
 

 

                                            

 
 
7 Possible Warning 
Signs of an 
Untrustworthy 
Advisor 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A financial advisor that you feel you can trust is not automatically one 
who is trustworthy. Making that distinction is crucial to your financial 
well-being. 

"Feeling" that a person is trustworthy or "listening to your gut" is not a 
safe way to select someone with whom to trust your financial future. 
One of the reasons that con artists succeed is their skill at getting 
people to trust them. 

For example, 4,800 people who collectively invested $64.8 billion with 
Bernie Madoff – whose name has become synonymous with "financial 
scam" – felt they could trust him. They were wrong. He persuaded 
them to trust him but turned out to be totally untrustworthy. Many lost 
their life savings as a result. 

How could so many people who had accumulated around $13.5 million 
each make such a terrible misstep in feeling they could trust Madoff? 

One of the reasons many trusted Madoff was that others they 
respected and trusted were investing with him. It was a form of, "If 
anyone is good enough for my friend, they are good enough for me." 
According to Forbes, "Even if he didn't seem trustworthy, the fact that 
his closest relatives and associates invested with him could have 
provided a subtle, non-conscious signal that he was actually 
trustworthy." 

Another reason that some people trusted Madoff was they relied on 
their "gut instincts." They made a decision based in the brain's limbic 
system, which controls basic emotions, without much cognitive 
analysis. 

People who choose financial advisors in this manner would benefit 
from developing their emotional intelligence (EI). One component of EI 
requires self-awareness and self-regulation. This is the ability to 
recognize and understand one’s emotional history, wounding, and 



 

 

attractions, and to separate the feelings from actions that could be 
hurtful to your finances. 

In other words, even though your gut says you can trust an advisor, set 
those feelings aside while you do some cognitive analysis. Pay attention 
to the following signs that someone may not be trustworthy. 

1. They have a record of regulatory violations. Going 
to BrokerCheck is the easiest way to rule out an advisor with a 
history of violations. 

2. The advisor downplays the risk of the investment and instead 
emphasizes how much you will make with little or no risk. 

3. There is a sense of urgency. You’ve got to act quickly, as the 
opportunity won’t be around long. 

4. The advisor talks in a lot of jargon, uses buzzwords, and doesn’t 
fully explain the investment. 

5. They imply that well-known or reputable people invest with them, 
but do not provide actual references that you can contact. 

6. They don't ask, they tell, doing little to get to know you and your 
situation, preferences, and needs. 

7. Even when you ask repeatedly, they don't reveal clearly how they 
are getting paid. 

What you want in an investment advisor is the opposite of these 
warning signs. To find someone trustworthy, look for an advisor who 
emphasizes the risks and explains what you could lose as well as gain. A 
trustworthy advisor will never pressure you to make a quick decision 
and will go to great lengths to explain the investment clearly and 
concisely. They will also put a lot of time into getting to know you and 



 

 

insist on regular meetings and performance updates. And finally, they 
will be very clear on how they make their money. 

The safest advisor will be one who is held to a fiduciary duty and has no 
conflicts of interest. In that regard, a consumer’s best bet is a fee-only 
registered investment advisor. 

Rick Kahler, MS, CFP®, CFT-I™, ChFC, CCIM  
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Securities offered through Registered Representatives of Cambridge Investment Research, Inc., a broker-dealer, 
member FINRA/SIPC. Advisory services offered through Cambridge Investment Research Advisors, Inc., a 
Registered Investment Adviser. Cambridge is not affiliated with ProVest Wealth Advisors or The ProVest Perspective. 
Indices mentioned are unmanaged and cannot be invested into directly. Diversification and asset allocation strategies 
do not assure profit or protect against loss. Past performance is no guarantee of future results. Investing involves risk. 
Depending on the types of investments, there may be varying degrees of risk. Investors should be prepared to bear 
loss, including loss of principal. 
Examples are hypothetical and for illustrative purposes only. The rates of return do not represent any actual 
investment and cannot be guaranteed. Any investment involves potential loss of principal. 
These are the opinions of [rep/author name] and not necessarily those of Cambridge, are for informational purposes 
only, and should not be construed or acted upon as individualized investment advice. 

 

 


