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Got Goals? How Financial Planning — and a Skilled Planner — Can Get You There

Like a GPS is to finding a destination, a business plan is to starting a business and architectural drawings are to building a home, financial planning shows an individual or a family how to turn vision into reality, how to achieve their goals and meet their responsibilities through wise management of their financial resources.

“Financial planning is understanding where you are today and committing to take the steps to get where you want to be tomorrow,” explains Robert A. Mecca, CFP®, with Robert A. Mecca & Associates in Hoffman Estates, Ill.

At the heart of financial planning is the premise that having a detailed, articulated and comprehensive financial vision puts a person in better position to get where they want to go in life, both in the near term and over the long haul. “Say in a year you want to be free of credit card debt, or in five years you want to pay for a child’s college, or you want to retire in 10 years,” said Mecca. Financial planning is the process by which a person or family works with a financial professional to set goals like these, financial and otherwise, and to develop an articulated vision — a financial plan — for meeting them.

As much as a financial plan is about the “big picture,” it typically includes specific steps and strategies for accomplishing near- and long-term goals, with the flexibility to adjust to changing life circumstances and external conditions.

The financial services field includes a wide range of specialties, some focused strictly on investing and investments, for example, and others on insurance, tax strategy or estate planning. Taking a multi-disciplinary approach, a certified financial planner delivers advice and strategic guidance on these types of financial issues through a holistic process which recognizes that a person’s life circumstances and finances are inextricably linked. “A certified financial planner is able to take a look at the bigger, broader picture,” explains Mecca, “and work on strategies to help a person accomplish what they want to accomplish.”

Financial planning may encompass investing strategy, retirement and insurance planning, debt management, tax planning and more. Not only do people who work with a CFP get a well-defined financial plan to serve as their blueprint for the future, they also gain access to a financial professional who, by virtue of the CFP designation, must adhere to a code of ethics and a fiduciary standard that require them to put their clients’ best interests first. 

So how to go about finding a skilled, knowledgeable financial planner who’s well suited to your mindset and your situation? Some suggestions:

• Start by asking people you trust — friends, family members, co-workers, etc. — for referrals. Referrals often are the most reliable way to find a financial professional, according to Mecca.

• Visit the Financial Planning Association’s searchable national database of personal finance experts at http://www.FPAnet.org/PlannerSearch/PlannerSearch.aspx. 

• Meet with the financial planner face-to-face if possible, to get a feel for their philosophies and approach, their experience and areas of expertise, how they are compensated, etc. 

• Ask plenty of questions of the prospective adviser. Are they incented to sell you certain products? Are they skilled in areas that you view as particularly high-priority, such as investing, debt management or life insurance planning, for example? The meeting, and the answers to those questions, should go a long way to helping you determine whether there’s a good fit. “Good chemistry [between adviser and client] is indeed important,” asserts Mecca. “This is a person who could be handling your personal financial future, so it’s critical that you are comfortable with them.”

Good chemistry matters. But ultimately, it’s getting consistently good results for clients that sets a financial planner apart.
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