Why Transparent RIA Pricing Matters for Advisors
and Clients

The Case for Clear Fee Structures in the RIA World

When a client sits down with a registered investment advisor, the first question is often the
hardest to answer out loud: "What will this cost me?" For decades, the industry has danced
around that question with layers of fine print, hidden loads, and trailing commissions. But a
growing number of fee-only advisors are moving toward transparent RIA pricing, a model that
strips away the guesswork and puts the fee schedule right on the table.

This shift is not just a marketing tactic. It reflects a deeper change in how advisors think about
their role. The old way - wrap a product, collect a trail, hope the client never reads the
prospectus - is dying. Clients today have more information and less patience for opacity. They
want to know exactly what they are paying and what they are getting for it.

What Transparent RIA Pricing Actually Means

Transparent RIA pricing is a fee structure where every dollar an advisor charges is disclosed in
plain language, usually in the Form ADV filed with the SEC. There are no hidden commissions,

no revenue-sharing arrangements buried in a custodian agreement. The advisor charges a
clearly defined fee - an asset-based fee, an hourly fee, or a retainer fee - and that is the total
cost of the engagement.

For a fee-only advisor, this is the natural operating model. They do not accept commissions or
any third-party payments. Their income comes directly from the client. When you combine that
commitment with transparent RIA pricing, the result is a relationship built on clarity rather than
confusion.

This matters especially for independent advisors who manage their own RIA. Without a large
broker-dealer overhead to obscure costs, an independent advisor can set fees that reflect the
actual work of financial planning and portfolio management. The client sees a single line item
for advice, not a tangle of 12b-1 fees, surrender charges, and product-level trailers.

How Transparency Changes the Conversation

When pricing is clear, the conversation moves from "How much does this fund cost?" to "How
much do you charge for your advice?" That is a healthier dynamic. The advisor is no longer a
product salesman in disguise. They are a professional selling their judgment and time.
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For the advisor, transparent RIA pricing also simplifies compliance. The SEC and the CFP Board
both require clear disclosure of fees and conflicts. When your fee model is already
commission-free and fully disclosed, you spend less time explaining your compensation and
more time doing financial planning. The Form ADV becomes a straightforward document
rather than a defensive shield.

Custodians like Schwab, Fidelity, and TD Ameritrade have made it easier for independent
advisors to operate this way. They provide the back-office support and custodial services that
allow an RIA to focus on advice, not administration. The advisor keeps 100% of their fees, and
the custodian handles the trading, reporting, and settlement. That separation of duties
reinforces transparency because the client sees that their assets are held by a neutral third
party, not by the advisor themselves.

The Trade-Offs of Transparent Pricing

No model is perfect. Transparent RIA pricing sometimes means a higher upfront number on
the invoice. A retainer fee or an hourly fee looks more expensive than a mutual fund with a 1%
expense ratio that is never itemized. But what the client gets in return is predictability. They
know exactly what they will pay in a rising market and in a falling market. There are no
surprises when they review their quarterly statement.

Some advisors worry that showing the fee in black and white will scare off prospects. In
practice, the opposite tends to happen. Clients who are serious about financial planning
respect an advisor who is willing to have that conversation. They may pause, ask questions,
and negotiate. But they rarely walk away simply because the number is visible. What drives
them away is the suspicion that the real cost is higher than what is shown.

For an independent advisor, the key is to choose a fee model that matches the value they
deliver. An asset-based fee works well for clients with large portfolios and ongoing investment
management. An hourly fee suits clients who need project-based help with a specific issue like
an inheritance or a retirement plan. A retainer fee covers comprehensive financial planning
over a year, including tax coordination, estate planning, and regular reviews. The best approach
often combines two of these, as long as the total is disclosed upfront.

What Clients Should Look For

If you are a client evaluating an RIA, here are a few things to check:

e Does the advisor publish their fee schedule on their website or include it in the initial
engagement letter?



¢ |s the advisor fee-only, meaning they take no commissions or referral fees from third
parties?

e Does the Form ADV list both the advisory fees and any potential conflicts, such as
soft-dollar benefits from a custodian?

e Can the advisor explain their pricing without referring to a complex grid of breakpoints
and tiers?

These questions cut through the marketing and get to the actual cost. An advisor who
hesitates to answer them is probably hiding something. An advisor who welcomes them is
practicing transparent RIA pricing.

The Role of Back-Office Support

Running an RIA involves more than just good advice. There is compliance, reporting, client
onboarding, and custodial coordination. For an independent advisor, these tasks can eat into
the time available for clients. That is why many advisors partner with a platform that provides
back-office support while leaving the advisor in full control of their fee structure.

When the back-office functions are handled efficiently, the advisor can focus on financial
planning and client relationships. The fee stays transparent because there are no hidden costs
baked into the platform. The advisor pays a flat platform fee or a percentage of revenue, and
everything else is disclosed to the client. This model aligns the advisor's incentives with the
client's - both sides want the relationship to be long-term, and both sides benefit from clarity.

Looking Ahead

The trend toward transparency is not going to reverse. State regulators and the SEC are
pushing for more disclosure, not less. The CFP Board's standards already require that any
conflict of interest be fully disclosed to the client. Advisors who adopt transparent RIA pricing
now are not just complying with the rules; they are building a practice that can withstand
scrutiny and earn lasting trust.

For advisors considering this path, the shift may feel uncomfortable at first. Changing a fee
model means changing how you talk about money with clients. But the long-term payoff is a
practice that runs on trust rather than fine print. And for clients, the peace of mind that comes
from knowing exactly what they pay - and exactly what they get - is worth more than any
hidden discount.

In a profession built on trust, transparent RIA pricing is not a differentiator. It is the baseline.



