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The Fiduciary Promise: Navigating Ethics and Standards in
Modern Retirement Planning

Many investors treat "trust" as a soft sentiment—a feeling cultivated by slick television commercials and
firm handshakes. However, in the high-stakes financial landscape of 2026, trust is easy to claim but
difficult to prove. Viewing your relationship with a financial professional as merely a series of transactions
is a dangerous mindset.

A truly effective retirement strategy requires a foundation built on a legal and ethical obligation known as
the Fiduciary Standard. To understand this commitment, one must look beyond the marketing
buzzwords to the actual regulations that govern how your money is managed. At its core, being a fiduciary
is a promise to put the client’s interest above the firm's interest, 100% of the time.

The Bedrock of Integrity: Fiduciary vs. Suitability

While the technology and tax laws governing retirement change year after year, the ethical requirements
of a true adviser remain constant. However, there is a massive legal difference between a "Broker" and an
"Investment Adviser" that many consumers fail to recognize.

e The Broker (Suitability Standard): A broker often operates under a "suitability" standard. This
means they can sell you a product that is "okay" for your situation, even if it pays them a higher
commission than a better, lower-cost alternative.

e The Investment Adviser (Fiduciary Standard): Registered investment advisers are legally bound by

a fiduciary duty to act in the best interests of their clients. This involves two primary components:
the Duty of Care and the Duty of Loyalty.

As fiduciary advisers, the goal is to seek the best path, not just an "okay" one. It is about integrity—doing
what is right even when it presents a more challenging path for the firm.

Scaling Empathy: The Modern Service Model

As firms grow, a common concern for clients is whether they will lose that "small firm" ethical feel.
Maintaining high standards while managing significant assets and clients.

At Klaas Financial, this is addressed through distinct models that prioritize the specific needs of the
individual over mere asset gathering:

The "Coach" vs. The "Quarterback"

To simplify the decision-making process, clients can choose the level of engagement that fits their life
stage:

1. Klaas360 (The Coach): This is an advice-only track where clients pay a transparent fee for a
professional "Coach" to build a financial plan over several meetings. This ensures that those who



may not need full asset management still have access to high-level guidance.

2. KIP - Klaas Investment Portfolios (The Quarterback): This model is for those who want a
professional to manage the "plays". The adviser provides ongoing planning guidance and manages
investments for a fee based on the assets overseen.

This philosophy extends to local business owners through Klaas401k, helping employers meet
Department of Labor (DOL) requirements and protecting the futures of employees.

The Four Pillars of Fiduciary Transparency

To ensure your financial partner is operating with the transparency required in 2026, you must focus on
the pillars of regulatory disclosure and technological ethics.

Pillar Key Focus Why it Matters

Reveals "disclosable events" or hidden conflicts of

1. Public Filings Form ADV & Form CRS .
interest.

Ensures technology enhances projections without

2. Al Ethics Curiosity vs. Caution replacing the "Human Touch".

Prevents "Free Plans" from being used as lead-

3. Fee Transparency Fee for Service . .
generation tools for commissions.

Confirms the firm has survived decades of market

4. Verified History Legacy of Service volatility.

The Role of Transparency (Form ADV and CRS)

The SEC requires Investment Advisers and Broker-Dealers to maintain mandatory public filings. Form
ADV and Form CRS are the most critical documents for an investor to review. These forms detail
business practices, potential conflicts of interest, and the specific services offered. If an adviser has a
history of disciplinary actions, these forms will tell you.

When Ethics Meet Reality: The Case of "Carol"

The fiduciary promise is often tested not by market volatility, but by the complex realities of a client's life.
A sobering example involves a 75-year-old client, "Carol," who fell victim to a "vishing" scam. Someone
convinced her she had won a lottery but required upfront fees to release the winnings.

In this situation, the fiduciary duty moved beyond investment returns and into active protection:

e Verification: Following security protocols to document the reason for large withdrawals.
e Intervention: Initiating a three-way call with the scammer (who hung up immediately).
e Coordination: Contacting her Financial Power of Attorney and an elder abuse hotline.

Despite these efforts, the situation highlights a "gut-wrenching" ethical conflict between respecting a
client's personal autonomy and the duty to protect their life savings. When Carol refused to acknowledge



the scam and continued to demand distributions from her accounts while withholding information, the
firm was forced to resign the account. It was a choice between being complicit in her financial ruin or
stepping away—a professional necessity that underscores the weight of the fiduciary promise.

Your "Monday Morning" Action Step: The Fiduciary Audit

If you want to ensure your financial partner is truly working in your best interest, you must be both
unbiased and educated. Start with a Fiduciary Audit.

Review your current relationship using this 3-point checklist:

1. Ask for a written Fiduciary Oath: Ensure they are legally committed to your best interests in writing.

2. Verify SEC Registration: Check their filings (Form ADV/CRS) for any red flags or hidden conflicts.

3. Ensure a Legacy of Service: Look for a firm that has survived decades of market ups and downs to
ensure they have the experience to handle your future.

Ultimately, retirement planning is a conversation about stewardship. It is about ensuring your hard-
earned assets are protected from both market risk and ethical shortcuts. By demanding a fiduciary
standard, you ensure that your "Coach" or "Quarterback" is always playing for your team, not the firm’s.

Disclaimers & Source Information

Standard of Care Disclosure: While the Fiduciary Standard requires an adviser to act in the best
interest of the client, and the Suitability Standard requires that recommendations be suitable for a
client’s situation, it is important to note that neither standard guarantees investment success, protects
against market loss, or ensures that a specific financial goal will be achieved.

Both standards of care can be valuable depending on the needs of the consumer. A Broker-Dealer
relationship (Suitability) may be appropriate for individuals seeking point-in-time, transaction-based
services. Conversely, an Investment Adviser relationship (Fiduciary) is often preferred by those seeking
ongoing, holistic management and a legal obligation of loyalty and care. Investors are encouraged to
review a firm's Form CRS and Form ADV to fully understand the specific standards, services, and
potential conflicts of interest associated with their chosen provider.

The information provided in this article is for educational and informational
purposes only and does not constitute professional financial, tax, or legal advice. Because individual
financial situations vary, you should consult with a qualified financial adviser, tax preparer, or estate
planning attorney before making any decisions.

This article was organized with the assistance of generative Al based on content provided
by Craig J. Klaas. While Al assisted in the formatting and structuring of this content, all financial data and
professional insights have been reviewed and verified for accuracy by Craig J. Klaas to ensure they meet
our standards of expertise and trustworthiness.

This information was adapted from the March 5th, 2026, episode of Klaas Financial’s
“Money in Motion,” featuring advisers Craig J. Klaas and Eric Schwartz. “Money in Motion” airs Thursdays
at 8:05 am CT on 1310-WIBA and provides answers to retirement questions to help listeners navigate
their financial future. For more information, visit www.klaasfinancial.com.
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