Why the independent advisor community is
reshaping financial planning

The world of financial advice has changed a lot in the past decade. More advisors are choosing
to build their own practices rather than work under a single firm. This shift has given rise to a
strong and growing independent advisor community that values autonomy, fiduciary
responsibility, and a direct relationship with clients. For those who have spent years inside
larger institutions, the appeal of going independent is clear. But the path is not always simple.
Knowing what to expect and how to navigate the practical hurdles is what separates a
successful solo practice from one that struggles to get off the ground.

What independence really means for an advisor

For a long time, the term "independent” in financial services often meant working as a broker-
dealer rep or through a network that still placed limits on what you could offer and how you
could charge. True independence today means something different. It means operating as a
registered investment advisor (RIA), managing your own compliance, and choosing the tools
and partners that match your philosophy. Whether you are fee-only, fee-based, or something
else, the core idea is control over your business decisions.

This type of independence also means you take on responsibilities that used to be handled by
a compliance department or a home office. You need to think about your own regulatory filings,
your relationship with a custodian, and the technology stack that supports your day-to-day
work. It can feel like a lot at first. But the reason the independent advisor community has

grown so much is that the trade-offs are often worth it. You keep a larger share of your
revenue, and you can build a practice that truly reflects your values.

The backbone of an independent practice

Running an independent advisory firm requires more than just a license and a list of clients.
You need a reliable back-office platform that can handle compliance support, trading, reporting,
and client billing. Many advisors choose to work with a custodian like Schwab or TD
Ameritrade to hold client assets. Others use technology providers like Envestnet to streamline
portfolio management and reporting. The choice of partners can shape how much time you
spend on operations versus client work.

One model that has gained traction is the turnkey asset management program, or TAMP. These
programs let advisors outsource the heavy lifting of portfolio construction and rebalancing,
freeing up time for financial planning and client conversations. A TAMP can be especially
useful for a solo practice or a small firm that does not have a dedicated investment team. But
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it is not the right fit for everyone. Some advisors prefer to build their own models and keep full
control over asset decisions. The key is understanding what you really need and what you can
let go of.

Another important consideration is the choice between working as a fee-only RIA or staying
with an independent broker-dealer. Each path has its own compliance requirements, cost
structures, and flexibility. A fee-only structure aligns with the fiduciary standard, which many
clients expect and appreciate. It also avoids conflicts of interest that can come with
commission-based products. But it requires a clear value proposition, because clients are
paying directly for advice rather than through product costs.

The rise of networks like XY Planning Network shows how the independent advisor community
has evolved to support advisors who focus on specific niches, such as serving Generation X
and Y clients on a subscription basis. This kind of structure allows advisors to charge flat fees
rather than a percentage of assets under management, which can be a better fit for younger
clients who are still building wealth. The model is not for everyone, but it reflects the broader
trend toward customization in financial planning.

Compliance is not optional

One of the biggest fears advisors have about going independent is compliance. It is a valid
concern. As an RIA, you are responsible for everything from filing your ADV to maintaining
written policies and procedures. Making a mistake can lead to fines or worse. But the
independent advisor community has responded by building tools and services that make
compliance easier. Many back-office platforms now include compliance support as part of
their offering. You can also hire outside compliance consultants or use compliance software to
keep track of your obligations.

The CFP Board and organizations like NAPFA have also created resources and standards that
help independent advisors stay on track. The key is not to treat compliance as an afterthought.
It needs to be baked into your daily workflow. If you plan your processes with compliance in
mind from the start, it will not feel like a burden. It will feel like a natural part of running a
professional practice.

Michael Kitces, a well-known figure in the financial planning world through his work at
Kitces.com, has written extensively about the operational realities of independent advice. His
research and commentary have helped many advisors understand what it really takes to
succeed outside of a traditional firm. Whether you agree with every point or not, the
conversation he has sparked within the independent advisor community is valuable. It pushes
people to think critically about their business models and the choices they make.



Technology and the human touch

Technology has made independent practice more viable than ever. A good back-office platform
can handle rebalancing, performance reporting, and client onboarding. Custodians like Schwab
and TD Ameritrade offer digital tools that let advisors manage accounts efficiently. Platforms
like Envestnet provide data aggregation and analytics that would have been hard to access a
decade ago. But technology is not a substitute for good judgment. It is a tool that supports the
work you do with clients.

One trap that new independent advisors sometimes fall into is spending too much time on
systems and not enough on relationships. Clients do not care how sophisticated your portfolio
software is if they do not feel heard. The best advisors use technology to free up time for
meaningful conversations about goals, risk, and life changes. That balance is hard to get right,
but it is central to building a lasting practice.

If you are considering going independent, take the time to choose your partners carefully. Look
at the fees they charge, the level of support they offer, and whether their values align with
yours. A custodian or a TAMP provider will be part of your daily operation for years to come.
Making the wrong choice can slow you down. Making the right one can accelerate your growth.

Building for the long term

Independence does not mean isolation. The independent advisor community is full of people
who are willing to share what they have learned. Many advisors join study groups,
masterminds, or peer networks to stay sharp and avoid blind spots. There are also formal
communities like XY Planning Network and NAPFA that offer education, advocacy, and
networking. Being part of a group does not take away your independence. It makes you better
at it.

One of the most common mistakes new independent advisors make is trying to do everything
alone. You do not need to build every system from scratch. You can lean on the collective
knowledge of the independent advisor community to find proven ways to handle compliance,
client service, and business operations. The key is knowing when to ask for help and when to
trust your own judgment.

Another consideration is succession planning. A solo practice can be hard to sell if you have
not prepared for it. Many advisors underestimate how much work it takes to transition clients
to another advisor. If you plan to keep your practice until retirement, think early about what that
handoff will look like. Some advisors bring in a junior partner. Others join larger networks that
can handle succession. Either way, the goal is to protect the value of what you have built.



Final thoughts

The decision to go independent is not a simple one. It involves trade-offs, risk, and a lot of hard
work. But for advisors who value autonomy, direct client relationships, and the ability to
practice advice the way they believe is right, it is a path worth considering. The independent
advisor community continues to grow because the model works. It allows talented people to
build businesses that reflect their own standards, without being forced into a one-size-fits-all
approach. If you are thinking about making the move, take the time to research your options,
talk to others who have done it, and build a plan that fits your strengths. The tools and support
are there. The rest is up to you.



