
Buying gold through a precious metals IRA sounds straightforward until you hit the terminology. Custodian.
Dealer. Depository. On paper, each role is simple. In real life, the differences matter because they affect costs,
paperwork, timing, and whether your investment experience feels smooth or stressful.

I have sat through enough onboarding calls to know where investors get tripped up. People hear “gold IRA” and
assume there is one company handling everything. Often that is not how it works. Your gold IRA is typically a
chain of responsibilities: an IRA custodian maintains the account and handles IRS compliance, a precious metals
dealer supplies and facilitates the purchase, and an approved depository stores the bullion or coins.

Once you understand how those pieces fit together, questions you ask become sharper, and decisions become
less emotional and more practical.

The big picture: your gold IRA is a regulated account, not a lockbox
A gold IRA is still an individual retirement account governed by IRS rules. That means you are not simply buying a
collectible and putting it in a personal safe. Instead, you are buying eligible precious metals and holding them in a
custody arrangement that the IRS recognizes.

What you are really purchasing is a combination of three things:

1. An IRA account structure.

2. Eligible metals that meet IRS requirements.

3. Third-party handling and storage in an approved setup.

The custodian, dealer, and depository each play their part in that structure. If you skip one role or misunderstand
who does what, you can end up paying avoidable fees, experiencing delays, or running into compliance problems
that are harder to fix after the fact.

Custodian: the IRA’s compliance quarterback
The custodian is the entity that holds the IRA account on your behalf. Think of them as the administrative and
compliance hub. They are responsible for keeping required documentation, processing contributions or rollovers,
tracking transactions, and reporting account activity.

In many setups, the custodian does not physically store your gold. They manage the account and coordinate with
the other parties. If the dealer is the buyer’s “storefront,” the custodian is the rulebook and the paperwork engine.

Here is what that usually looks like in practice:

You open a gold IRA with the custodian (or convert an existing IRA into a gold IRA through an approved
process).

The custodian provides forms and account instructions for funding and buying metals.

When you place an order, the custodian handles the account-side workflow and communicates with the dealer
and the depository.

Why custodians matter more than people expect

Custodians influence your experience in several ways:

1) Transaction timing.



Even if the dealer can ship quickly, the custodian may need to finalize paperwork, validate eligibility, or confirm
shipment instructions. If you have ever waited days for an order to “move,” this is usually why.

2) Fee structure and billing cadence.

Custodians commonly charge account setup fees, annual maintenance fees, and sometimes fees tied to certain
transactions. You might see language like “IRA maintenance” or “account administration.” The dealer might charge
precious metals ira separate fees for the metal, shipping facilitation, or buy-sell spread.

3) Reporting and recordkeeping.

Your custodian will provide the documentation you need to support your account’s holdings. That matters during
tax season, during audits, and when you want to roll again or transfer to a different setup.

A lived example: the “ready to buy” moment that wasn’t ready

A client once told me they were “ready to place the order” after speaking with a dealer. They assumed the dealer
could simply bill them and ship the gold to the storage address. What actually happened was that the custodian
still had rollover paperwork pending. The dealer could not proceed until the custodian confirmed funding and
provided the correct account instructions for the transaction.

No one was being difficult, but the sequencing was the difference between a smooth order and a week of back-
and-forth. That is a custodial issue, not a dealer issue.

Dealer: the source of the metal and the orchestrator of purchase
details
The dealer is the business that sells eligible precious metals for your gold IRA. This is the party that provides
product quotes, confirms which items are eligible, and arranges the purchase process that your custodian can
record and your depository can accept.

A dealer is also often the party that helps you navigate the practical details of what you are buying. That includes:

Which coins or bullion are eligible for IRA custody.

How the product is packaged and identified for storage.

Shipping or logistics coordination to the depository.

Important nuance: some dealers are affiliated with certain custodians. Others work across many custodial
relationships. Affiliation can reduce friction, but it can also limit your options if you later want to compare pricing
or switch custodial arrangements.

What dealers do and do not control

Dealers may offer a “turnkey” experience, but they usually do not control your IRA custodian’s compliance
workflow. The custodian may require specific documentation before a transaction can be finalized. Similarly, dealers
typically cannot decide storage acceptance on their own. The depository has its own intake process and
requirements.

Watch the quote, not just the price

Gold quotes move fast. But even when the metal price is reasonable, the total transaction cost can differ based on
how the dealer handles:
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product premiums (above the spot price),

markups or spreads (how the dealer prices acquisition vs sale),

shipping or handling within the IRA custody chain,

any fees associated with buying or redeeming through an IRA structure.

If you only compare the “headline” gold price, you can miss the real differences.

Depository: the vault and the intake process
The depository is where your precious metals are stored. This is the physical custody layer. Your depository is not
“your personal warehouse,” and you generally cannot walk in and access the metals on demand. The depository
operates under custody agreements and intake procedures aligned with your IRA arrangement.

When people ask, “Can I choose the storage facility?” the answer depends on your custodian and dealer setup.
Some custodians list preferred or approved depositories, and your options may be limited. Other setups might
offer more choices, but those choices still must align with IRS and custody requirements.

Why depositories feel complicated during transfers

Depository logistics become most visible when you:

transfer assets from one IRA custodian to another,

roll over and then buy new metals,

liquidate or request a distribution,

switch depository partners.

In those moments, intake requirements matter. A depository may require specific labeling, documented identifiers,
or shipping instructions that must match what your custodian expects. Even when everyone is legitimate,
mismatched instructions can cause delays.

Custody is not just storage

Storage has multiple layers:

physical security procedures,

inventory tracking,

insurance coverage,

reporting and documentation for holdings,

chain-of-custody controls for receiving and shipping.

You should not need to become an expert in vault operations, but you do benefit from understanding that
depository terms often determine how smooth transfers and distributions will be.

How the three roles work together (a realistic walkthrough)
Here is a typical sequence when someone sets up a gold IRA or converts an existing IRA:

1. You select a custodian to open or maintain the IRA account.

2. You choose eligible metals through a dealer, often with the custodian’s input or constraints.



3. The dealer coordinates purchasing and prepares shipment under the custody instructions provided by the
custodian.

4. The metals are shipped to the depository.

5. The depository accepts, records, and holds the metals under the custody agreement.

6. Your custodian updates your IRA holdings and account records.

In that workflow, each party has defined responsibilities. If one party claims they do everything but cannot explain
how the custody chain works, that should be treated as a signal to ask more questions.

Eligibility basics: what your gold IRA can hold
Even though this article focuses on roles and terms, it is impossible to discuss the custodian-dealer-depository
chain without touching eligibility. The custodian and depository can only accept metals that leading top gold ira
company qualify.

The IRS has rules around what kinds of bullion or coins are eligible, including minimum fineness requirements. For
example, gold generally must meet a minimum fineness standard to be eligible for IRA holdings. The common
practical threshold you will see cited for gold is at least 99.5% fine gold, though the exact eligibility details can vary
by metal type and product.

Because these rules can be detailed and sometimes change through interpretation, you should treat a dealer’s
“eligible” claim as something to confirm through your custodian’s acceptance process, not as a marketing promise.

A dealer can guide you toward products that are commonly accepted. Your custodian’s documentation and the
depository’s intake acceptance are the reality check.

Costs and fees: where investors feel the pain
Gold IRA investing is not just about the spot price. Fees and premiums determine whether your long-term
outcome matches your expectations.

Typical cost categories you might encounter include:

custodian setup or account administration fees,

annual storage and maintenance fees,

dealer premiums over spot price,

transaction fees when buying or selling within the IRA,

fees tied to shipping, liquidation, or transfers (these vary widely).

Because fee structures vary by custodian and dealer, I cannot responsibly give universal numbers. What I can say
from experience is this: if a provider advertises low fees but their overall price on products is higher, your total cost
might end up worse than a provider with higher custodian fees but better pricing.

That is why the best comparison is usually an “all-in” view, not a single line item.

A short checklist before you sign anything

If you are doing this for the first time, a quick checklist helps you avoid the most common surprises.

1. Ask who charges what: custodian vs dealer vs storage or depository fees.

2. Request a written fee schedule and confirm whether fees change over time.
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3. Confirm which depository will store your metals for this exact account setup.

4. Ask how transfers and liquidations are handled, including any transfer or processing fees.

5. Verify which metals are eligible and what documentation you will receive for holdings.

That is the difference between “sounds fine” and “I understand the mechanics.”

Trade-offs: choosing the roles that fit your goals
Not all gold IRA setups are optimized for the same investor. The custodian-dealer-depository pairing can be a
good match for one person and frustrating for another.

If you care about simplicity

An integrated or highly coordinated provider relationship can reduce friction. Some custodians work closely with
particular dealers and depositories, meaning less back-and-forth. That can matter if you are moving money quickly
or you are not interested in managing details.

The trade-off is that you might have fewer choices if you later want to shop premiums or switch storage providers.

If you care about control and transparency

You may want a custodian and dealer arrangement where you can clearly see where fees come from and how
eligibility is verified. Transparency can make it easier to model costs and avoid surprises during transfers.

The trade-off is that you may need to spend more time on documentation and confirmations up front, because
every step still depends on compliance approval and depository intake acceptance.

If you plan to liquidate or transfer in the near term

People underestimate how much transfers and liquidations can affect total cost. Even if you buy responsibly,
exiting can involve processing time and additional fees.

In general, if you might sell within a short horizon, ask directly about:

dealer buyback processes (how they price buybacks),

liquidation timelines and payment mechanics,

whether there are fees for selling through the IRA structure,

how shipping costs and insurance work during liquidation.

A provider that looks great at purchase might not look as good at exit. You do not need to assume bad intent,
just plan for how the machine behaves.

Common misunderstandings that cause real problems
The terms are confusing because people use them casually, like they are interchangeable. They are not.

“The dealer is storing my gold”

Sometimes a dealer offers storage services, but in a gold IRA context, storage must be custodial. You should know
the actual depository holding your metals and how it is documented in your account.

“I can just ship it myself”



Many people are tempted to self-transfer metals into an IRA. IRS rules and custodial procedures get strict here.
Even if you can physically move gold, making it part of an IRA requires compliance. Most reputable custodians will
guide you through proper rollover, transfer, or acquisition procedures. Avoid shortcuts that turn into compliance
headaches.

“I can pick any coin I like”

A dealer may offer many collectible products, but IRA eligibility is narrower. Your custodian and depository
acceptance process is the final checkpoint. Always confirm eligibility and ask what happens if an item does not
qualify for custody.

Where to place your attention during due diligence
You do not need to memorize every regulation, but you do need to focus on the operational facts that protect
you.

Start with your custodian, because they determine the account’s compliance framework and often the approved
custody ecosystem. Then evaluate the dealer’s pricing transparency and product eligibility guidance. Finally, ask
about the depository’s intake and storage practices, especially if you expect future transfers.

If you do all three, you end up with a setup that is easier to maintain, easier to explain to yourself, and easier to
unwind if you ever need to.

A practical way to think about the roles
When you feel overwhelmed by terms, it helps to translate them into plain-English responsibilities.

The custodian keeps the IRA compliant and manages the account paperwork and reporting.

The dealer supplies eligible metals and coordinates the purchase details for that IRA structure.

The depository physically holds the metals under custody rules and tracks what is stored.

Once those roles click, every question becomes easier. Instead of asking, “Who should I call?” you ask, “Who owns
this part of the process?”

And that shift alone tends to improve the experience, because you are no longer relying on luck or assumptions.

Final thought: good mechanics beat flashy promises
The gold IRA world can sound like a mix of financial planning and logistics. It is both. Over the long term, your
results are shaped by price moves, yes, but also by the quality of the operational chain you choose.

A well-run custodian, a dealer that clearly explains pricing and eligibility, and a depository that handles intake
smoothly do not just reduce risk. They reduce stress, too. And in an investment you may hold for years, that
practical steadiness is worth paying attention to.

If you are exploring gold ira or precious metals ira options, take the time to learn the difference between the
custodian, dealer, and depository. It is not trivia. It is how you protect your account, control costs, and make sure
your metals end up where they are supposed to be.


