Why financial planning for families starts with
advice, not products

Raising a family brings more than joy and late nights. It brings a new set of financial decisions
that don't come with instruction manuals. You're suddenly responsible for a mortgage,
childcare, education savings, life insurance, and maybe a college fund. All while trying to keep
your own retirement on track. It's a lot to manage. Most parents want to do right by their kids,
but they often don't know where to start. That's where financial planning for families comes in,
but not the kind that pushes a product first.

The old model of financial advice used to be simple. An advisor would ask a few questions,
then sell you a product. An insurance policy, a mutual fund, a structured note. The product was
the solution. But families are not one-size-fits-all. What works for your neighbor might be a
terrible fit for your household. Real financial planning for families means looking at the whole
picture. It means looking at income, spending, debt, goals, and risk tolerance before deciding
what to buy or invest in.

That shift toward advice-only planning is a big change in the industry. Instead of starting with a
product, an advisor starts with a plan. They help you identify what you want. Maybe it's paying
for college. Maybe it's retiring early. Maybe it's just making sure the mortgage is covered if
something happens. A good plan is built around your priorities, not around a commission
structure. That approach feels different because it is different. It puts the family's needs ahead
of the sales target.

Where families get stuck

Most families know they should plan. They just can't find the time or the trust. The financial
industry has a trust problem, and for good reason. Too many people have been sold products
they didn't need. Variable annuities with high fees. Whole life policies that don't make sense for
their situation. Loaded mutual funds with better alternatives. People get burned, and then they
stop engaging. They stick to a checking account and hope for the best.

Another common trap is focusing only on the kids. Parents often want to save for college first,
and they put their own retirement on the back burner. That's noble, but it's risky. There are loans
and scholarships for college. There's no loan for retirement. You can't borrow your way through
old age. A solid plan balances both goals. It doesn't sacrifice the parents' future for the kids'
education.

Then there's the emergency fund. Many families live paycheck to paycheck, even with decent
incomes. A single car repair or medical bill can throw everything off. Before you invest a dollar,



you need a cash cushion. Three to six months of expenses in a savings account is the
standard advice. It's boring, but it works. Without that buffer, any investment plan can fall apart
the first time something goes wrong.

The advice-only difference

More advisors are moving to a fee-only or advice-only model. They don't sell products. They
charge a flat fee, an hourly rate, or a percentage of assets under management. Their income
doesn't depend on which product you buy. That changes the conversation. Instead of "You
need this policy,' the conversation becomes "Here are your options, and here is what each one
costs over time." That transparency is valuable for families who don't have a finance degree.

Steven Fox has focused on this approach, helping advisors concentrate on advice without
sales pressure. The idea is simple: when an advisor isn't trying to sell you something, they can
give you honest guidance. They can tell you when you don't need a product. They can tell you to
pay down debt instead of investing. They can tell you that your current plan is fine and you
don't need to change anything. That kind of advice is rare, and it's worth seeking out.

What to look for in an advisor

e A fiduciary standard. They are legally required to act in your best interest, not just sell
you suitable products.

e Transparent fees. They should tell you exactly how they get paid, whether it's a flat
fee, hourly, or a percentage.

¢ No product quotas. Ask if they are required to sell a certain amount of insurance or
investments each month.

e Experience with families. Some advisors specialize in retirement or high-net-worth
clients. Make sure they understand the unique needs of a growing family.

e A clear process. They should explain how they build a plan and how often they review
it.

Building the plan step by step

Financial planning_for families doesn't have to be overwhelming if you break it into pieces. Start

with protection. Life insurance and disability insurance are the foundation. If the primary earner
can't work, the family needs a safety net. Term life insurance is usually the most cost-effective
option for young families. It covers the years when the kids are dependent and the mortgage is
large.

Next comes debt management. High-interest debt like credit cards should be paid off before
you do much investing. The interest on that debt is a guaranteed loss. No investment can
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reliably beat a 20% credit card rate. Once the high-interest debt is gone, you can look at low-
interest debt like student loans or a mortgage. Those can often be managed while you invest,
especially if the interest is tax-deductible.

Then there is saving for short-term and long-term goals. Short-term goals, like a down payment
or a car, belong in a savings account or a CD. Long-term goals, like retirement or college,
belong in the market. A 529 plan is a good tool for education savings, but it's not the only
option. A Roth IRA can also be used for education in some cases, and it gives you more
flexibility if the child doesn't go to college. An advisor who doesn't sell products can help you
weigh these trade-offs without pushing you toward one option.

Common pitfalls to avoid

e Overfunding a 529 plan. You can only use the money for education without a penalty.
Don't put more than you need.

e Ignoring your own retirement. Your kids can borrow for school. You can't borrow for
retirement.

e Buying too much house. A big mortgage means less cash for everything else,
including emergencies and investing.

* Neglecting estate basics. A will and a guardian designation are cheap and essential
for parents of minor children.

 Sticking with bad advice. If your advisor can't explain why a product is right for you,
get a second opinion.

Making it stick over time

A financial plan is not a one-time document. Life changes. You get a raise. You have another
child. You move. You get divorced. You lose a job. Each of these events should trigger a review
of the plan. The best advisors schedule regular check-ins, once a year or more often if needed.
They don't just send a statement. They ask about what has changed and adjust the plan
accordingly.

Families that stay engaged with their plan tend to do better. They build more wealth. They feel
less stress about money. They pass good habits on to their kids. That last part is important.
Children learn from what they see. When they see their parents making thoughtful financial
decisions, they are more likely to do the same. Financial planning for families is not just about
the numbers. It's about building a culture of financial literacy in the home.

The advice-only model makes this easier. Because the advisor isn't trying to sell anything, the
relationship can last for years. The advisor becomes a coach, not a salesperson. They can
guide the family through different life stages without changing their recommendation based on



what product is on sale this quarter. That consistency is rare in the financial world, and it is
worth paying for.

At the end of the day, the best financial plan is the one that actually gets followed. It doesn't
have to be perfect. It just has to be good enough and flexible enough to adapt. Start with the
basics. Get protection in place. Pay down expensive debt. Save for emergencies. Then start
investing for the long term. Find an advisor who works for you, not for a commission. That is
the core of sound financial planning for families.



