Protect Yourself Against Fraud
Most people, at one time or another, need professional financial advice. How do you know whom to trust? How can you ensure that the financial advisor is looking out for your best interest? How can you know the advisor won't abscond with your money?

There is no failsafe way to keep any individual in any profession from unscrupulous behavior. While only 0.2% of registered investment advisers have court cases brought against them, any instance of fraud is one too many. Here are 10 steps you can take to help protect yourself from financial fraud. 
Take Personal Responsibility
When you decide to seek professional help with your finances, remember that you are hiring a financial advisor, not a financial controller. Your money is your responsibility and you ultimately need to do what you think is best, what you are comfortable doing and with whom you are comfortable dealing with. 
Choose Your Advisor Carefully 
Get a list of candidates from reputable sources: family, friends, a professional association. An important part of making your choice is to meet candidates in person. A face-to-face meeting gives you the opportunity to judge the rapport you have with the individual, to see the office, and to meet the other professionals who will assist with your account. 
Focus on What the Advisor Says 
When meeting with your advisor, listen carefully. He or she should address your situation realistically and identify risks involved in investments. Be sure you understand these risks. Any investment that seems too good to be true, probably is.

Take notes so you'll remember what the advisor has said after you leave. And ask questions. Even after you've established a relationship with an advisor, you should feel free to ask questions or verify information at any time. 
Evaluate the Advisor's Concern for You 
Pay close attention to how the advisor responds to you and the questions you ask. The advisor should be a good listener, concerned first and foremost about your well being. All advisors should openly disclose background information about themselves, as well as how you will pay for their services. You shouldn't have to ask all the questions. 
Check the Advisor's Background 
Ask all candidates to fill out a disclosure form outlining background and experience. Review all the information the advisor provides you. If you don't understand the information, ask for clarification. Check to be sure the advisor is a Registered Investment Adviser (RIA), and ask to see form ADV which details any history of regulatory problems and outlines the advisor's experience and practice methods. Also ask the advisor for client references, specifically ones who have similar financial situations to yours, and talk with those individuals. 
Understand How You Will Pay for the Services 
Like all professionals, financial advisors are paid for the services they provide. Ask how you will be charged (commission, hourly fee, flat fee or a combination) now and in the future. The advisor should detail the compensation and services to be rendered in a contract or letter of agreement for your signature. Retain a copy of the agreement and the disclosure material. Be sure you are comfortable with the arrangement and that it is beneficial for you. 
Identify the Advisor's Specialty 
Ask what the advisor specializes in to be sure your portfolio will be served appropriately. If you're looking for advice on funding a down payment for a house or your child's education, you'll want an advisor who specializes in working with younger clients. If you're getting ready to retire, consider an advisor who works with other retirees. 

Remain in Control 
Do not sign any documents before reading them thoroughly, and never sign blank documents. Don't let someone hurry you through any paperwork. And consider carefully before giving your financial advisor power of attorney over your finances. If your advisor has full discretion over your investments, that individual controls your money. 
Look for Safeguards 
Make sure you receive regular statements directly from the investment or insurance company. Don't rely solely on statements provided by your advisor. If you are ever dissatisfied with the answers you get from your advisor, follow-up until you are satisfied. If your advisor works in conjunction with a broker- dealer, you may wish to contact that firm as well. 
Keep Up with Your Financial Progress 
You should receive regular updates from your financial advisor, as well as from the companies where you have investments or insurance. If you don't, call the advisor and ask for them. When you get your investment statements, read them. It may seem tedious, but if you keep up with your accounts, you'll know just how you're doing. Compare statements from year to year to review the progress. 
Remember, it's your money. 
Don't be afraid to ask questions about any information you're given, verbal or written. Financial planning is an investment in your financial future. If you choose your financial advisor carefully, take responsibility, and make a point of staying in control of your financial situation, you can minimize any risk of fraud.
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