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How Financial Planners Actually Do Financial Planning (2020)

Executive Summary 

- The average financial planner in 2020 works 43.7

hours per week (up slightly from the 2018 average of 

43 hours/week). And 43% of this time is spent on 

largely delegable tasks involved with plan and 

meeting prep, client servicing, and other 

administrative work. More generally, our research 

finds that lead advisors are very often doing associate 

work, and associates are very often doing 

administrative work. 

- Notwithstanding a clear trend in the lack of

delegation, advisors who do delegate to support staff

have an advantage. Solo advisors with no support staff

earning at the 90th percentile generate nearly the same

income as Solo advisors with support do on average.

- Despite the growth of advisory firms leading to more

established ‘executive’ leadership teams, in practice,

“executives” in advisory firms still only spend a

minority of their time in management and leadership,

and the majority on ‘advisor’ work.

- The median time to create a financial plan (i.e., the

Analyze and Develop stages) was 10 hours. However,

financial planners showed a clear tendency to spend

more time on financial plans when they were actually

paid to do so, with advisors compensated hourly or by

retainer spending more time on plans compared to

commissions or AUM (and more generally, advisors

at RIAs tended to spend more time than at B/Ds).

- Across the first year of a financial planning process, 
advisors reported spending 31.6 hours across all team 
members (slightly less than it was in 2018, at 34.5 
hours), delivered in an average 3-meeting upfront 
process (and subsequent monitoring meetings). The 
improved time-efficiency of planning comes in the steps 
outside of financial planning software (e.g., the data 
gathering, presentation, and implementation meetings), 
while the time to construct a plan itself (in the Analyze 
and Develop stages) changed only minimally.

- The overwhelming majority (about 90%) of advisors 
doing financial planning use some sort of financial 
planning software. However, 49% of advisors then 
complement that planning software with Excel and 37%

with Word, indicating that financial planning software is 
still not effectively meeting the needs of advisors.

- The most popular financial planning software programs 

are: MoneyGuidePro (34.5%), eMoney

(34.3%), RightCapital (13%), NaviPlan (6%), and 
MoneyTree (5%) – with eMoney and RightCapital 

having the highest reported User Satisfaction amongst 

advisors.

- The limitations of increasingly specialized advisors 
using ‘generalist’ financial planning software brings 
growth in specialized software tools, with 20% of firms 
using separate Social Security software, 18% special tax 
planning software, 9% used standalone retirement 
planning tools, as well as 4% using estate planning, 3%

mind-mapping, and 3% using student loan software.

- The median cost of a standalone financial plan was

$2,500 (up from $2,250 in 2018), though advisors 
reported charging anywhere from $250 and $12,000 for 
a standalone comprehensive plan.

- Financial planners largely serve affluent Americans, 
with the median U.S. household earning just

$66,000/year, but advisors reporting average client 
income of $150,000 - $200,000/year (depending on the 
business model, with retainer advisors serving the 
highest-income and hourly advisors the lowest).
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Introduction 

It’s often said that financial planning is more about the 

planning process than the plan itself. In fact, the CFP 

Board has, over the years, developed a standardized 

process framework to deliver financial planning, 

historically known as the 6-step (EGADIM) process, 

which was recently expanded to a new 7-step process 

(CGADPIM) of: 

• Understand the Client’s personal and 

financial Circumstances; 

• Identify and select Goals; 

• Analyze the current course of action and 

potential recommendations; 

• Develop financial planning 

recommendations; 

• Present financial planning recommendations; 

• Implement recommendations; and  

• Monitor progress. 

 

However, while we, as a profession, have aimed to 

identify and define the financial planning process, 

much less is known about how financial advisors 

actually engage in financial planning itself, and 

whether, how often, or how consistently, the 

EGADIM-now-CGADPIM process is actually 

followed in practice.  

In 2018, we conducted our first Kitces Research study 

on the real financial planning process (referenced 

frequently throughout this latest study) specifically 

aimed at empirically addressing this lack of 

understanding.  

Earlier this year, we conducted our second Kitces 

Research study on the real financial planning process. 

Participation was again strong, with close to 800 

financial advisors providing insight into how they 

actually create and deliver financial plans – including 

the time it takes to prepare the plan itself, the 

technology they use in the process, and how much 

advisors typically charge for (standalone) financial 

planning services. 

And in this issue of The Kitces Report, we present the 

results of our follow-up study of the financial planning 

process itself, how the delivery of financial planning 

varies by business model and industry channel, the time 

it really takes to complete a financial plan, which 

planning software tools are preferred by advisors, and a 

reexamination of whether recent innovations in financial 

advisor business models are expanding access to 

financial planning. 

Participants In The Kitces Research 

Marketing Study 

Given how Kitces.com is specifically focused on 

comprehensive financial planning strategies (and those 

who provide them to clients), our sample of close to 800 

advisors who read Kitces.com is not necessarily 

representative of everyone who holds out as a “financial 

advisor”.  

Instead, our more-financial-planning-centric sample 

average advisor was slightly younger than the overall 

industry average (at 48 years old). In addition, the 

participants in this study not surprisingly included a 

greater proportion of CFPs than the advisory industry as 

a whole (73% held the CFP designation, compared to 

only about 26% of all “financial advisors”), and was 

more RIA-centric than the overall advisory industry 

(61% indicated that “Independent RIA” best described 

their business model).  

On the other hand, most other demographic 

characteristics of our advisor sample were consistent 

with the advisory industry as a whole. Respondents 

were predominantly male (77%, which is consistent 

with CFP Board’s demographics that only 23% of CFP 

certificants are female), and predominantly white 

(93%). Other racial/ethnic categories represented 

included Asian (2%), Hispanic (1%), Black (1%), other 

(1%), and prefer not to say (2%).  

Nonetheless, it’s important to recognize that our sample 

likely varies from the industry in other ways that are 

hard to capture in summary demographics. Most 

notably, our survey was drawn primarily from the 

Kitces.com and Nerd’s Eye View readership. As was 

the case with previous studies, we hope our readership 

won’t take offense to us noting that our readers can be a 

bit ‘different’ than your average financial advisor. Not 

everyone enjoys reading several-thousand-word posts 

on recent tax changes, so those of you who continually 

http://www.kitces.com/
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frequent our site are not necessarily the norm among 

advisors in the industry. 

Still, though, we believe this survey can provide very 

useful insight into the practices of successful financial 

planners, particularly because those who self-select 

into reading content such as ours, are likely to be the 

most diligent and focused of financial planners (and 

the most representative of what ‘real’ financial 

planning looks like).  

Therefore, though our survey may not be perfectly 

representative of the broader financial services 

industry, we do believe that it is representative of the 

types of advisors at the forefront of the financial 

planning profession. And by virtue of the fact that you 

(a reader of our content) may share commonalities 

with our readership as a whole (e.g., a deep 

commitment of doing what’s right for clients by 

investing in your own professional competence), the 

insights from this survey should certainly be useful for 

you. 

Where Do Advisors Spend Their 

Time? 

One lesson that 

successful 

advisors learn 

quickly is that 

their time is 

limited – we all 

have the same 

168 hours in a 

week – and 

therefore very 

valuable. How 

much time 

advisors spend 

working, and 

what they do (or 

don’t do!) during that time, are important factors 

which influence advisor success (both financial and 

otherwise).  

Yet, anecdotes aside, there is surprisingly little 

research on what advisors actually do with their time 

throughout the financial planning process, and from day 

to day all week long.  

Fortunately, to help answer this question, our survey 

respondents provided some detailed information 

regarding what they actually do from day to day and 

week to week—including the time spent on activities 

such as meeting with current clients, business 

development activities, internal planning and meeting 

prep, administrative work, and other categories.  

Overall, financial advisors reported that they work an 

average of 43.7 hours per week, and the average hours 

worked per role did not vary much between executives, 

lead advisors, and associate advisors (which were 46.6, 

43.6, and 42.8 hours per week, respectively).  

On the other hand, hours worked did vary some based 

on overall revenue generation—exhibiting a positive 

pattern in which hours mostly increase as revenue 

increases. In other words, there does appear to be a 

relationship between working more hours as a financial 

advisor and being responsible for or associated with a 

larger amount of client revenue.  

Of course, the correlation here does not mean that 

working 

longer 

necessarily 

leads to 

generating 

more 

revenue. 

Instead, it 

could simply 

be (and 

perhaps is 

more likely) 

that those 

generating 

more 

revenue 

have more 

clients and, therefore, more work to do for those clients 

in the first place (or conversely that those who still have 

less revenue because they don’t yet have as many 

clients simply have less work to do for those fewer 

clients)!   

Figure 1. Lead Advisor Experience Categories 
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Interestingly, and in contrast to our first Kitces Study, 

we do not observe that more experienced advisors 

work longer hours. Although the differences are small 

and not 

necessarily 

statistically 

significant, we 

actually see that 

lead advisors 

with the least 

experience (0 to 

5 years and 5 to 

10 years) are 

putting in 

slightly higher 

numbers of 

hours than 

veteran 

advisors, perhaps a reflection of the added business 

development responsibilities that a lead advisor early 

in their career has in order to get their practice up and 

running successfully (and before they have a growing 

team to delegate tasks to).  

However, we do note some interesting relationships 

between experience and time. Among the least 

experienced 

advisors (0 to 5 

years), we see a 

sort of U-

shaped pattern 

(Figure 3) 

between 

revenue and 

hours worked 

until we reach 

advisors with 

over $1 million 

in revenue (who 

are working 

much longer 

than other advisors with comparable experience). This 

could just indicate that advisors who are really early in 

their career (<$100k in revenue) simply have less to 

work on (other than business development), but then 

those who are more burdened with actual client work 

($100k to $250k in revenue) have to take on more 

while they continue to grow their business without the 

level of revenue needed to delegate tasks. Notably, there 

appears to be a peak in hours worked across most 

experience/revenue categories, which could indicate a 

sort of peak in growth effort 

around this time period that 

then tapers off in later 

years. 

In fact, of the categories 

surveyed, lead advisors 

reported spending the 

largest proportion of their 

time (24%) working on 

financial plan/meeting prep 

and analysis. Lead advisors 

only reported spending 20% 

of their time directly 

engaging in client-facing 

tasks, and 15% of their time working on business 

development, which is notable since it implies that 

advisors continue to spend more time on a delegable 

portion of their jobs (financial plan/meeting prep and 

analysis) than they are in their truly non-delegable tasks 

(client-facing work and business development)! 

Advisors do spend relatively less time on client service 

(12%) and administrative work (7%), which suggests 

that some combination of 

technology and delegation 

may be continuing to work 

better in these areas than it 

is in plan preparation and 

analysis. Nonetheless, the 

results show that in the 

aggregate, financial 

advisors, on average, spend 

a whopping 43% of their 

time on (largely delegable) 

middle-office tasks 

involved with plan and 

meeting prep, client 

servicing, and other 

administrative work. 

That said, the results from this study do show a minor 

step towards greater delegation of tasks from financial 

advisors. In the 2018 version of this study, advisors 

were spending 46% (versus 43%) of their time on 

Figure 2. Weekly Hours Worked by Financial Advisors (By 

Revenue Generation) 

 

 

Figure 3. Weekly Hours Worked by Lead Advisor Experience 

and Revenue 
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largely delegable tasks. The difference here is small 

enough that it may just be statistical noise.  

Notably, in the current study, we did ask participants 

about 

management-

related tasks 

as well, 

which is a 

category that 

was left to 

“other” in our 

previous 

study. Lead 

advisors 

reported 

about 6% of 

their time 

being devoted 

to 

management-

related 

responsibilities. This would amount to about 2-3 hours 

per week for most advisors, who may be feeling the 

pain of not delegating because they feel they don’t 

have time to manage. On the other hand, if 43% of 

tasks are delegable (and only 6% of their time is 

currently devoted towards management), then this 

does suggest that there is still time that could be freed 

up for further management-related tasks. 

While total hours worked did not vary much between 

executives, lead 

advisors, and 

associate advisors, 

what those hours 

were spent working 

on did vary 

considerably – 

mostly in 

predictable ways. 

For instance, 

relative to lead 

advisors, associate 

advisors spent less 

of their time 

working with 

clients directly, less 

time on business 

development, more 

time doing plan prep/analysis, and more time doing 

client service work. In comparison, advisors who also 

held executive positions spent more (but only slightly 

more) time on administrative and other (e.g., 

management) tasks, far less time on plan preparation, 

and the most time on business development for the firm. 

Notably, this may suggest that ‘executives’ of advisory 

Figure 4. Time Spent By Lead Advisors On Various Weekly Tasks 

 

 

Figure 5. How Weekly Time Spent by Financial Advisor Varies By Role (Hours) and CFP Status 
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firms are really more akin to lead business developers, 

and not necessarily builders or managers of growing 

teams. 

Notably, despite an increased effort in the most recent 

study to more carefully define and distinguish 

‘executives’ from other professionals, we still see that 

‘executives’ within our study are engaged in a high 

degree of meeting with existing clients, meeting with 

prospective clients, business development, and even 

delegable back-office tasks such as meeting prep. This 

suggests that 

advisory firm 

owners are 

still 

predominantly 

taking on the 

practitioner-

leader role, 

and either 

hiring/delegating management functions, or simply 

limiting the size of their businesses and teams to the 

point that they don’t need to take on a significant 

management role. Though there are increasingly 

executives who spend the majority of their time on 

more traditional executive responsibilities, the irony 

here is that many ‘lead advisors’ are still doing lots of 

‘associate advisor’ work (lots of client/meeting prep), 

while executives are actually doing the functions of 

‘lead advisors’ (client meetings and business 

development with servicing tasks delegated), but the 

executives aren’t actually doing all that much 

‘executive’ work, as they’re still predominantly client-

facing executives!   

Advisors 

also varied 

time spent on 

different 

activities 

based on 

their 

business 

model. For 

instance, 

those in 

more 

transactional 

insurance 

models spent 

relatively 

more time on 

business development (to find new clients with 

insurance needs) and plan prep and analysis (to 

demonstrate those insurance needs), while spending 

relatively less time on client service and administrative 

work. Notably, advisors within the B/D, insurance, and 

Figure 6. How Time Spent by Financial Advisor Varies By Business Model 

 

 

Figure 7. Lead Advisor Time Spent In Business Activities By Business Model 
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hybrid environments reported spending a greater 

percentage of their time with clients and also reported 

spending a slightly greater share of their time 

engaging in business development activities relative to 

advisors within an RIA environment.  

By contrast, advisors within the RIA model tended to 

report spending a greater portion of their time on areas 

such as meeting prep and financial plan analysis. 

Furthermore, it is notable that advisors within RIAs 

actually reported less time in investment research 

compared to B/D and hybrid advisors, despite RIAs 

generally being the most AUM-centric in terms of 

compensation, which may suggest a disconnect 

between how RIA advisors are paid (the assets they 

manage) and their lesser focus on portfolio 

management more generally. 

At a higher-level, breaking out only direct client-

meeting time and business-development activities, 

advisors within RIAs reported spending the least 

amount of time both meeting with clients and 

engaging in business development. On the one hand, 

this could simply reflect that independent RIA 

advisors are working in an environment where they 

cannot hand off certain responsibilities to a home 

office (compliance, HR, management, etc.). On the 

other hand, it is still possible for RIA advisors to 

delegate many of these duties (either internally or to 

firms that specialize in these operations), so this may 

present further evidence consistent with the theme that 

RIA advisors (and others) could be delegating more 

work and focusing more intently on the tasks that 

primarily drive revenue (meeting with current and 

prospective clients). 

Time spent by advisors also varied by the team structure 

(or lack thereof), which was defined based on self-

reported identification of advisors with one of four 

groups: solo advisors, solo advisors with support staff, 

silo teams, and ensemble teams. For the purposes of this 

study, we defined “silos” as multiple-advisor offices 

with shared space, staff, and resources, but where each 

advisor within the office has their own clients that they 

serve their own way and for which they are individually 

compensated. An “ensemble” practice was defined as a 

multiple-advisor office with a unified approach to 

servicing clients in which advisors are paid for their 

work and profits are pooled/shared amongst 

shareholders. 

Notably, it was again solo advisors who perhaps 

exhibited the most ‘unique’ profile relative to other 

categories. One area that solos reported spending 

significantly less time on, relative to other team 

structures, was again meeting with clients. This is likely 

Figure 8. Time Spent By Financial Advisors By Team Structure 
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due to several factors. First, by definition, solo 

advisors lack the (internal) support needed to offload 

some responsibilities. Thus, as our survey indicated, 

solo advisors spend more time on tasks such as 

administrative work. However, part of the reason why 

solo advisors lack support staff is that they may have 

fewer clients to work with in the first place. A solo 

advisor with a handful of clients can only spend so 

much time working with existing clients, and must 

instead devote relatively more time engaging in 

activities such as business development, which is also 

indicated in our results. (This is also consistent with 

the finding 

that solo 

advisors 

spend less 

time working 

on plan 

prep/analysis, 

since they 

would face 

less demand 

for plan 

prep/analysis 

with fewer 

clients.) 

Consistent 

with the 

notion that a primary driver of the differences in a solo 

advisor’s time allocation is the need to acquire more 

clients, we see some expected patterns when dividing 

solo advisors into high-income solos and lower-income 

solos. 

As 

Figure 7 on page 6 indicates, high-income solos (those 

with income above the 80th percentile of lead solo 

advisors in our survey, roughly equal to income of 

greater than $160k) spend considerably more time with 

clients and less time engaged in business development 

relative to lower-income solos. Yet, relative to solos 

with support staff, high-income solos are spending more 

of their time doing client service, administrative, and 

“other” work. Based on the results of this survey, it 

appears that advisors transitioning from a high-income 

solo practice to a solo practice with support staff really 

can, and do, use the time freed up by support staff to 

Figure 9. Time Spent By Solo Financial Advisors By Income Level 

 

 

Figure 10. Earnings Percentile Among Lead Advisors By Team Structure 
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reallocate their time towards more client service and 

business development. 

Ultimately, what it appears we see within our data is a 

distinction between solo advisors, silo advisors, and 

ensemble advisors, with solo advisors being further 

segmented based on whether they have reached the 

point where they can hire support staff (solo with 

support), or whether they are still growing and need to 

take on all of the responsibilities of growing and 

managing their firm themselves (solo advisor). This 

raises some 

important 

considerations 

for growing 

solo firms.  

First, it is 

worth 

considering 

the value of 

siloing within 

a larger firm 

within the 

early days of growing a practice. By plugging into a 

larger platform, advisors may be able to better focus 

their time on the activities which truly drive growth. 

Second, once firms can afford to hire support staff, it 

does appear profitable to do so. While this may 

require a short-term reduction in profit to the firm 

owner, the long-term potential is much greater when 

scaling up a firm. 

Notably, compensation levels shift rather dramatically 

between solo advisors and solo advisors with support. 

In fact, a solo advisor at roughly the 90th percentile 

($275,000) reported earning slightly less than a solo 

advisor with support staff at the 75th percentile 

($289,000). By contrast, a solo advisor with support 

staff at the 90th percentile reported earning $662,000 

(which was actually more than the amount reported at 

the 90th percentile of lead advisors on ensemble 

teams--$599,000).  

(Note: We asked advisors to report total income 

associated with advisory activities, including 

shareholder profit distributions.) 

In fact, the earnings reported by lead solo advisors with 

support staff and advisors within ensemble teams were 

relatively similar from the 10th to the 90th percentiles, 

although the highest earners overall were ensemble 

advisors  (maximum of $3.0M versus maximums of 

$2.4M among solo with support staff, $1.5M among 

silos, and $1.2M among solos without support staff).  

Notably, however, all of these numbers were up 

considerably from our 2018 survey, likely driven by the 

strong market appreciation seen over this period. 

Whereas solo 

advisors at the 

90th percentile 

reported earning 

about $200k in 

2018, this 

number was up 

to close to 

$300k in the 

present study. 

Likewise, 90th 

percentile silos 

previously 

reported about $400k in income (now $500k) and solo 

with support and ensemble firms both previously 

reported about $500k in income (now about $660k and 

$600k, respectively).  

(Note: The current survey, conducted in March/April of 

2020, asked about income over the past 12-months, so 

any COVID-19 related dip in revenue and income 

would have largely not yet been reflected in this study.) 

Of course, not all advisors have the same goals for their 

practice. Some want to spend as much time as possible 

with clients; others may enjoy business development 

and are happiest when this is what they can focus on; 

and still, others may enjoy the planning work that goes 

into prepping for a client meeting.  

Choosing one path over another may influence factors 

such as earning potential (e.g., there’s a lower ceiling on 

income potential for a solo advisor who is not willing to 

hire support, versus one who is), but ultimately advisors 

in almost any model can earn a good living, so for 

advisors who care about more than just money, there is 

a considerable amount of freedom to take the business 

in certain directions which better align with spending 

Figure 11. Approximate Income Percentiles By Team Structure (2018 versus 

2020) 
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the advisor’s time however they wish to spend it 

(rather than just pursuing a particular model for the 

sake of trying to generate higher income). 

Time And Process To Construct A 

Financial Plan 

One surprisingly simple question it is hard to find an 

answer to is how long it takes financial advisors to 

actually complete a financial plan (and what that plan 

entails). More fundamentally, it’s not even clear what 

constructing a ‘financial plan’ even means to advisors 

(e.g., how much does it cover, and what is its 

purpose?). 

Types and Breadth of Financial Plans 

First and foremost, financial advisors may take many 

different approaches to construct a plan. When asked 

to describe their primary approach to creating and 

delivering a plan, advisors described their process as 

follows:  

• Calculator (5%): Use a plan to calculate 

needs and recommend solutions; 

• Comprehensive (49%): Use plan software 

output to bring together a holistic picture of a 

client situation; 

• Customized (15%): Create a custom-written 

plan for an individual client’s circumstances; 

or  

• Collaborative (32%): Use planning software 

collaboratively/interactively live in client 

meetings. 

 

Notably, this represents a significant increase in the 

percentage of advisors reporting a “Comprehensive” 

style of planning—up from 38% in 2018 to 49% in 

2020. Meanwhile, “Customized” planning had the 

largest decrease since 2018, down to 15% from 22%. 

This trend may be noteworthy for advisors in not only 

thinking about how they market their services (what’s 

unique about your services if 49% of advisors are 

offering “Comprehensive” planning?), but also for 

technology companies developing tools for financial 

advisors. If advisors are placing relatively more value 

on being comprehensive (rather than customizing to a 

client’s particular situation), this suggests that 

different technology tools may be more beneficial in 

helping advisors deliver planning services to their 

clients.  

This may also be an indication that it is too hard to 

make custom-written plans, which may be an existing 

gap in current planning software. Alternatively, it could 

also suggest that current planning software needs to 

focus more on high-quality template output because 

advisors are relying on it more.  

Finally, it is worth noting one final change in our 

methodology that could be influencing these results. In 

2018 we asked advisors to pick one of the terms (along 

with a definition) that best described their practices. In 

2020, out of fear that perhaps some of the terms 

themselves were biasing which options advisors chose, 

we simply gave people descriptions and asked them to 

choose which one best fit their approach. So, it is also 

possible that advisors simply liked the sound of 

“Customized” in describing their approach, when really, 

by our definition, they were following more of a 

“Comprehensive” approach. 

Advisors operating within different business models did 

exhibit some differences in how they view their 

approach. For instance, advisors in B/Ds were again 

most likely to report approaching planning from a 

“Calculator” perspective, where the planning software 

essentially ‘calculates’ gap analyses (traditionally used 

to formulate product recommendations). Notably, much 

of the decline in the “Customized” approach was driven 

by advisors within RIAs (and, to a lesser extent, 

advisors within an insurance context), which could be 

an indication of RIAs adopting more of a systematic 

Figure 12. Primary Approach of Financial Advisors When 

Developing A Financial Plan 
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planning process, a reflection of increased shifting of 

advisors away from 

the B/D space to the 

RIA space, or an 

indication that RIA 

advisors are trying 

to scale and gain 

efficiency in their 

plan delivery by 

doing less 

customized work 

for each client. 

Nonetheless, 

advisors within the 

RIA channel were 

still most likely to adopt a “Customized” approach, 

which may continue to be a reflection of their fee-for-

service models 

(getting paid 

for crafting 

and delivering 

customized 

financial 

advice to 

clients). 

Advisors also 

varied in the 

areas typically 

covered within 

a 

comprehensive 

financial plan. Overall, of the options given in our 

survey, student loan analysis, P&C insurance analysis, 

and career/salary benchmarking were areas least likely 

to be considered part of a comprehensive financial 

plan by 

advisors 

(though 

RIAs were 

substantially 

more likely 

to give 

advice in 

most of 

these areas 

compared to 

advisors in other channels).  

Not surprisingly, 

advisors who were 

CFP professionals 

were again more 

likely to report, 

including a larger 

number of areas 

covered in a 

comprehensive plan. 

We categorized 

advisors who reported 

0-5 areas as 

“Targeted”, advisors 

who reported 6-9 areas as “Planning Lite”, advisors who 

reported 10-12 areas as “Comprehensive”, and advisors 

who reported 13+ 

categories as 

“Most 

Comprehensive”, 

resulting in the 

following 

percentage of 

CFPs and non-

CFPs were 

represented in each 

category. 

Interestingly, 

compared to the 

“Comprehensive” 

categorization 

above, we saw fairly consistent reports of 

comprehensiveness in advisor planning based on 

classification of how many topics they cover. 

“Targeted” and 

“Planning 

Lite” 

categories 

actually 

remained 

exactly the 

same 

Figure 13. Planning Approach Changes Over Time (2018 versus 

2020) 

 

 

Figure 14. Financial Planning Approach By Business Model 

 

 

Figure 15. Comprehensiveness By CFP Status 
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proportionately, while there was a very slight shift 

away from the “Most Comprehensive” planning 

category towards the “Comprehensive” category. This 

may be just statistical noise, but could also suggest 

that advisors 

are becoming 

slightly less 

comprehensive 

more 

generally—

again perhaps 

as an attempt 

to standardize 

the planning 

process or perhaps as just a limitation of the existing 

planning software available. 

As Figure 16 indicates, only 7% of CFP professionals 

reported feeling as though covering less than five 

topics would constitute a comprehensive plan, 

whereas 9% of non-CFP professionals reported 

believing this could. Similarly, CFP professionals 

were less commonly represented among advisors 

reporting 6-9 categories. The category in which CFP 

professionals were significantly more represented was 

“Most Comprehensive” (i.e., 13+ planning 

categories), with nearly 40% of CFP professionals 

falling in this category, versus 25% of non-CFPs. 

Simply put, CFP certification really is associated with 

doing more comprehensive financial planning (even 

amongst those who reported they were doing 

“Comprehensive” financial plans). However, as we 

examine in subsequent sections, we also see that CFPs 

are generally being paid more for their plans that non-

CFPs. 

Compared to advisors in B/Ds (the insurance numbers 

reported come from a much smaller number of 

respondents), 

there were 

only three 

areas where 

advisors within 

RIAs were less 

likely to 

typically cover 

a topic in a 

comprehensive 

plan – decumulation planning, life insurance, and long-

term care insurance. Not surprisingly, these topics all 

have specific products that can be sold to fit client needs 

in these areas: decumulation planning (annuities), life 

insurance, and long-term care insurance. The incentive 

to cover these areas for selling opportunities could be 

one factor leading to these disparities.  

Notably, however, the lower level of decumulation 

planning among RIAs is interesting given that the topic 

is still highly relevant to portfolio withdrawals. 

However, this 

may still be 

indicative of the 

conflict of 

interest that 

AUM-based 

advisors may 

have around 

decumulation 

planning more 

generally. 

Whereas B/Ds 

focus more on 

insurance when 

they have annuity products to sell, AUM-based advisors 

without products to sell do have an incentive to keep 

assets invested in a client’s portfolio. Furthermore, this 

could suggest a knowledge gap in decumulation 

planning. 

Of course, that’s not to say that such topics shouldn’t 

otherwise be covered in a comprehensive plan (it’s 

possible that advisors in RIAs and B/Ds may have too 

Figure 16. Planning Comprehensiveness Changes Over Time (2018 versus 

2020) 

 

 

Figure 17. Plan Comprehensiveness By Business Model 
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little or too much incentive to cover certain topics), 

but it’s easy to see why motivation is high for people 

to use different approaches when their compensation 

is directly tied to focusing on different planning areas.  

One other stark contrast, which doesn’t align with any 

conflict of interest, is the differences in P&C coverage 

between business models. Although few advisors 

within any channel also sell P&C insurance, advisors 

within RIAs (the model least likely to be insurance-

licensed) is actually covering client P&C coverage at a 

rate nearly double advisors within B/Ds or insurance 

models. In some ways, this ‘breadth’ of RIA planning 

coverage could also be interpreted as a different form 

of comprehensiveness, and this would suggest that 

RIAs continue to be more 

comprehensive across 

various dimensions of plan 

development. 

Another interesting insight 

is the very low emphasis on 

career/salary benchmarking 

across the board, given how 

important one’s earning and 

career opportunities are to 

their financial well-being. 

Arguably, particularly for 

advisors servicing younger 

clients in the accumulation 

phase, this topic could 

provide far more ROI to a client than almost any other 

when the long-term returns of higher earnings are 

compounded over a career. Nonetheless, there does 

appear to be some clear reluctance to address these 

topics with clients.  

Time Spent to Produce A Financial Plan 

The total time spent producing a comprehensive plan 

varied widely among financial advisors. Responses 

ranged from 1 hour (11 respondents) to 122 hours. 7 

different respondents reported total plan completion 

times of 100 hours or more. However, we treated these 

respondents as outliers and excluded them from most of 

the following analyses to limit their potentially outsized 

influence on the statistics reported.  

Figure 18. Total Time Spent Producing A Plan (All Team Members) 

 

 

Figure 19. Median Total Hours Spent Producing A Comprehensive Plan (All Team 

Members)
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The median plan creation time among all team 

members was 10 hours, and the mean plan creation 

time was 13 hours. Plan creation time did vary 

significantly among 

business models, 

with RIAs spending 

the most time 

producing plans, 

and B/Ds spending 

the least. Overall, 

nearly two times as 

many advisors at 

B/Ds versus RIAs 

reported spending 5 

hours or less 

producing a plan, 

while advisors 

within RIAs were 

about 50% more 

likely to report 

spending 20 hours or more producing a 

comprehensive plan for a client.  

Despite this discrepancy, this was actually a reduction 

from 2018 levels, which may suggest that the gap in 

planning practices is closing somewhat between 

advisors within each channel, although clearly, the 

gap is still significant. Plan creation time also varied 

based on an advisor’s planning approach. Not 

surprisingly, those using a “Calculator” approach 

reported the lowest median time developing a plan (7 

hours), followed by “Collaborative” (9 hours), 

“Comprehensive” (10 hours), and “Customized” (12 

hours). Interestingly, these findings may speak 

favorably for the “Collaborative” approach, as this 

does suggest there may be a true time 

savings/efficiency enhancement associated with this 

approach. Granted, it is still small, but for the advisors 

who are doing the plan prep themselves, saving one 

hour per client over a client base of 50 clients could 

free up a whole week’s worth of work that could 

otherwise be devoted to business development, more 

client meetings, or even just more leisure time for an 

advisor. 

Plan creation time varied by compensation model. The 

longest times reported by advisors to construct a 

financial plan came from those who were 

compensated through retainers or standalone planning 

fees for that plan, and the shortest amount of time 

reported by advisors compensated through AUM fees or 

commissions that aren’t 

directly tied to the plan 

itself.  

This progression of time 

invested by the advisor and 

their team to construct a 

plan is not entirely 

surprising. Given that 

advisors who charge for 

planning services on a 

standalone basis or as a 

retainer must directly justify 

to their clients the value of 

their financial plan, it is not 

surprising to see that these 

advisors invested the 

greatest number of total 

hours among all team members developing a 

comprehensive plan. In other words, when a primary 

client deliverable is a financial plan, it’s not surprising 

that advisors put more time into that plan. By contrast, 

when the plan is ancillary to revenue generation, less 

time may be placed on plan creation. 

Traditionally, the industry has said, “If you charge for 

the plan, clients will value it more.” However, what our 

findings here may suggest is that it is actually more of 

the opposite. Perhaps when advisors charge for a plan, 

then they end up doing more just to justify its value. 

Ultimately, this may make clients more willing to pay 

for the plan (because they can see an advisor actually 

did more), but it may not be true that simply charging 

for the plan gets clients to value the plan more. 

That said, it is not clear that more time is actually 

what’s best for clients. This study doesn’t provide any 

type of quality metric by which we can observe and 

evaluate the quality of planning services provided to 

clients, so it is entirely possible that the ‘right’ amount 

of planning time falls anywhere on this spectrum.  

Overall, in comparison to our 2018 findings, there was 

little difference in total planning time by compensation 

method, except for hourly advisors increasing in time, 

Figure 20. Median Total Planning Hours By Planning 

Approach (All Team Members)
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although the number of advisors in this category is 

still relatively low, and this could just be statistical 

noise.  

Of course, 

the clientele 

of consumers 

who seek out 

advisors 

within these 

various 

compensation 

models likely 

varies as 

well. For 

instance, 

consumers 

who seek out 

advisors 

typically compensated through commissions or AUM 

may have less need or desire to receive a more 

comprehensive plan in the first place. Similarly, 

clients with relatively less planning need may seek out 

hourly advisors for an hourly engagement rather than 

a full financial plan to manage costs (e.g., pay an 

hourly charge for trimmed-down advice rather than a 

fully hourly fee for developing a plan). Or, 

alternatively, clients with particularly complex 

situations may seek out advisors who charge on a flat 

fee or retainer, 

also as a means 

to manage 

costs.  

Nonetheless, it 

is striking that 

the time 

financial 

advisors invest 

in the financial 

plan creation 

process 

continues to 

appear to be 

related to how 

connected their 

compensation 

is to that financial plan in the first place, with advisors 

who are compensated directly for the plan investing the 

most into it. At one end, AUM and commission advisors 

(who are 

not directly 

paid for 

planning) 

are 

spending 

the least 

time 

developing 

plans, 

while, at the 

other end, 

advisors 

who are 

paid an 

hourly fee 

spend the 

most time completing a plan.  

Interestingly, non-CFPs did not report more team time 

spent producing a comprehensive plan than CFP 

professionals (13.3 hours versus 13.4 hours), which is a 

divergence from the 2018 findings, although the 

differences in 2018 were never statistically significant. 

However, CPAs (17.7 hours) continue to spend an 

above-average amount of time creating a plan, perhaps 

an indication that the types of clients who seek out CPA 

advisors have 

relatively 

more 

complex 

situations.  

Interestingly, 

although 

CFAs also 

reported high 

levels of time 

spent on 

planning in 

2018 (17.5 

hours), this 

relationship 

was not 

observed in 

our 2020 data (12.9 hours). Granted, the number of lead 

Figure 21. Average Hours For All Team Members To Complete A Comprehensive 

Plan By Compensation Method

 

Figure 22. The Experience-Expertise Gap Based On Time Preparing A Plan (All 

Team Members)
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CFA advisors in our study (38) was relatively low, 

and, similar to insurance advisors, there could be a lot 

of statistical noise in these numbers. 

Notably, although we are measuring slightly 

differently from how we did in a previous Kitces blog 

post, we do again see evidence of the previously noted 

“Experience-Expertise Gap”. In particular, we see that 

among experienced CFPs (i.e., those with over 10 

years of experience), the average time to complete a 

plan (11.6 hours) is lower than the average among all 

CFPs (13.4 hours). However, among experienced non-

CFPs, the average time to complete a plan (15.0 

hours) is actually higher than the average among non-

CFPs (13.3 hours).  

On the other hand, it was not surprising that advisors 

who described their approach as “Customized” 

reported more team time spent producing a 

comprehensive plan (16.4 hours) relative to all other 

approach categories, including “Calculator” (13.2 

hours), “Collaborative” (11.4), and “Comprehensive” 

(13.8). Across-the-board plan times appear to be 

slightly down, perhaps reflecting new tools available 

or other efficiencies that advisors have identified, but 

it does remain 

interesting that 

little difference in 

planning time is 

observed among 

“Comprehensive” 

planners, and 

“Calculator” or 

“Collaborative” 

planners, perhaps 

suggesting that a 

comprehensive 

plan may still 

largely be an ‘off-

the-shelf’ type 

offering.  

How 

Financial Plans Are Produced 

On average, across all advisors, the lead advisor was 

responsible for 64% of plan production (versus 63% in 

2018), an associate advisor was responsible for 26% 

(versus 26% in 2018), an admin was responsible for 9% 

(versus 8% in 2018), and 2% of production was 

outsourced (versus 3% in 2018).  

This is not entirely surprising, given the time spent on 

analysis continues to show that even Lead Advisors on 

average spend more time on plan construction and 

analysis than actually meeting with clients to deliver 

those plans. (Which in turn suggests substantial 

opportunities for many/most advisors firms to better 

hire and leverage paraplanners, and/or outsourcing 

support for the plan creation process). However, it is 

notable how consistent these findings remained. Despite 

the amount of noise one would expect in these data, 

many of our findings actually remain quite consistent. 

Across business models, B/D advisors showed a slightly 

greater tendency to leverage team or outsourced support 

(as a percentage of time), with relatively less time spent 

on plan creation by lead advisors, and relatively more 

from admin staff or outsourcing support.  

Not surprisingly, though, considerable variation exists 

in responsibility by how advisory teams are structured – 

with advisors in solo firms needing to take on almost all 

of the plan production (as they lack the staff for internal 

support, and have either been unable or unwilling to 

find outsourced plan construction support). Ensemble 

firms reported the greatest utilization of associate 

advisors in the plan production process, and appear to 

Figure 23. Time Spent on Financial Plan Production By Business Model
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exhibit the most operational leverage of support staff 

members in 

the plan 

creation 

process.  

Although 

again, solos 

with support 

show almost 

the same 

leverage as 

ensembles, 

which really 

speaks to 

the 

efficiency 

of the solo 

with a 

support model relative to what ensemble firms provide 

(at least in terms of planning). 

Additionally, outsourcing continues to appear to be 

uncommon among all team structures, 

although the highest reported levels 

were among solo advisors with support 

staff – which could be an indication of 

firms going through a transitional 

growth stage, whereby they may be 

large enough to support an 

administrative staff member, but not yet 

large enough to bring on an associate 

planner (therefore leading to 

outsourcing instead). Compared to 

ensemble firms, silos make significantly 

less use of associate advisors, which 

could be a reflection of the added difficulty in 

utilizing an associate advisor when a team doesn’t 

have a consistent strategy and approach to planning 

for clients. On the other hand, it also emphasizes the 

irony that even when individual advisors come 

together into a multi-advisor firm with individual silos 

to ‘share’ resources, they appear to be sharing 

administrative/office resources but not finding 

efficiencies in sharing paraplanner resources. 

It is still interesting to note that even among solo 

advisors with support staff and ensemble teams, lead 

advisors are still spending roughly as much time 

developing a financial plan as associate advisors. Of 

course, this 

includes all time, 

and certain tasks 

are harder to 

delegate (e.g., 

data gathering in 

initial in-person 

client meetings, 

or in-person 

presentation of 

plans), and lead 

advisors do still 

need to be 

providing 

oversight of 

associate 

advisors. But 

nonetheless, it appears there are still further 

opportunities to free up more lead advisor time with the 

efficient use of associate advisors. 

Figure 24. Time Spent on Financial Plan Production By Team Structure

 

Figure 25. Time Spent In The First Year Of An Engagement (2018 

v. 2020) 

 

Figure 26. Average Hours Spent On Steps Of The Financial 

Planning Process Over The First 12-Months
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The First-Year Financial Planning 

Process 

During the first year, advisors reported spending a 

total of 31.6 hours between all team members 

onboarding a client through the various steps in the 

first-year financial planning process (with a slightly 

higher average time amongst RIAs, and a slightly 

lower average time for advisors in a B/D 

environment). This number was down slightly from 

34.5 hours in 2018. Overall, developing 

recommendations was the only area that did not see a 

decrease in total time spent, while anywhere from 0.3 

to 0.7 hours was reduced for all other process 

categories. 

On average, the “Analyze” step in the financial 

planning process was reported to take the longest for 

financial advisors in 2020, at a total of 5.5 hours 

within the first year of the client relationship. 

(Note: The two sub-steps of the old Step 4 [develop 

and present], were measured separately in our survey, 

given the shift from the CFP Board’s 6-step financial 

planning process to a 7-step process.)  

This finding regarding the analysis stage isn’t entirely 

surprising, as generally this stage entails the most in-

depth analysis time. Furthermore, developing 

recommendations was tied for a close second (along 

with establishing the client relationship) or 5 hours in 

the first year. This is perhaps a reflection of the amount 

of face-to-face time needed for data gathering, as well 

as the analytical time and thought that goes into the 

planning process. This may also speak to the 

opportunity set for new planning tools that support 

analysis and recommendation development time, such 

as FP Alpha and fpPathfinder. 

Yet the time spent in these steps also varied by business 

model. Most notably, advisors in B/D environments 

reported spending relatively more of their first-year time 

as a team establishing and defining the financial 

planning relationship, advisors in an RIA environment 

reported spending relatively more of their time 

analyzing and developing a financial plan (particularly 

developing). Again, these relationships point to a 

general difference in focus between channels, with 

advisors in a B/D environment placing greater emphasis 

on establishing the client relationship and advisors in 

the RIA channel spending (relatively) more time on the 

financial plan development itself. 

However, Figure 28 below on page 19 is reporting on a 

percentage basis, and the reality is that advisors in RIAs 

reported spending the most time in total onboarding of a 

client during the first year. When we analyze the raw 

hours reported, the only category in which B/Ds 

actually reported spending more time onboarding a 

client was establishing and defining the relationship. 

How CFP Certification Is Related To 

The Financial Plan Creation Process 

Figure 27. Time Spent on Different Steps In The FP Process Over The First 12 Months (CFP versus 

Non-CFP) 
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Interestingly, CFP professionals reported a below 

average level of time spent during the first year by all 

team members onboarding a client (31 hours), while 

non-CFPs reported an above average amount of time 

(34 hours). This difference was consistent with 

differences observed in our 2018 study, although the 

magnitude of the gap has declined from 9 hours to 3 

hours. Non-CFPs reported more raw hours spent on 

each of the steps, though looking at the gaps in time 

spent helps to illustrate where the relative differences 

are most pronounced. 

The biggest time gap between CFP professionals and 

non-CFPs is within the area of developing planning 

recommendations. This could suggest that CFP 

professionals gain direct efficiencies in their ability to 

execute the planning process in a timely manner with 

their education, training, and experience. On the other 

hand, we should be careful interpreting any causation 

here. The reality could be that some additional factor 

that differs between CFP professionals and non-CFPs 

is really driving differences in time spent in the 

various steps of the financial planning process (for 

example, non-CFPs may be working with clientele 

that have different planning needs). This survey alone 

cannot answer this question, although the findings 

continue to present an interesting divergence that is 

worthy of further exploration (this same divergence was 

observed in 2018). 

One simple explanation could simply be that CFP 

professionals, on average, are more experienced than 

non-CFPs. Indeed, CFP professionals in our survey had 

an average of 18 years of financial services experience, 

and 13 years in a lead advisor role. By contrast, non-

CFPs only had an average of 16.7 years of financial 

services experience, 12 of which were in a lead advisor 

role.  

Another way we can look at time usage is to examine 

responsibilities among specific team members. As 

figure 27 above on page 18 indicates, non-CFPs in 

particular spend more lead advisor time engaging in the 

FP process. Which may be particularly problematic, as 

it could suggest that not only are non-CFPs less 

efficient, but that this inefficiency is soaking up lead 

advisor time (and furthermore that non-CFP lead 

advisors aren’t effectively hiring or leveraging associate 

advisors or outsourcing solutions to support the 

process). Notably, this exact same relationship was 

observed in our prior study, suggesting that this 

relationship does warrant further investigation. If CFP 

professionals do gain efficiencies above and beyond 

what would be expected given that CFP professionals 

will tend to be more experienced than non-CFPs, then 

Figure 28. Time Spent on Different Steps In The FP Process By Industry Model
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that could speak directly to some of the added value of 

pursuing the CFP designation. 

Some interesting trends also emerge in the distribution 

of team member time completing various tasks in the 

FP process from one business model to the next.  

Relative to B/D models, 

RIAs reported that lead 

advisors spend more 

time analyzing client 

situations and 

developing 

recommendations. 

Advisors in B/Ds 

reported less 

involvement of associate 

advisors at many stages 

of the planning process 

relative to associate 

advisors in RIAs.  

How Many Meetings Does It Take To 

Complete The Financial Planning 

Process? 

Overall, advisors across different segments 

consistently reported an average of three meetings 

needed to complete an initial comprehensive plan (not 

including monitoring or implementation), consistent 

with a fairly standard process of an initial client 

meeting, an in-depth data gathering meeting, and a 

plan presentation meeting. These findings were 

consistent with those of our 2018 study. 

However, there are some notable differences between 

groups of advisors taking more meetings to complete a 

plan and advisors within a B/D environment taking 

fewer meetings to complete a plan. Of course, just 

looking at averages rarely tells the whole story. 

Important differences exist at the tails of these 

distributions. For instance, whereas only 5% of 

advisors within an ensemble team structure required 5 

or more meetings to complete a plan, 11.5% of solo 

advisors needed 5 or more meetings to do so. And 

while CFP professionals were previously shown to be 

more time-efficient in their plan creation process, they 

were also nearly 48% more likely to have an in-depth 5-

meeting planning process.  

In addition, consistent with our 2018 study, there appear 

to be far more advisors conducting a very in-depth, 

high-touch planning process in RIAs than broker-

dealers, with advisors in the former reporting 5 or more 

meetings to complete a plan at a rate over 6 times higher 

than advisors in the latter.  

Interestingly, the advisors taking 5+ meetings to 

complete a financial plan were disproportionately 

hourly and retainer advisors. 16% of all hourly advisors 

took 5+ meetings to complete an initial plan versus only 

6% of AUM advisors. This divergence within the RIA 

channel explains some of the divergences we see 

elsewhere, as the spread amongst RIAs can actually be 

much larger we when account for the potentially large 

differences in business practices between AUM-centric 

Figure 29. Percent of Advisors Requiring 5 or More Meetings To Complete A Plan 

By Type

 

Figure 30. Number of Meetings Needed To Get An Initial 

Financial Plan Completed By Business Model
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RIAs and RIAs using retainer, hourly, or other fee-for-

service models. 

Of course, it’s important to note that our results do not 

suggest that RIAs are necessarily engaging in a more 

thorough planning process. It could be that advisors in 

RIAs are merely being less efficient. Or, alternatively, 

the differences could be explained by something else 

entirely – such as differences in the composition (and 

therefore planning needs) of clients between 

environments.  

However, the fact that RIAs are the most likely to be 

charging separately for financial plans compared to 

broker-dealers or insurance companies (that can’t 

legally charge separately for financial plans unless 

they have a hybrid RIA relationship anyway) suggests 

that RIAs may simply be going deeper with their 

planning processes because they’re more readily able 

to charge for and be compensated for it. 

In addition, in the case of differences between solo 

and ensemble firms, it is reasonable to believe that at 

least some of the differences continue to be driven by 

differences in efficiency, as it is harder for one solo 

specialist to become as efficient in wearing all of the 

different planning hats required as an advisor in a 

larger team environment.  

What Tools Do Advisors Use To 

Create And Communicate Financial 

Plans 

The tools 

advisors use 

in 

developing 

plans are 

very 

important in 

developing 

recommendations to present to a client. Our survey also 

captured some interesting insights regarding the various 

tools advisors are using within their practices, both in 

constructing and analyzing financial plans themselves, 

but also in communicating overall regarding financial 

planning issues with clients.  

Communication Tools And Channels 

For The Financial Planning Process 

Looking at ongoing contact with clients throughout the 

year (for clients already fully onboarded through the 

initial financial planning process) by communication 

medium reveals a few interesting relationships.  

For instance, while advisors were fairly consistent in 

their communication habits regardless of whether they 

had CFP certification or not, advisors in an RIA 

business model reported 30% higher rates of utilizing 

email to contact clients directly relative to those in B/D 

Figure 31. Percent of Advisors Within Various Compensation 

Methods That Take 5+ Meetings To Complete An Initial Plan

 

Figure 32. Client Contact And Communication By Business Model

 

http://www.kitces.com/


 

For further information: The Kitces Report Volume 1, 2020 

http://www.kitces.com Page 22 of 47 

model, raising questions of whether the burdens of 

broker-dealer compliance on written communication 

may be dissuading their advisors from using this 

relatively efficient communication medium. 

(Especially since both groups were about equally 

likely to use mass emails, which would typically be 

centrally compliance-approved in the first place.).  

Notably, this trend towards a rise in the use of 

‘centralized’ communication mediums among RIAs 

was actually a 

divergence 

from our 

previous study, 

in which 

advisors B/Ds 

were 

significantly 

more likely to 

use mass 

emailing to 

contact clients. 

Furthermore, 

this change 

represented a 

rise of RIA 

advisors up to the level of B/D advisors rather than a 

decrease by B/Ds or a combination of increase and 

decrease among both. In other words, these findings 

suggest that mass email may be becoming more 

common as a one-to-many communication tool with 

clients across all channels. At the same time, direct 

email declined slightly, but the magnitude of change (1 

fewer email per year among RIAs; falling from 7 

contacts per year to 6) was not tremendous and could be 

the result of statistical noise. 

The use of social media also fell slightly among RIAs 

but not B/Ds. This year we also measured text 

messaging as a mode of communication, finding nearly 

identical rates 

(albeit low) of 

texting among 

both RIA and B/D 

advisors. As 

technology has 

increasingly made 

text messaging a 

compliant mode 

of communication 

for advisors, it 

will be interesting 

to see if texting 

rises as a mode of 

communication 

and shifts client 

contacts away from telephone and direct email. Notably, 

insurance advisors reported the highest level of texting, 

perhaps due to lower compliance requirements (at least 

so long as an advisor is just insurance licensed), but we 

Figure 33. Client Contact And Communication By Team Structure

 

Figure 34. Planning Tools By Business Model
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are cautious in interpreting any insurance results in 

this study given the smaller sample size. 

Notably, while the number of insurance advisors 

within our sample is still relatively low, these findings 

may suggest that the successful adoption of platforms 

like Hearsay in the insurance channel are having a 

measurable effect on social media and text message 

adoption of these channels. Furthermore, there appears 

to be a particularly large gap in the adoption of text 

messaging between insurance advisors and those in 

the B/D and RIA channels.  

It is also notable that despite the typical view of 

compliance, RIAs are now the least likely to 

communicate via social media. Which may suggest 

that we’re past the era of compliance issues, and now 

to the point where large firms (B/Ds and insurance) 

are figuring out how to scalably implement social 

media for their advisors, while RIAs are now perhaps 

lagging in social media use!  

A few interesting relationships emerged when looking 

at client contact and communication by team structure. 

Consistent with 2018 findings, solo advisors continue 

to lag in client contacts across several mediums, such 

as social media, mass email, webinars, and client 

education. Furthermore, solo advisors don’t exceed 

communication rates within any mediums. This is 

likely a reflection of some of the capacity limitations 

faced by solo advisors, as it is much easier to regularly 

develop content such as educational events or email 

newsletters when advisors have more team members to 

collaborate with. Although rates were low for all team 

structures, ensembles were particularly more likely to 

use marketing strategies such as webinars that could 

best utilize the strengths of team members in putting 

together content for clients (or prospective clients). 

Tools Used In The Financial Planning 

Process 

While in the early years of financial planning, 

conducting the analysis of a client’s financial planning 

situation and then producing a 

financial plan to convey those 

results to the client might have been 

scribbled onto a yellow pad, modern 

financial planning both requires and 

leverages the availability of 

technology tools to create a more 

robust financial plan. 

However, the particular tools 

financial advisors used to create a 

comprehensive financial plan vary 

significantly, with the availability of 

firm-created proprietary software, 

Excel-based calculations, third-

party financial planning software, 

more specialized software tools, and 

simply constructing a written plan using a standalone 

word processor.  

And in practice, the use of these tools did vary 

considerably amongst different types of advisors. 

Across business models, advisors in RIAs were 

considerably more likely (93%) to report using typical 

third-part financial planning software tools than 

advisors in B/Ds (78%), while advisors in B/Ds were far 

less likely to leverage Excel or Word for more 

customized financial plan analyses (consistent with the 

earlier finding that B/Ds are most likely to provide 

‘packaged’ comprehensive financial plans or to deliver 

the plan collaboratively, but not to customize the plan to 

the extent that insurance companies and especially RIAs 

do). Notably, however, the rates of third-party software 

adoption are up from 2018 (2 percentage points among 

RIAs and 4 percentage points among B/Ds), potentially 

Figure 35. Use of Excel And Word In Addition To FP Software By FP Software 

Provider
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suggesting that such tools are becoming even more 

essential for financial planners. 

It is likely 

these 

differences 

are driven at 

least in part 

by differences 

in compliance 

requirements, 

rather than 

advisor 

preferences, 

given that 

advisors in 

B/Ds are 

often more 

limited by 

centralized 

compliance oversight from creating custom plan 

analyses and recommendations using software such as 

Excel or Word. Not surprisingly, advisors in B/Ds and 

especially insurance firms – which, relative to RIAs, 

tend to be much larger and more likely to have 

resources for 

developing 

proprietary 

software – were 

more likely to 

use firm-created 

financial 

planning 

software than 

those in an RIA 

environment.  

Advisor use of 

third-party tools 

of Excel and 

Word in addition 

to third-party 

financial planning software varied considerably by 

third-party software provider. Overall, about 90% of 

advisors used any third-party planning software, with 

49% complementing that software with Excel and 

37% complementing that software with Word. 

However, there appeared to be a general relationship 

between adoption rate and the percentage of advisors 

complementing a software with third-party tools, 

perhaps suggesting that tools that are preferred by more 

advisors have greater 

capabilities that fewer 

advisors feel need 

complementing. 

Alternatively, this could be 

a reflection of the 

popularity of major 

providers within advisory 

environments that are more 

restrictive of advisor use of 

third-party programs.  

Advisors in RIAs also 

reported the highest levels 

of utilizing specialized 

financial planning software 

solutions (e.g., Holistiplan 

or other specialized tax planning tools) as part of the 

process of creating a comprehensive plan – which is 

again consistent with the fact that RIAs often have 

greater flexibility to adopt such planning software in the 

first place. While the rate of using specialized tools was 

up in 2020 versus 2018 (30% 

versus 29%) the difference was 

very small. To the extent that such 

planning tools provide material 

benefits for clients within an 

advisor’s specific niche, these 

findings could illustrate one of the 

longer-term benefits available to 

those who are breaking away from 

B/Ds and moving into RIAs: the 

ability to adopt unique software that 

truly adds value for a unique 

targeted clientele. For instance, if 

an advisor works with many clients 

who have stock options, and an 

advisor technology start-up 

develops a new great tool 

specifically for clients with stock options, the advisor in 

the RIA environment can more readily and easily adopt 

such tools than an advisor in a B/D environment. 

Figure 36. Use of Specialized Software By Business Model

 

Figure 37. Time Spent In Plan Preparation By 

Specialized Software Use 
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On the other hand, the use of such tools (or even the 

freedom to use such tools) may also create added time 

(and cost!) that goes into the plan development 

process. A benefit of the more centralized 

environment may be that it helps advisors avoid being 

distracted by the newest planning tool and focus on 

the core aspect of building a relationship with their 

clients. Specifically, we see that advisors who use 

specialized 

planning tools 

spend a total of 

1.1 more hours 

in the plan prep 

process amongst 

all team 

members. If a 

planning tool is 

beneficial 

enough, it will 

eventually get 

noticed and 

adopted by a 

firm that wants 

to make sure that 

their advisors have the tools to succeed. Ultimately, 

there is always a balancing to the pros and cons of the 

freedom to adopt planning tools, but the greater time 

spent in the plan development process (in the RIA 

environment) and the greater emphasis on establishing 

the client relationship (in the B/D environment) could 

both be, at least to some extent, reflective of having 

the freedom (or not!) to adopt additional planning tools. 

The differences in tools used for plan creation between 

CFP professionals and non-CFPs were less pronounced, 

although CFPs reported higher levels of using all types 

of tools. This was in slight contrast to our 2018 findings, 

in which specialized planning tools were adopted less 

by CFP professionals, but the current findings suggest 

this may have 

just been 

statistical 

noise. The 

largest 

divergence 

continues to be 

with respect to 

the use of 

Microsoft 

Word, which is 

likely 

indicative of 

the greater 

freedom 

advisors in 

RIAs have to develop plans for clients that are truly 

customized and go outside the confines of what a 

(thoroughly vetted) software program will produce for 

an advisor. Notably, the gap in third-party planning 

software closed significantly, with a nearly 10 

percentage point gap in 2018 

closing to only a roughly 4 

percentage point gap in our 2020 

study.  

Furthermore, we did see variation 

in third-party planning software use 

by advisor designations. Compared 

to all advisors as a whole, those 

with the CFP, CPA, and CFA 

designations had slightly higher 

levels of adopting planning 

software (e.g., 92.0% amongst 

CPAs versus 89.8% amongst all 

advisors). This may indicated that 

while many companies like to use 

software in lieu of advisor 

education, further education itself may be supportive of 

higher software use. On the other hand, there is likely a 

Figure 38. Use of Software By CFP Status

 

Figure 39. Percentage Using Third-Party Software By Advisor Designation
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selection effect in this correlation as well, as it is 

likely that advisors who are more likely to use 

planning software were more likely to pursue a 

designation in the first place. Notably, the same did 

not hold among CLU designation holders, who were 

slightly less likely to use third-party planning 

software. Although, perhaps most notable of all, is 

that regardless of advisor designation some 8-12% of 

advisors are still not using any third-party planning 

software. 

With respect to differences in technology use by team 

structure, nearly identical usage rates of third-party 

planning tools were reported by all advisors except for 

solo advisors with support staff. This finding was in 

contrast with our 2018 findings, which found that 

third-party planning software adoption rates were 

significantly higher among ensemble teams. Notably, 

changes from 2018 to 2020 reflected a rising adoption 

rates among solo and silo advisors rather than a 

decline among ensemble teams.  

Nonetheless, the lower levels of third-party software 

use among solo advisors with support staff is still 

interesting. While our study cannot look at this, per se, 

this may be indicative of a trend in the philosophy 

espoused by solo advisors with support staff such as 

Matthew Jarvis and Benjamin Brandt on the Financial 

Advisor Success Podcast, in which greater emphasis is 

placed on the use of simpler spreadsheets (e.g., a 

‘guardrails spreadsheet’) in lieu of more complex 

planning tools. This philosophy may work better within 

a solo firm with one advisor where a consistent 

methodology can be applied to a certain type of 

clientele, but that may be harder to replicate in a larger, 

ensemble-type environment where planners likely have 

more specialties.  

Notably, amongst solos (both with or without support 

staff) who are not using a third-party planning software, 

74% of 

advisors 

are using 

Excel as 

their 

primary 

planning 

tool, 

which 

may 

support 

the notion 

that some 

solos may 

be 

building 

their own 

Excel-

based 

tools to support their lifestyle practice and eschewing 

third-party software entirely. Furthermore, it is worth 

noting again that a significant number of advisors are 

using Excel on top of their core planning software, 

which speaks to the incompleteness that still exists for 

many third-party tools, despite their dominance.  

Another important consideration regarding the use of 

financial planning software is that not all advisors are 

using the tools in the same manner. For instance, while 

solo advisors and advisors within an ensemble team 

reported the highest levels of utilizing Excel (58% and 

63%, respectively; both up slightly from 57% and 60% 

in 2018, respectively), advisors within a solo firm were 

more likely to use Excel as their sole planning software 

compared to ensemble firms (86% versus 70%), which 

may suggest that solo advisors are using Excel as an 

affordable entry-level financial planning software 

Figure 40. Use of Software By Team Structure
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solution rather than for the purposes of fulfilling some 

firm-specific planning need. 

Interestingly, 

there was not a 

significant 

difference in the 

amount of time 

spent analyzing a 

client’s situation 

and developing 

recommendations 

between advisors 

who use a third-

party planning 

tool and those 

who only use 

Excel – 

suggesting that if 

third-party planning tools provide efficiencies (which 

is certainly plausible but not something we have 

evidence of in our data), then advisors are using this 

freed up time to analyze more/other areas, rather than 

merely shifting time elsewhere. In other words, these 

results suggest that financial planning software isn’t 

about doing financial plans faster, but doing financial 

plans deeper and more comprehensively.  

This is consistent with our 2018 findings and a 

recurring theme that we seem to see continually 

emerging—i.e., that planning (and other) software 

efficiencies allow advisors to go deeper with clients 

but not necessarily dramatically reduce the time and 

effort that goes into the planning process. Or, in other 

words, advisors are still allocating roughly the same 

amount of 

time to 

their 

clients, 

even if they 

are 

deciding to 

go deeper 

in some 

respects. 

The biggest 

differences 

in time 

spent 

analyzing 

and 

developing recommendations based on primary 

planning tools were between those using firm-developed 

planning tools, and all others – with firm-developed 

tools associated with less time analyzing and developing 

recommendations. This gap was slightly smaller than 

the same gap observed in 2018 (roughly 1 hour per plan 

across all team members versus 2), but the trend was 

nonetheless the same.  

As we speculated in 2018, one potential explanation of 

this result could be that firm-developed planning tools 

(which presumably 

are highly tailored 

to a firm’s other 

processes and 

systems) provide 

some efficiencies 

for advisors. On 

the other hand, it 

could be the case 

that advisors 

struggle with firm-

developed planning 

tools, which may 

not have all of the 

tools and features 

advisors want, and 

therefore result in a shorter planning process not out of 

preference, but because the same depth of planning 

Figure 41. Time Spent Analyzing & Developing Recommendations By Primary 

Planning Tool

 

Figure 42. Use of Financial Planning Software by Business Model

 

http://www.kitces.com/


 

For further information: The Kitces Report Volume 1, 2020 

http://www.kitces.com Page 28 of 47 

can’t be done in the first place. Yet another 

explanation could be that advisors within firms that 

have firm-developed planning tools 

(disproportionately insurance 

companies and B/Ds) approach 

planning differently than advisors who 

utilize third-party planning tools 

(disproportionately RIAs), especially 

given earlier results showing that RIAs 

are more likely to develop customized 

financial plans.  

Trends In Third-Party 

Financial Planning 

Software Usage 

Overall, the two third-party planning 

software programs with the greatest 

adoption amongst financial advisors within our study 

were MoneyGuidePro (34.5%) and eMoney (34.3%). 

Other software tools utilized by more than 1% of 

respondents included 

RightCapital (13%), NaviPlan 

(6%), and MoneyTree (5%). 

(Note: Advisors could report 

using more than one software, 

and 6.9% of all advisors did 

report using more than one 

third-party planning software 

program. Interestingly, despite 

relatively equal adoption rates 

overall, MoneyGuidePro was 

more commonly adopted as one of multiple software 

programs compared to eMoney, perhaps suggesting that 

eMoney stands a bit stronger as a standalone planning 

software.)   

Rates of MoneyGuidePro and eMoney use were nearly 

identical to our 2018 study. The 

biggest gainer from our 2018 study 

to our 2020 study was 

RightCapital, which saw adoption 

rates rise from 10% to 13%. 

NaviPlan fell from 9% to 6%, and 

MoneyTree (recently under new 

ownership) actually increased from 

4% to 5%. On the other hand, 

Advizr crashed from close to 2% 

adoption to almost 0% (despite 

having been acquired in 2019 by 

Orion Advisor Services and made 

free to their Orion users!). While 

we surveyed advisors on the use of 

Figure 43. Percentage Of Advisors Using Third-Party Planning Tools By Business 

Model 

 

 

Figure 44. Use of Third-Party Software By CFP Status
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many other planning tools, adoption rates outside of 

these top five tools were too low to report on. Within 

the current landscape, RightCapital seems to be the 

strongest candidate to potentially continue on an 

upward trajectory and 

challenge the incumbent 

leaders of MoneyGuidePro and 

eMoney. Furthermore, as we 

will examine later, their 

satisfaction ratings remain 

among the highest of all 

software programs in many 

areas. 

Amongst RIAs, 

MoneyGuidePro and eMoney 

were the two most popular 

tools, utilized by 37% and 34% 

of advisors, respectively. 

Interestingly, despite being the 

most popular among advisors within RIAs, this 

actually represents a slight dip from our 2018 numbers 

amongst RIAs and MoneyGuidePro, rather than 

eMoney, now has the highest reported adoption rate 

among RIAs. One potential explanation of this shift 

may be the result of advisors continuing to breakaway 

from the B/D environment, as, based on the rates 

reported in our studies, MoneyGuidePro has had a 

strong advantage within that environment in both 

2018 and 2020 and breakaway advisors may prefer to 

stick with the tool they currently know best. Within the 

B/D environment, 31% of advisors reported using 

MoneyGuidePro compared to only 23% using eMoney. 

Notably, the rate of eMoney usage has remained nearly 

identical among advisors in B/Ds, but the rate of 

MoneyGuidePro usage dropped from 40% in 2018 to 

31% in 2020 NaviPlan remains somewhat popular 

amongst advisors in insurance and B/D environments, 

although only about 5% of RIAs in our study reported 

using the tool. RightCapital saw strong growth amongst 

RIAs in our study (up to 16% from 13%), but their 

strongest growth was going from less than 2% among 

B/Ds in 2018 to 13% in 2020. MoneyTree continues to 

be used almost exclusively among RIAs. 

Figure 46. Hours Spent By Entire Team Analyzing & Developing A Plan By 

Planning Software 

 

 

Figure 47. Use of Planning Software By Planning Approach
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Compared to our 2018 survey, which found significant 

gaps in utilization for nearly all software programs 

between CFP professionals and non-CFPs, we found 

that the gaps were almost entirely eliminated in 2020 

and non-CFPs actually reported higher usage rates of 

several programs. 

RightCapital continues to dominate as the tool used 

most commonly by solo advisors. 

This is likely in part due to their 

lower cost than competitors, but 

also the availability of 

RightCapital within organizations 

that support solo advisors (e.g., at 

no cost to advisors within XY 

Planning Network). On the other 

hand, the largest (Ensemble) firms 

were (slightly) more likely to use 

eMoney over MoneyGuidePro, as 

were solo advisors who had 

support (and typically have larger 

firms, at least relative to solos), 

and suggesting overall that 

eMoney enjoys an adoption 

advantage amongst the firms that 

can support their higher-than-the-competition price 

point. 

There were some notable differences in average time 

reported analyzing and developing a plan based on the 

third-party planning tool used, although the size of some 

groups is so small that some comparisons may not be 

that insightful. 

Consistent with our 2018 findings, eMoney and 

MoneyTree both continue to be the planning software 

programs that advisors spend the most time using. This 

may be a reflection of the more in-depth cash-flow-

driven 

planning capabilities of these tools. MoneyGuidePro 

and RightCapital continue to exhibit significantly lower 

planning times. This is likely a reflection of both their 

more goals-oriented approach to planning which takes 

less time to build out an analysis (though notably, 

Figure 48. Average Hours Spent Using 3rd Party Planning Tools 

When Creating A Comprehensive Plan

 

Figure 49. Hours Spent Using Planning Software By Software And Comprehensiveness
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RightCapital does have a cash-flow-based option), as 

well as the possibility that advisors using these tools 

tend to be using them in a different manner for 

different clientele. For instance, MoneyGuidePro’s 

popularity within 

B/Ds may lend 

itself to a different, 

less in-depth style 

of analysis, 

whereas 

RightCapital’s 

popularity among 

advisors seeking to 

reach a younger 

clientele could lend 

itself to a different 

type of planning 

process more 

focused on broad accumulation goals and less on 

specific retirement distributions. 

Notably, eMoney was more popular that 

MoneyGuidePro among planners with a “Customized” 

approach. RightCapital was the only software in 

which users predominantly described themselves as 

“Collaborative”. But the biggest disparity of all was 

among advisors using no third-party planning 

software, in which the primary classification was 

dominantly “Customized”. This latter finding may 

suggest that 

these 

advisors 

are doing 

work that is 

truly so 

customized 

that third-

party tools 

simply 

won’t 

suffice for 

their 

clients. 

Similar 

patterns 

were seen 

when 

respondents were asked specifically how much time is 

spent between all members of a team using their third-

party planning software, with eMoney standing out from 

the rest of the crowd in terms of total time spent 

creating a plan.  

Unfortunately, it’s 

not entirely clear 

from our data 

whether those 

differences are 

driven by the 

efficiency of various 

tools, higher levels 

of delegation (e.g., 

an associate advisor 

may be less efficient 

than a lead advisor), 

different planning styles (e.g., more comprehensive 

planners versus more targeted or modular), or some 

other factors including a desire to be more 

comprehensive.  

However, we do see some notable differences (on 

average) between software programs by 

comprehensiveness, such as a roughly equal amount of 

time spent among the “Most Comprehensive” advisors 

using MoneyGuidePro and the least comprehensive 

advisors using eMoney. This may be suggestive of 

Figure 50. Average User Satisfaction Rating Of Third-Party 

Software Programs From 2018 to 2020

 

Figure 51. User Satisfaction Rating of 3rd Party Tools By Software Feature
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efficiencies associated with MoneyGuidePro, 

although, again, we cannot entirely speak to that with 

our current data. 

Notably, readers should be careful drawing 

conclusions about efficiency from these results alone. 

For instance, compared to a lead advisor using 

RightCapital for 5 hours when creating a plan, it may 

be more ‘efficient’ for the business for a lead advisor 

to spend 1 hour using eMoney while an associate uses 

the tool for 8 

hours (even 

if the total 

plan 

construction 

time is 80% 

higher with 

eMoney in 

this 

example). 

While these 

numbers are 

purely 

hypothetical, 

our results 

do indicate 

that users of eMoney are far more likely to have 

associate advisors involved in the plan development 

process.  

Software User Satisfaction Ratings 

eMoney and RightCapital received the highest user 

satisfaction ratings in our survey, both averaging a score 

of above an 8 on a 10-point scale. MoneyGuidePro and 

MoneyTree 

were not far 

behind. 

NaviPlan 

was again 

among the 

lowest of 

popularly 

utilized tools 

in terms of 

satisfaction. 

This was all 

consistent 

with 

satisfaction 

ratings in 

2018, which perhaps does not bode well for NaviPlan 

long-term and speaks to the decline in market share we 

measured since 2018.  

Generally speaking, satisfaction was up for all software 

programs from 2018 to 2020, with the exception of 

MoneyGuidePro which was mostly flat. NaviPlan and 

MoneyTree were 

the biggest 

gainers, although 

NaviPlan still had 

the lowest ratings 

overall. 

In addition to 

overall 

satisfaction levels, 

our respondents 

provided detailed 

information 

regarding 

satisfaction based 

on various features and characteristics of software. 

RightCapital scored noticeably better than competitors 

with respect to client-directed data gathering, although 

ratings in this category were still not stellar for any 

company. eMoney and RightCapital both were among 

the highest-rated for client portals and account 

aggregation. eMoney remained a leader (or close to the 

Figure 53. Specialized Planning Tools Adoption Rate

 

Figure 52. User Satisfaction Rating Of 3rd Party Planning Software By Topic Area
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leaders) in many other categories, with the exception 

of tracking plan progress over time where it was 

slightly weaker than all other competitors.  

When it comes to financial planning software’s ability 

to cover specific planning modules, there was also 

significant variability amongst the leading software 

solutions. While not surprisingly, most solutions were 

consistently strong in modeling accumulation and 

decumulation projections – given the traditional 

retirement-centric focus of financial planning – 

RightCapital again stood out as a leader in the area of 

tax planning, and eMoney was the strongest in cash 

flow and budgeting and also estate planning (and 

generally ranked highly across the board). By contrast, 

MoneyGuidePro again lagged the 

competition considerably, in both 

budgeting, estate planning, tax 

planning, and student loans. On 

the other hand, RightCapital 

stood out as an early leader in the 

area of student loan planning, as 

the only major financial planning 

software provider to build a 

dedicated module around this, 

although satisfaction in student 

loan planning remained fairly 

low amongst all companies.  

Relatedly, looking at specialized 

planning tool adoption rates may 

help shed some light on where 

existing software is still lacking. 

Overall, 20% of firms reported using specialized Social 

Security planning software and 18% reported using 

specialized tax planning software. Specialized 

retirement planning software was adopted by about 9% 

of advisors and then 

estate planning (4%), 

mindmapping (3%), and 

student loan planning 

(3%) were all adopted at 

fairly low rates.  

Among specialized 

Social Security planning 

tools, SS Analyzer was 

the leader by far, 

adopted by nearly one 

half of advisors 

reporting using a 

specialized tool. Other 

tools included 

Maximize My Social Security (4%), Social Security 

Timing (2%), and SS Pro (1%). A notable write-in 

program within the “Other” category included Savvy 

Social Security Planning (from Horsesmouth) 

BlackRock’s Social Security calculator tool.  

Among specialized tax planning software, HolistiPlan 

was the leader (6%) followed by BNA Income Tax 

(5%), CFS TaxTools (2%), Tax Clarity (2%), Planner 

CS (1%) and Lacerte (1%). HolistiPlan’s quick rise to a 

Figure 54. Specialized Social Security Planning Software Adoption Rates
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lead in market share may be particularly notable given 

their relative youth compared to some competitors.  

While too few advisors reported using estate planning 

software to say much about this category, it was 

notable that only Everplans and NumberCruncher 

stood out as programs used by advisors. Other tools 

used in this area were generally proprietary tools. 

Programs such as Legacy Shield, Tax Clarity, 

LifeSite, Your eFolio, Onist, and Wishlife were not 

reported to be used by any advisors within our sample. 

Looking at other third-party planning software 

characteristics covered in our survey, RightCapital 

stood out in areas of ease of use, simplicity, and also 

their web support for advisors—all of which would be 

consistent with RightCapital’s ranking as a highly-

efficient program to use. MoneyGuidePro scored 

similarly well in many of the same 

categories, suggesting that advisors find 

the tool easy to use, but are perhaps 

relatively more disappointed with the 

more limited planning capabilities relative 

to competitors. And while NaviPlan 

scored top marks for comprehensiveness 

and depth of analysis, it scored poorly not 

only for ease of use and simplicity, but 

also for its phone support and web 

support, suggesting that its low ratings 

may be tied to a combination of software 

complexity and insufficient support for 

advisors trying to navigate that 

complexity. 

What 

Planners 

Charge: The 

Cost of a 

Financial 

Plan 

One other 

question that has 

remained 

surprisingly 

elusive is how 

much a financial 

plan actually costs for a ‘typical’ consumer with a 

‘typical’ advisor. In addition to how financial advisors 

go about the planning process and the tools that they 

use, our survey respondents also provided detailed 

information on the fees that they charge, and the clients 

that they provide services for. 

Standalone Planning Fees 

Excluding some extreme outliers, financial advisors 

reported charging anywhere from $250 to $12,000 for a 

standalone comprehensive plan. The median reported 

cost for a standalone financial plan was $2,500 (up from 

$2,225 in 2018) and fees ranged from $1,000 (10th 

percentile) to $4,800 (90th percentile). 

Notably, these fees did vary by business model, CFP 

status, and team structure. For instance, at the 50th 

Figure 56. User Satisfaction Ratings Of 3rd Party Software By Software Characteristics

 

Figure 57. Standalone Planning Fee Percentiles By Business Model, CFP 

Status, & Team Structure
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percentile, advisors in RIAs charged nearly $700 more 

than advisors in B/Ds to produce a standalone plan. 

Similarly, CFP professionals reported charging a 

median fee of nearly $500 more than non-CFPs for the 

completion of a standalone financial plan. Among 

various team structures, silos again reported the lowest 

median cost 

for 

consumers to 

purchase a 

standalone 

plan ($1,800), 

versus a high 

among solo-

advisors with 

support and 

ensemble 

teams of 

$2,500.  

Notably, 

there weren’t 

tremendous 

differences in 

fees reported 

in 

comparison 

to our 2018 

study, 

although fees were generally flat or up slightly among 

many different groups. Fees were up most 

significantly for solo advisors (without support staff) 

across 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles, but particularly 

among median and lower fee levels. This may reflect 

some maturation in this segment of the advisory 

market, or it could 

simply be some 

statistical noise. We 

did see a divergence 

between CFP 

professionals and 

non-CFP 

professionals at the 

75th percentile. In 

our prior study, both 

groups reported a 

75th percentile 

standalone planning 

free of $3,000, however this increased to $3,500 among 

CFP professionals and decreased to $2,500 among non-

CFP professionals.  

Interestingly, previous wide gaps between solo advisors 

and solo advisors with support staff pretty much 

disappeared in 

our 2020 study, 

with solo 

advisors with 

support actually 

reporting lower 

25th percentile 

fees ($1,500 

versus $1,800) 

when compared 

to solo 

advisors. 

Interestingly, 

we see this 

despite little to 

any change in 

the segment of 

the market 

these advisors 

were serving. 

Median client 

income for 

standalone 

planning clients of solo advisors was $150,000 in 2018 

and 2020, while median client income was $150,000 

(2018) and $175,000 (2020) for solo advisors with 

support. So, in fact, solo advisors with support staff 

actually moved slightly upmarket despite this gap 

closing, which could also point to statistical noise. The 

largest disparity was 

among ensemble teams at 

the 75th percentile, with 

these firms charging 

$4,000 for a plan in 

comparison to fees of 

$3,000 (solo with 

support), $2,750 (solo), 

and $2,500 (silo) at the 

75th percentile. 

Interestingly, despite 

differences in pricing 

there were no distinctions 

Figure 58. Fee Changes from 2018 to 2020 

 

 

Figure 59. Median Standalone Planning Fee By Plan 

Comprehensiveness
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between 50th percentile income ($150,000) or 

investible assets ($500,000) among both solo advisors 

with support staff and ensemble teams for standalone 

planning services. At the 75th percentile, investible 

assets were the same ($1,000,000 for each), although 

client income was slightly lower among solo advisors 

with support staff compared to ensemble teams 

($200,000 versus $225,000).  

Consistent with our 2018 study, we do again see a 

relationship between advisor comprehensiveness and 

standalone 

planning fees. 

Median fees 

ranged from 

$1,750 among 

“Targeted” 

advisors to 

$2,000 among 

“Comprehensive” and “Most Comprehensive” 

advisors. Though notably, given the additional 

depth that the most comprehensive financial 

plans entail, it would appear that such advisors 

may still be ‘undercharging’ for the additional 

depth relative to the fee that a narrower, more 

targeted plan can already command. 

Hourly Planning Fees 

Hourly fees among advisors in our survey 

ranged from $100 to $750. The average fee 

reported was $250 (standard deviation of $95) 

which was the same as the median fee. Notably, 

both of these are up from 2018, in which 

average hourly fees were reported as $218 and 

the median fee was $200. 

With the exception of a lack of higher levels 

among ensemble firms, we see some similar 

patterns as those that emerged among standalone 

planning fees. Interestingly, despite strong convergence 

around $200 per hour in 2018, we seem to see an 

equally strong convergence around $250/hour in 2020. 

This difference would not be attributable to inflation, 

given the low-inflation environment we are in, so 

something else (perhaps growing confidence in advisors 

in charging standalone fees?) is likely driving this 

increase. 

Of course, an hourly fee is only part of what we need to 

know in order to 

determine what 

clients pay, on 

average, to 

receive a 

comprehensive 

plan produced 

this way. We 

also need to 

know how many 

hours it takes to 

complete a plan, 

to determine the 

typical all-in 

total cost for 

working with an 

hourly advisor. 

Figure 60. Hourly Planning Fee Percentiles By Business Model, CFP Status, 

& Team Structure

 

Figure 61. Hourly Planning Fees By Business Model, CFP Status, 

& Team Structure
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Overall, excluding outliers, advisors reported billing 

anywhere from 1 to 30 hours in order to complete a 

full financial plan. The median length reported was 10 

hours, which is up slightly from 8 hours in 2018. 

Hours billed towards the completion of a plan did vary 

across business model, CFP status, and team structure. 

Some similar 

patterns 

emerge, 

albeit with 

less variation 

in the average 

between team 

structures. 

These results 

are notable 

however, 

because they 

indicate that 

not only do 

RIAs (and 

certain team structures, CFPs, etc.) often charge more 

per hour to complete a plan, but they actually bill for 

more hours as well! As a result, we would expect 

differences in the total cost of a plan from such 

advisors to differ more than just a single dimension 

(e.g., hours needed or hourly fee) might suggest. 

Hourly fee rates were generally up or flat across most 

advisor groups. In 2020, for all groups, median fees 

were typically in the 225 to 250 range. Solo advisors 

were a bit lower than others with median fee 

levels at $200. At the 75th percentile, fees 

tended to cluster closer towards $300 per 

hour, with solo advisors again lagging 

others with 75th percentile fees at $250 per 

hour. Consistent with many other 

indications throughout this report, this may 

partially be a reflection of solo advisors 

being less experienced and in more of a 

growth stage, and therefore willing to take 

on business at a lower fee rate. 

When calculating the average cost of an 

hourly fee based on our respondents’ unique 

hourly fees and hours needed to complete a 

plan, we find that fees range from $500 to 

$9,000, with an average of $2,044 (standard 

deviation of $1,511), and a median cost of $2,500 (up 

from a median of $1,800 in 2018), again signaling a 

growing confidence in advisors charging fees (for the 

full value of their time) when doing standalone 

planning. However, these amounts do again vary by 

business model, CFP status, and team structure. 

Overall, advisors 

within an RIA 

environment 

reported 

charging a 

median of 

$2,700, which is 

substantially 

higher than the 

median of 

$1,000 charged 

by advisors 

within a B/D 

environment 

(although the 

sample size of hourly advisors within a B/D 

environment is too small to be very insightful). 

Nonetheless, despite the fact that advisors in RIAs 

reported charging the same price per hour, the median 

cost of a plan was nearly $1,700 higher once accounting 

for differences in the significantly higher number of 

typical hours billed towards the completion of a 

(ostensibly more comprehensive) financial plan.  

Figure 62. Hours Billed Towards The Completion Of An Hourly Plan By 

Business Model, CFP Status, & Team Structure

 

Figure 63. Total Cost For An Hourly Plan By Business Model, CFP Status, 

and Team Structure
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Or stated more simply, advisors in broker-dealers 

appear to possibly be doing hourly planning largely as 

an accommodation to certain clients (and likely 

supplemented by doing ‘other’ business with that 

client as well), and thus billing only a few hours at a 

time, while advisors offering hourly planning within 

RIAs are more likely to be doing entire client 

engagements 

on an hourly 

basis. In 

addition, it’s 

notable that 

advisors 

providing 

hourly financial 

planning 

services still 

tend to put in 

enough hours to 

their financial 

plans to 

generate an 

aggregate 

financial 

planning fee per client similar to other non-hourly 

advisors who simply charge for standalone financial 

plans (both of which have a median planning fee near 

$2,500).  

This may suggest that hourly advisors in a typical 

engagement actually cost more than standalone plans 

from other advisors. This may reflect that hourly 

advisors have fewer opportunities to cross-sell hourly 

services or commissions via 

implementation, but it could 

also question the hourly model 

as a lower entry-point 

engagement for consumers, 

perhaps in part due to the 

challenge of hourly advisors 

getting sufficient volume and 

therefore needing to spend more 

time generating hourly fees 

when conducting a plan. 

Retainer Fees 

Annual retainer fees ranged 

$600 to $40,000. The median 

retainer fee reported within this 

range was a fee of $4,000 per 

year (up from $3,200 in 2018).  

Similar patterns emerge again when looking at retainer 

fees by business model, CFP status, and team structure, 

with advisors in RIAs 

charging more than 

advisors within B/D 

environments, CFP 

professionals charging 

more than non-CFPs, 

and advisors on 

ensemble teams 

charging the most. 

Though notably, retainer 

fees for ensembles were 

only slightly higher than 

for solo advisors (who 

appear to be 

increasingly successful 

at finding a focused 

group of retainer-paying 

clientele to service). 

The consistency of these patterns is noteworthy. 

However, we must again caution against making causal 

conclusions from these findings. The fact that CFP 

status is correlated with higher fees does not mean that 

Figure 64. Annual Retainer Fee Percentiles By Business Model, CFP Status, and 

Team Structure

 

Figure 65. Annual AUM Fee Percentiles ($1MM Portfolio) By 

Business Model, CFP Status, and Team Structure
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earning one’s CFP designation is what causes advisors 

to earn higher fees. It is very likely that the expertise 

gained in pursuing one’s CFP designation and the 

signal that the designation sends to consumers does 

help advisors earn higher fees from consumers in the 

marketplace, but CFPs also differ from non-CFPs in 

important ways (experience, background, professional 

success, etc.) that could also explain why CFP 

professionals earn higher fees. Prior research from the 

CFP Board has also suggested that earning CFP 

certification leads to an increase in advisor self-

confidence, which throughout this research also 

appears to be an indicator of higher fee levels and 

pricing confidence.  

Additionally, with the exception of advisors who only 

produce standalone plans as their entire advisory 

business (which is a very small percentage of 

advisors), the overlapping nature of so many types of 

advisor compensation does make it hard to sort out the 

true cost of a comprehensive financial plan. For 

instance, commissions from product implementation 

are one source of additional revenue for advisors who 

can receive such compensation, and even fee-only 

advisors may receive additional income from follow-

up consultations, or implementation in other areas 

(e.g., AUM fees for portfolio management). 

Anecdotally, advisors are also willing to do some hourly 

or retainer financial planning work as a means to 

producing a possibility of future work, and this 

probabilistic, expected value approach to 

completing a plan, part as compensation 

now and part as a means to future 

compensation, complicates matters 

considerably. 

AUM Fees 

Because AUM fees are one of the more 

common ways in which advisors might be 

additionally compensated, our survey also 

examined AUM fees at various levels of 

account size.  

Advisors reported their AUM fee 

schedules (either tiered or breakpoint) 

from which AUM fees for clients with particular 

portfolio sizes could be inferred. 

When looking at AUM fees by asset levels, we see that 

advisors are charging a smaller percentage fee for larger 

client portfolios. Median fees were 1.0% up to $1 

million. The median fee then dropped to roughly 0.9% 

at $2 million and 0.8% at $5 million. At the 90th 

percentile, advisors reported charging roughly 1.5% for 

portfolios of up to $250k, 1.3% at $1 million, 1.1% at 

$2 million, 1.0% up through $5 million.  

In comparison to our 2018 study, we do not see much 

evidence of fee compression, except for some possible 

compression at the very low-end for $100k portfolios. 

Interestingly, we actually see slightly higher fees for 

larger portfolios in comparison to our 2018 study.  

Figure 66. Advisor AUM Fees By Asset Level

 

Figure 67. Advisor AUM Fees By Asset Level Comparing 2018 to 2020
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However, we should also note that we did change our 

surveying methodology, which could be influencing 

these results. In 2018, we asked advisors to report 

their own blended fees. In 2020, we asked advisors to 

report their fee schedule and then calculated their 

blended (or breakpoint) fees for them. We suspect that 

some advisors in 2018 may have been reporting 

marginal fees rather than average fees for tiered AUM 

portfolios, and that would be consistent with an 

underreporting of fees in 2018. Nonetheless, it is still 

interesting to see that 1.0% AUM fee remains 

dominant up through $1 million in AUM, and even 

beyond that 

point median 

fees are only 

dropping to 

roughly 0.8% 

for $5 million 

portfolios. 

For clients 

with a $1 

million 

portfolio, 

advisors within 

B/Ds had 

higher fees 

than advisors 

within RIAs (median of 1.1% and 75th percentile of 

1.25% within B/Ds versus median of 1.0% and 75th 

percentile of 1.05% within RIAs). A median of 1.0% 

was fairly consistent across all advisor segments, with 

the exception of advisors within B/Ds charging more 

(1.1%) and solos charging less (0.95%). 

Notably, the additional fee charged by advisors with 

B/Ds is roughly 

in line with the 

additional costs 

that B/D-based 

advisors incur 

between grid-

based payouts 

and additional 

platform costs. 

This may 

suggest that 

higher costs of 

broker-dealers 

are being passed 

through to 

consumers in 

the form of 

higher fees, and that perhaps RIAs may in fact be 

enjoying a growing competitive price advantage by 

eliminating a layer of broker-dealer intermediary when 

going independent.  

Interestingly, there was again surprisingly little 

difference in AUM fees between CFPs and non-CFPs 

(median fee for a $1M client of roughly 1.0% for each 

in 2018 

and 

2020). 

However, it is still worth noting that while CFPs may 

not be charging higher AUM fees, we did see CFPs 

charging higher financial planning fees, which may be 

Figure 68. Median Client Asset & Net Worth By Advisor Compensation Model

 

Figure 69. Median Client Income By Advisor Compensation Model
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an indication of where CFPs perceive the value they 

can deliver to clients. 

While solo advisors tended to price higher than silos 

when doing standalone financial plans, the reverse 

was reported with respect to AUM pricing. One 

explanation of this could be that advisors within 

different team structures are bundling services 

differently, perhaps with advisors in silos relying more 

on AUM as a primary revenue source, and solo 

advisors being more likely to utilize AUM as a 

supplemental revenue source to planning fees (or 

conversely using planning fees to supplement their 

lower AUM fees).  

Overall, percentage-based fees in 2020 were roughly 

in line with what we observed in 2018. Of course, 

rising asset values over this time period have also 

meant higher dollar fees (and income) for financial 

advisors, as we have observed. Dollar-based fees (e.g., 

hourly fees, standalone planning fees) are up slightly 

from 2018. Notably, in most cases, dollar-based fees 

expressed as a percentage were up more than inflation. 

While we cannot speak to what is driving this 

increase, per se, it will be interesting to see if these 

fees experience any contraction during future market 

declines. If so, it may be that although these fees are 

dollar-based, there may be a sort of ‘rising-tide-lifts-

all-boats’ effect associated with advisory fees. On the 

other hand, it would not be surprising for these fees to 

remain more stable than AUM-based fees. 

Are Different Consumers Paying For 

Financial Planning Differently? 

Another interesting question we examined through our 

survey is whether different types of consumers are 

purchasing financial planning services differently. This 

has long been thought to be the case – as one of the 

often-explicit goals of many advisors providing retainer 

and hourly services is to reach markets that were 

previously underserved. But is this actually true? 

While the results of our survey do suggest that 

differences in average levels of income, investable 

assets, and net worth exist between advisor 

compensation models, the results of our survey suggest 

that, by and large, advisors of all business and 

compensation models are primarily working with the 

most affluent households in the United States. 

For instance, when asked to report the financial 

characteristics of a typical AUM client, advisors 

reported a median net worth of roughly $2M. This was 

the highest median reported among compensation 

models. However, the lowest median net worth 

reported, which was amongst hourly planning clients, 

was still over $1M! And the reality is that the lowest 

reported ‘average’ client was still within the top quintile 

of American households in terms of net worth. 

Although more generally, non-AUM models did show 

investable asset levels lower than those focused on the 

AUM model, 

suggesting 

that 

alternative 

fee models 

are reaching 

different – 

albeit still 

rather 

affluent – 

clientele.  

The highest 

median 

client 

income level 

was also 

 

Figure 70. Percent of Advisors Serving Typical Clients With Income Less Than Or Equal To $66k By 

Compensation Method
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reported by retainer advisors ($200,000/year), while 

the lowest median client income level was reported by 

hourly advisors ($150,000/year). And although this 

difference was also significant, the median ‘typical’ 

client was still reported to be at right around the 90th 

income percentile, whereas median household income 

in the US was ‘just’ about $66,000 last year. Which 

again emphasizes that, by and large, advisors are still 

working with (primarily or almost exclusively) some 

of the most affluent people in the US.  

Of course, that’s not to say that no advisors are 

serving lower 

levels of 

income, 

investible 

assets, or net 

worth. 

Overall, a 

few advisors 

did report 

serving 

clients with 

average 

income equal 

to or less 

than the 

median income in the US. However, it could be the 

case that some of these ‘average’ income clients 

(relative to the general population) are also younger 

than the general population (e.g., an engineer recently 

out of school earning 

$65k), which could 

suggest that even these 

lower income households 

are still fairly affluent 

once we account for age.  

Variation did exist by 

business model, CFP 

status, and team structure. In particular, advisors 

working within RIAs were significantly less likely to 

report working with typical clients who have income 

of $61,000 or less relative to advisors in B/D and 

insurance environments.  

(Note: Unfortunately, one limitation of our study is 

that we did not ask for a typical client profile [e.g., 

income, investible assets, and net worth] for clients 

charged a commission by advisors within a B/D or 

insurance environment. As a result, the numbers 

reported below are the percentage of advisors who 

reported serving a typical client with $66,000 or less in 

income through either an AUM, retainer, standalone 

planning fee, or hourly fee model.) 

As figure 73 below on page 45 indicates, CFP 

professionals were less than half as likely to serve a 

typical client with income less than or equal to $66k 

(ostensibly because, as noted earlier, CFP certification 

makes them able to command higher fees, which in turn 

leads them to 

move ‘upmarket’ 

to more affluent 

clientele). Among 

various team 

structures, 

advisors within 

silo structures 

reported the 

highest levels of 

serving clients 

with income of 

less than $66k, 

followed by solo 

advisors, 

ensemble advisors, and then solo advisors with support. 

These patterns were all consistent with our 2018 

findings. 

Of course, advisors can still 

utilize various compensation 

methods to different degrees 

across teams and types of 

organizations. If we classify 

advisors who earn 60% of 

revenue or more from a 

single category as ‘primarily’ 

compensated via that model, 

some predictable patterns do emerge among the types of 

advisors working with lower income clients. 

Not surprisingly, hourly advisors were most likely to 

serve clients with income less than or equal to $66k. 

Somewhat surprisingly, advisors charging standalone 

fees were less likely than advisors charging retainers or 

AUM fees to serve lower-income clients, although this 

could be a reflection of retirees with fixed incomes 

Figure 71. Percent of Advisors Serving Typical Clients With Income Less 

Than Or Equal To $66k By Compensation Method

 

Figure 72. Client Indicators of Advisor 

Compensation Model 
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having lower incomes but still sizeable portfolios to 

manage (and thus simply showing a preference for 

available AUM advisors).   

Notably, the point here is not to suggest that advisors 

are failing in creating business models that can serve a 

much larger segment of the population. The real focus 

in expanding access to financial advisory services 

should be in creating models that are accessible to as 

many people as possible, should they choose to utilize 

such services. Based on the hourly fees reported, this 

appears to be happening (e.g., a few hours of a 

professional’s time can be purchased at the same cost 

as some fairly ubiquitous consumer goods), and we 

can’t ultimately blame advisors if an accessible model 

still receives disproportionate uptake among more 

affluent households, both because there arguably 

aren’t even enough advisors to serve a much wider 

swath of the population at an average of only about 

100 clients per advisor, and also because the 

underlying characteristics that make households 

affluent in the first place may increase one’s 

propensity to use of an advisor as well.  

Instead, the point is simply to acknowledge that most 

advisors, regardless of compensation method, do tend 

to work with highly affluent households that have 

greater financial wherewithal to pay more sizable fees. 

Which is especially understandable given that 

individual advisors are often not capable of serving 

more than 100 active client relationships, which 

means the advisor’s only pathway to higher income 

once reaching their client capacity threshold is to 

move ‘up market’ to more affluent clientele that can 

pay a higher average revenue per client. And as 

advisors gain experience, industry credentials and 

expertise, and build their personal networks, they’re 

likely more naturally inclined to find and attract more 

affluent clientele anyway. 

Additionally, we found that a two-factor model based 

on the typical income and investible assets of an 

advisor’s typical client for a given compensation 

model (retainer, hourly, etc.) tended to be the best 

predictor of an advisor’s typical retainer fee for an 

ongoing financial planning relationship.  

Specifically, the typical advisor’s retainer fee 

effectively broke down to:  

Advisor Fee = $2,350 + Investable Assets * 0.1% + 

Income * 0.7% 

In 2018, we found the same breakdown to be: 

Advisor Fee = $1,700 + Investable Assets * 0.2% + 

Income * 0.5% 

Notably, this doesn’t necessarily mean that all (or even 

many) advisors actually charge a retainer fee calculated 

as a blended rate of investable assets and income; it 

simply recognizes that the typical client is choosing to 

work with advisors whose total fee fits these 

parameters. Though it does suggest that in practice, 

clients may be considering some combination of both 

their income and their investable assets (albeit with 

greater weighting on their income) in evaluating the 

affordability of a retainer fee. And that in general, 

retainer-based planning is increasingly becoming a 

function of income (on top of a base fee) and less a 

function of assets, further supporting that retainer 

models may be increasingly serving a less-AUM-centric 

(but still income-affluent) clientele.  

In fact, the retainer model actually demonstrated the 

most predictability based on the underlying income and 

asset characteristics of the typical client. For most other 

models, these characteristics were less predictive, and 

were actually the least effective to predict standalone 

planning fees (which suggests that clients may evaluate 

the ‘appropriateness’ of a standalone planning fee based 

not on their income or affluence, but more directly on 

the size of the fee relative to the value and pain of 

having the client’s problems ‘solved’ by the advisor).  

Notably, this may suggest that if advisors want higher 

retainer fees, then the type of clients they need to pursue 

are different between models: retainer advisors will 

want to find clients with higher incomes, AUM advisors 

will need to find clients with more investible assets, and 

standalone planning advisors will need to find clients 

larger pain points or more expensive problems to solve. 

Nonetheless, this fee-model equation would suggest that 

retainer fees tend to start at a base fee of around $2,350, 

and then increase by roughly $1 and $7 per every 

$1,000 of investible assets and income, respectively. Of 

course, although some advisors with retainers may 

charge some type of percentage-based fee tied to 
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income, investible assets, or net worth (or some 

combination of these) without an explicit floor, this 

approach doesn’t necessarily map onto advisor fees in 

a manner that is consistent with how advisors typically 

quote fees. Still though, it does speak to why even 

retainer-based advisors often have a minimum fee, and 

helps to make it clearer which types of clients (based 

on their income and affluence) are likely to say “yes” 

to a particular advisor’s retainer fee. As well as 

providing a useful starting point for estimating a 

‘typical’ retainer fee for a client given some level 

income and investible assets (though as with any 

regression model, its predictive value will also likely 

be less at clients with substantially more, or 

substantially less, assets and income than the typical 

advisor’s client).  

It is also interesting to note the shift towards client 

income as a factor that more strongly predicts retainer 

fees from 2018 to 2020. Ultimately, this may suggest 

that whereas AUM is an asset-based pricing model, 

retainers are largely income-based pricing models. 

Thus, both have different clientele they suit well 

(AUM for wealthy clients and retainers for higher-

income clients), but neither model is going to be well-

suited for reaching clients with low levels of assets 

and/or income. These clients have historically been 

serviced via commission-based models, which, despite 

their shortcomings with respect to conflicts of interest, 

may better bundle client fees in a manner that is both 

affordable and tolerable to clients (e.g., paying a 

5.75% front-loaded mutual fund fee from one’s 

retirement account—which does not require cutting a 

check—may be much easier for many consumers and 

provides a reasonable fee for advisors servicing these 

clients).  

What Are The Most Financially 

Successful Advisors Doing? 

One way or another, all advisors want to be successful. 

Of course, how we define success will vary, but one 

metric by which most business owners measure at least 

some success is financially. So, is there anything that 

this study can tell us about the financial planning best 

practices of the most financially successful advisors? 

First and foremost, one factor consistently associated 

with higher 

income was 

CFP status. 

And while 

certainly it is 

correct to 

question 

whether it is 

obtaining 

one’s CFP 

certification, 

per se, which 

results in 

higher 

income (as it 

may be other 

factors, such as the experience and education gained 

along the way that is actually more important), from a 

purely practical perspective, it suggests that doing the 

sorts of things that advisors who earn their CFP 

typically do (including, of course, earning their CFP 

marks themselves) can be financially rewarding.  

Of course, that doesn’t mean that obtaining one’s CFP 

certification is going to lead to an immediate increase in 

income, but so long as an advisor can stay reasonably 

aligned with the path that has led to CFP professionals 

in the past becoming higher-earners as well (gaining the 

relevant education, experience, credibility when 

working with more affluent clientele, etc.), then there’s 

reason to believe that professional benefit will follow. 

In fact, relative to non-CFP lead advisors who earned an 

Figure 73. Average Lead Advisor Income By Business Model, CFP Status, and Team Structure 
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average of $201,000 in total take home income within 

our survey, CFP professionals earned an average of 

over $247,000. This roughly $46,000 of higher 

income for CFP professionals represents a higher 

premium than was observed in 2018 of $34,000. 

Another big takeaway from this study is the many 

ways in which delegation can be financially beneficial 

for advisors. Within our study, on average, solo lead 

advisors with support staff and ensemble advisors 

(both of which have more staff infrastructure to whom 

they can delegate) earned more, at the median, than all 

other advisors ($200,000 and $195,000 versus 

$155,000, respectively). Of course, one’s interests and 

personality may suit them better to pursue one type of 

team over another, but advisors who can engage in a 

higher degree of delegation do clearly have the ability 

to generate a higher income. Based on the results from 

this study, it appears that delegation can free up a 

considerable amount of an advisor’s time, which 

naturally can be spent deepening client relationships 

or pursuing new relationships.  

In fact, if we segment advisors into two groups of (a) 

the top 25% of earners, and (b) everyone else, we 

again see that there are proportionately more advisors 

within the solo with support and ensemble team 

structures. 

Advisors in the top 25% of income earners reported 

median levels of hours worked per week that were 

higher than those of lower-earning advisors (45 for top 

earners and 42 hours for lower earners). However, 

notably, this gap in hours worked is by no means huge. 

Further, advisors in different income categories reported 

using their time differently. Specifically, those within 

the top 25% of income earners spent over 50% more 

time working directly with clients relative to those 

within the bottom 75%, while spending similar time on 

client service and business development, and less time 

on plan and meeting prep. Of course, some portion of 

these differences are attributable to the fact that the 

highest-earning advisors are most likely to be closer to 

full client capacity serving clients that pay ongoing 

revenue (and therefore must spend more time with 

clients and less time doing business development), but 

the reduced time spent doing plan prep/analysis 

(despite, on average, being close to client capacity) in 

particular is also likely indicative of greater use of 

delegation to better focus time on higher value tasks. 

The highest-earning advisors also reported a greater 

proportion of their income coming from fees rather than 

commissions, when compared to lower-earning 

advisors, although the difference was very modest (87% 

versus 86%). Additionally, in comparison to lower-

Figure 74. Highest-Earning Advisors
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earning advisors, the highest-earning advisors reported 

a greater proportion of their income coming from 

AUM fees (81% versus 71%), although the challenges 

that remain in charging outright for financial planning 

also remained evident, as the highest-earning advisors 

actually generated less revenue from ongoing financial 

planning fees (18% versus 32%), and less from one-

time planning fees (6% versus 14%). Interestingly, 

compared to our 2018 study, one-time planning fees 

were up considerably as a portion of all advisor 

revenue for both lower-earning and higher-earning 

advisors (from 3% to 6% for higher-earners and 11%  

to 14% for lower earners). 

Notably, despite all the buzz about the ‘death of 

AUM’, the most successful advisors with the most 

affluent clients are the most focused on AUM. Flat 

planning fees tend to be used by advisors who serve 

less affluent clientele to shore up their minimum 

revenue per client at the lower end. (While firms 

serving affluent clients just have higher minimums.) 

This also supports the thesis that the shift to non-

AUM fees isn’t actually disrupting the AUM model; 

it’s reaching non-AUM clients. As AUM firms are 

actually still doing quite well, and the highest-earning 

advisors are the most AUM-centric today. 

Beyond spending more time working directly with 

clients, advisors in the top 25% of total income overall 

tended to simply work with more affluent clientele, 

generating higher income by being able to charge 

more for their services for each client (given the more 

affluent client’s ability to pay more for deeper and 

more expert services in the first place). For instance, 

when conducting a standalone plan, higher-earning 

advisors compared to the rest had typical clients with 

a higher average income of $309k (versus $175k), an 

average of more investible assets of $1.1M (versus 

$0.7M), and a greater total net worth of $3.4M (versus 

$1.1M). In many cases, these gaps have actually 

widened since our 2018 study, which is also consistent 

with the earnings gap widening between higher and 

lower-earning advisors. These trends were mostly 

consistent across compensation models (ongoing 

retainers, hourly, etc.), with the smallest differences 

observed among clientele of advisors doing hourly 

work.  

Interestingly, there were no observable differences 

amongst higher- versus lower-earning advisors in their 

AUM fee for a $1M client, as both reported fees of 

roughly 1.0%. Of course, even if fee rates do not differ 

among advisors, the higher overall affluence amongst 

higher-earning advisors’ clientele suggests that they are 

bringing in more revenue per client despite comparable 

fee schedules (i.e., larger client portfolios at similar fee 

schedules still add up to more total AUM fees per 

client). Still, though, it’s notable that at least when it 

comes to AUM fees, higher-earning advisors don’t 

charge higher fees, per se, they simply work with clients 

who have larger accounts and generate more 

revenue/client by the sheer larger size of managed assets 

per client, which leads to a higher revenue per advisor 

and thus higher income of that advisor.  

Relative to lower-earning advisors, higher-earning 

advisors were also 26% more likely to report using 

eMoney, 11% less likely to use MoneyGuidePro, 58% 

less likely to use RightCapital, and 50% less likely to 

report using MoneyTree. Again, these results are likely 

in part due to differences in advisor demographics about 

who uses these software tools, rather than whether the 

software causes advisors to have higher or lower 

income. For instance, an advisor just starting out (and 

therefore likely not within the top 25% of earners), may, 

by necessity, need to opt for a lower cost software 

solution such as RightCapital, whereas more-

established, higher-income advisors can more easily pay 

a premium for programs such as eMoney.  

Overall, there is still a lot of analysis to be done and 

nuanced insight to add to these findings from our 

second Kitces Research financial planning process 

study, but, at a high level, the most pronounced best 

practices to emerge from our study were the continued 

importance of leveraging an advisor’s time and the 

potential synergies that can come from having a unified 

approach to servicing clients, whether that is via an 

ensemble team structure or a solo advisor practice with 

support staff built around supporting a single advisor.  
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We didn’t see evidence of fee compression. Rather, 

advisor incomes seem to be up (along with a market 

that has been up) and fees themselves remain strong. 

We also again see CFPs scoring well on various 

metrics (income, fees, etc.), although it remains 

unclear whether this is just a correlation rather than a 

causation (i.e., whether more successful advisors are 

more likely to earn their CFP or whether the CFP 

itself helps make advisors more successful). Finally, 

despite small changes here and there, perhaps the most 

notable takeaway from our study holistically is the 

consistency of responses over time. From planning 

approaches, to time use, to fees, and even software use 

and satisfaction, advisor responses remained relatively 

stable from 2018 to 2020. Granted, much of what was 

asked of advisors was retrospective of what occurred 

in the prior 12 months and this survey was 

administered just as we were entering into much more 

volatile times due to COVID-19, so it is possible the 

time period itself was just relatively positive and 

stable, but we it was nonetheless fascinating to see 

how stable many responses were across samples of 

hundreds of advisors collected two years apart. 

What did you think? 

 

Hopefully you found this latest issue of The Kitces 

Report to be of value to you. However, since it is 

produced for you, the reader, we would like to hear 

from you about how the style, format, and content of 

the newsletter could be further improved to make it 

more valuable for you. 

 

Please let us know  

what you think by emailing us at 

feedback@kitces.com!  

Thanks in advance  

for sharing your thoughts! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The publisher of The Kitces Report takes great care 

to thoroughly research the information provided in 

this newsletter to ensure that it is accurate and 

current. Nonetheless, this newsletter is not intended 

to provide tax, legal, accounting, financial, or 

professional advice, and readers are advised to 

seek out qualified professionals that provide advice 

on these issues for specific client circumstances. In 

addition, the publisher cannot guarantee that the 

information in this newsletter has not been outdated 

or otherwise rendered incorrect by subsequent new 

research, legislation, or other changes in law or 

binding guidance. The publisher of The Kitces 

Report shall not have any liability or responsibility 

to any individual or entity with respect to losses or 

damages caused or alleged to be caused, directly or 

indirectly, by the information contained in this 

newsletter. In addition, any advice, articles, or 

commentary included in The Kitces Report do not 

constitute a tax opinion and are not intended or 

written to be used, nor can they be used, by any 

taxpayer for the purpose of avoiding penalties that 

may be imposed on the taxpayer. 

http://www.kitces.com/
mailto:feedback@kitces.com

	How Financial Planners Actually Do Financial Planning (2020)
	Executive Summary
	Introduction
	Participants In The Kitces Research Marketing Study

	Where Do Advisors Spend Their Time?
	Time And Process To Construct A Financial Plan
	Types and Breadth of Financial Plans
	Time Spent to Produce A Financial Plan
	How Financial Plans Are Produced
	The First-Year Financial Planning Process
	How CFP Certification Is Related To The Financial Plan Creation Process
	How Many Meetings Does It Take To Complete The Financial Planning Process?

	What Tools Do Advisors Use To Create And Communicate Financial Plans
	Communication Tools And Channels For The Financial Planning Process
	Tools Used In The Financial Planning Process
	Trends In Third-Party Financial Planning Software Usage
	Software User Satisfaction Ratings

	What Planners Charge: The Cost of a Financial Plan
	Standalone Planning Fees
	Hourly Planning Fees
	Retainer Fees
	AUM Fees

	Are Different Consumers Paying For Financial Planning Differently?
	What Are The Most Financially Successful Advisors Doing?

