TEXT BY JILL HAMBURG COPLAN

WHEN SHE APPROACHED A MILE-
stone birthday, Nina Lewis, of
Columbus, Chio, realized she needed
help getting her financial life in
order. “I was going into my 40s
with no savings and only a small
IRA, and I was scared,” says Lewis, a
housing coordinator for the city of
Columbus. A colleague steered her to
financial counselor Edie Milligan,
and during several meetings they ana-
lyzed the concerns Lewis and her
companion had, and drew up a three-
page solution: a budget, asaving
strategy, and a long-term investment
plan. “Edie really helped take away
alot of the stress,” Lewis says.

No wonder. People don’t take
out their own appendixes or replace
their cars’crankshaft. So why
should they take on something as
complex as financial planning
alone? More and more these days,
theyre not. Financial planners are
in high demand, particularly for
people in midlife who suddenly
find themselves being hit from all
sides: aging parents to assist, retire-
ment to save for, college tuition to
pay. And with portfolios hammered
by two years of a bear market, pro-
fessional guidance looks less like a
luxury and more like a necessity.

Because financial issues are emo-
tionally charged, finding an appro-
priate planner is in many ways like
finding the right therapist: A good
relationship is key. “Your planner will

know more about you than your

doctor does,” says Dee Lee, a Certi-
fied Financial Planner (CFP) and the
author of Ler'’s Talk Money (Chan-
dler House Press; 2001). Among the
secrets you will need to divulge:
information about your family’s
health and its demands on you, now
and in the future; your lifestyle,
income, and professional prospects;
your assets; the stability of your
marriage; and your dreams and goals.
Says Milligan, a Certified Financial
Planner, Chartered Life Underwriter,
and Accredited Financial Coun-
selor; and the author of Take Chargc!
A Woman’s Guide to a Secure Retire-
ment (Alpha; 2002), “Task my clients,
‘What keeps you up atnight?””
Conventional wisdom holds that
the best planners are the “fee-only”

type. Its a reasonable presumption.

A planner who carns commissions

buying stocks or murual funds fora
client may have a conflict of inter-
est. Instead of putting your needs
first, he has an incentive to steer
you toward the investment that will
pay him the most. Yet, with hourly
rates ranging from $75 to $400, fee-
only planners aren’t within every-
one’s reach. Some won't even take
clients with less than $500,000 to
mmvest. And while the impact of com-
missions should concern you, four
out of five planners take them. If
they were all untrustworthy, they'd
soon go out of business.

That thorny issue is only one of
the reasons why choosing the right
planner can be challenging. What's
more, advisers come from back-

grounds in accounting, insurance,
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