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What is a fiduciary? 
 
 
 
 
 

Newcomers to investing may have heard the term “fiduciary responsibility” 
in conversations with their advisors or retirement plan sponsors. But what is 
a fiduciary? And what are their responsibilities? At its most basic level, it 
comes down to trust. While the term is often associated with financial 
matters, broadly speaking, a fiduciary is a person in whom trust is placed.  
Trust is a foundational pillar of financial services; it is essential to the world’s financial systems. One can see the term 
applied to trust funds, banks and trusts, “In God We Trust” on U.S. currency, and even the push for so-called trustless 
transactions in the world of cryptocurrency. The world of finance is seemingly obsessed with trust—and rightly so. 
After all, clients are entrusting their assets, sometimes their life savings or the life savings of others, with another 
person; this leap of faith inherent to investing requires a degree of trust. 

This is where fiduciary responsibility comes in. The phrase refers to one’s legal and ethical responsibility to act in the 
best interest of another when the parties have entered into a relationship of trust. While this concept comes up a 
great deal in financial services, it is not exclusive to this domain. For example, a lawyer has a fiduciary responsibility 
to their client. A company’s chief executive officer has a fiduciary responsibility to its shareholders. A legal guardian 
has a fiduciary responsibility to the child in their care. In and out of the world of finance, fiduciary responsibility 
revolves around trust. 

In the domain of finance, a fiduciary is a person or entity that manages the finances of another and is legally bound 
to put the other person’s best interests ahead of their own. This means that a fiduciary is not allowed to profit by 
putting their own interests ahead of those of their principal—the person they are meant to represent. There are a 
number of situations where this type of relationship may arise. A trustee has a fiduciary responsibility to the trust’s 
beneficiaries. An agent, who has authority to transact on an account, has a responsibility to act in the principal’s best 
interest. Investment committee members also have similar legal and ethical obligations. 
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A person or organization with a fiduciary responsibility is forbidden from profiting by acting against the interests of 
the party they are meant to represent. Even with the best intentions, if such a trusted party does not carry out their 
duties in an optimal fashion, this can still be considered a failure of their fiduciary responsibility. When acting in a 
fiduciary capacity, it is crucial to live up to this trust and act in a manner consistent with the principal’s best interests. 
The legal and ethical guidelines around fiduciary responsibility are designed to improve outcomes for investors who 
have entrusted their assets to others. When fiduciaries act properly, the investors they represent are given a better 
chance of investment success; after all, being able to trust a financial professional may have advantages over trusting 
in luck. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Important information 

The information contained herein is for general and educational information purposes only and is not intended to constitute 
legal, tax, accounting, securities, research or investment advice regarding the strategies or any security in particular, nor an 
opinion regarding the appropriateness of any investment. This information should not be construed as a recommendation to 
purchase or sell a security, derivative or futures contract. You should not act or rely on the information contained herein without 
obtaining specific legal, tax, accounting and investment advice from an investment professional. 

Statements that are not factual in nature, including opinions, projections and estimates, assume certain economic conditions and 
industry developments and constitute only current opinions that are subject to change without notice. Nothing herein is intended 
to be a forecast of future events, or a guarantee of future results. 

Certain information contained herein has been obtained from published sources prepared by other parties, which in certain cases 
have not been updated through the date hereof.  While such sources are believed to be reliable, neither SEI nor its affiliates 
assumes any responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of such information and such information has not been 
independently verified by SEI. 

There are risks involved with investing, including loss of principal. The value of an investment and any income from it can go 
down as well as up. Investors may get back less than the original amount invested. Returns may increase or decrease as a result of 
currency fluctuations. Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future results. Investment may not be suitable for everyone. 

Information in the U.S. is provided by SEI Investments Management Corporation (SIMC), a wholly owned subsidiary of SEI 
Investments Company (SEI). 

Information in Canada is provided by SEI Investments Canada Company, a wholly owned subsidiary of SEI Investments Company 
(SEI), and the Manager of the SEI Funds in Canada. 


