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Meet the RIAs embracing pro bono planning work
A new series of case studies from the Foundation for Financial Planning aims to highlight the benefits of pro bono
planning for RIAs, from better client retention to healthier internal culture.

BY LILLY RIDDLE, ALEC RICH

New research detailing the pro bono financial planning work done by three RIAs suggests the practice is gaining

popularity as firms develop ways to integrate it into their business models.

The research was done by the Foundation for Financial Planning (FFP), a non-profit trade organization that sought to

examine the pro bono services offered by RIAs of various sizes. The result is a series of case studies looking at the

different approaches to free planning work done by $300bn Edelman Financial Engines, $3bn Abacus Wealth Partners

and $950m Yeske Buie.

FFP chief executive Jon Dauphiné told Citywire the case studies represent a way for firms across the wealth

management industry to better understand how they can systematize pro bono work within their own firms while also

recognizing its ability to strengthen talent pipelines.

‘More and more firms are becoming interested in embracing pro bono, encouraging advisors to do it, and in this rising

group of talent, we’re really seeing a lot of enthusiasm for doing pro bono and for working at a firm that supports it,’

Dauphiné said. ‘I think the stars are aligning for growth in this movement, and these case studies are a great tool for

firms that want to get in the game.’

Dauphiné said the three companies featured in the case studies are all part of the ‘RIA Impact Partners’ group, an FFP–

led consortium that is ‘committed to advancing pro bono service.’

One of those firms, Abacus, requires its advisors to provide at least eight hours of pro bono services per year. Neela

Hummel, Abacus’s CEO, said that aside from raising the firm’s external profile and setting an internal cultural standard of

being ‘purpose driven,’ offering pro bono services fosters stronger client trust over the long term.

‘One of the hardest things from a referral standpoint is not knowing how much somebody has, and for us to be able to

offer pro bono, it gives our clients peace of mind that they can send somebody to us and we’re going to be able to help

that person in some capacity,’ Hummel (pictured below) said.
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Another firm, $300bn mega-RIA Edelman Financial Engines, offers financial literacy programs that it implements in

schools and workplaces across the country through partnerships with non-profits and charities like America Needs You,

a non-profit targeted at first-generation college students. People who go through the program are then eligible to

request a pro bono ‘financial mentor.’

Pammi Bhullar, Edelman’s senior director of corporate citizenship (pictured below), said one of the firm’s programs,

called ‘Dollar Sense,’ launched in 2023 and has since been taught to more than 500 attendees. She added that the

mentorship remains available to program graduates for whenever they might need it later in life.

‘Some of the students that we’re speaking with, they might be in ninth grade, they might be in tenth grade,’ Bhullar said.

‘They’re not really at the stage in their life where they’re ready to ask about the financial questions, but then a year or

two later, they’re reaching out, and they’re asking to meet with a financial mentor.’

The FFP’s new research on pro bono planning follows its 2023 report on the subject, which found that only 28% of CFP

Board-certified professionals’ firms encouraged pro bono work. That same year, the CFP Board began a formal policy

encouraging planners to complete at least 20 hours of pro bono service per year.

One of the most significant barriers to pro bono work at RIAs, experts said, is the back-end infrastructure needed to

provide advisors with the time for it, in addition to their standard workload.
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Hummel said that at Abacus, the firm’s home office staff handles the compliance, administration and scheduling aspects

of pro bono meetings, which leaves the advisor to handle client phone calls. These calls are 45 minutes long; during

them, advisors aim to address ‘one main issue’ for the client rather than fielding every financial question they might

have.

Boutique RIA Yeske Buie recently began offering up to 20 business hours of pro bono services per year. Yusuf

Abugideiri, the firm’s chief investment officer (pictured below), has been doing pro bono work since 2018; now, the firm

requires its planners to complete at least five to 10 hours per year.

Abugideiri said he hopes pro bono requirements continue to become the norm throughout the industry, in the same vein

as residential hours for medical professionals.

‘The foundation has done some research indicating that younger planners are passionate about doing pro bono work

and would choose to work with a firm where they’d be given those kinds of opportunities,’ he said. ‘When we introduced

this idea of taking pro bono a little bit further, there was universal buy-in across the board. No one had to be persuaded

or cajoled in any way. It was really just, “Okay, great. This is exciting.” And, “When can we get started?”’

Got a news tip? Contact us anonymously at tips@citywireusa.com
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Betterment buys portfolio tech shop Rowboat Advisors for
custody unit
The purchase of Rowboat Advisors will bring a range of capabilities, including direct indexing, to advisors using
Betterment's platform.
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THE GAVEKAL ANGLE STORY BY LOUIS GAVE

Opinion: Value investors are set to rise like a
phoenix
No carry trade? No momentum trade? No worries. It's time to revert to the mean.

OPINION

What to know about gold's glittering run
ALTERNATIVES

iCapital to acquire Citi’s alternatives fund
platform

CIO VIEWS

Poll: Here's what CIOs are thinking about markets
and the economy in 2025

INVESTING

How 3 CIOs talk to clients about tariffs, risk and
recession fears

FEDERAL RESERVE

Fed holds rates, sees higher employment and
inflation risks

PLATFORMS

$3bn Venturi Private Wealth partners with alts
platform Opto

Read more
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PRACTICE MANAGEMENT STORY BY SAM BOJARSKI

RIA execs share how they hire at Goldman Sachs
conference
Using equity and rewards to create alignment and taking advantage of generative AI to plan are just a few key ways RIA
firms are hacking the hiring process.

PRACTICE MANAGEMENT

Goldman execs tout RIA service and investment
offerings, stay light on future plans

OPINION

Opinion: What advisors should know before going
independent

TRADE BODIES

CFP Board hikes annual fee by $120 to fund ad
campaign

EXECUTIVE VIEWS

‘The strongest pipeline we’ve ever had’: John
Bunch talks Allworth’s growth engine

OPINION

Opinion: Invest in talent, not just transactions
Q&A

$34bn First Manhattan CEO talks 'opportunistic'
M&A plans

Read more
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Private credit
This Due Diligence Report explores the evolution of the private credit market.
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