years, we have specialized in 
retirement planning so that our clients 
have the courage and the confidence to 
absolutely rock life and their retirement.

We know that finding your best 
retirement relies on amazing 
conversations — not just equations.

As your advisor, our job is to cultivate 
those conversations, do the math, and 
answer your financial questions — in plain English — so that you can make 
educated and informed decisions about crafting your retirement.  

•	 Retire with Purpose
•	 Reduce Taxes
•	 Invest Smarter

 
Call NorthStar Capital Advisors today and together  

let’s plan your amazing retirement!

DR. CHRIS MULLIS, PHD, CFP®, CDFA®

FINANCIAL ADVISOR & FOUNDER 

(704)-350-5028      chrismullis@nstarcapital.com
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DISCLAIMER

This white paper is a publication of NorthStar Capital Advisors LLC 
(“NorthStar”). The contents are provided for informational purposes only, 
represent only a summary of topics discussed, and contain the views and 
opinions of the authors, which may not come to pass. Neither the information 
presented nor any opinion expressed constitutes a representation by NorthStar 
or a solicitation of the purchase or sale of securities. No professional services 
are deemed rendered to the readers of this document. The contents do not 
constitute personalized investment advice or recommendations. A professional 
adviser should be consulted before implementing any of the options mentioned. 
Information presented herein is believed to be factual and up to date, but we 
do not guarantee its accuracy or completeness. Investing in the stock market 
involves gains and losses and may not be suitable for all investors who risk the 
loss of all amounts invested. Past performance is not indicative of or a guarantee 
of future results. There can be no assurance that any particular strategy or 
investment will prove profitable. This document may contain information derived 
from third-party sources. Although we believe these third-party sources to be 
reliable, we make no representations as to the accuracy or completeness of any 
information derived from such sources and take no responsibility therefore. The 
contents herein are subject to change without notice.

NorthStar is a North Carolina registered investment adviser located in Charlotte, 
North Carolina. NorthStar and its representatives are in compliance with the 
current filing requirements imposed by the SEC upon North Carolina registered 
investment advisers by those states in which NorthStar maintains clients. 
NorthStar may only transact business in those states in which it is registered, or 
qualifies for an exemption or exclusion from registration requirements. 
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