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 GOLD STANDARD AWARDS 2003: KEY FINDINGS
Rebuilding confidence in financial services

By Deborah Benn, Chairperson, Gold Standards Panel

Overview

The Gold Standard Awards were created in response to a general lack of confidence in the financial services industry. It is clear that the ability to build better a better understanding between product providers, financial advisers, consumers and regulators is going to be a key element in the success of a modernised financial services. At present consumers are faced with a barrage of individual regulatory, product provider and industry initiatives that offer confusing and conflicting advice. There is currently no form of assessment, awards or accreditation to help consumers pick their way through these individual initiatives enabling them to make more informed decisions about their financial purchases. 

The Gold Standard Awards uniquely offer a uniform method of assessing all financial services groups in five key areas – financial strength, capability, service, fair value and trust. The findings of last year’s assessment exercise uncovered some interesting and, up until now, undiscovered findings about the UK Financial Services Industry. Only six groups out of 40 who put themselves forward for assessment achieved a Gold Standard. The structure of the assessment touched every aspect of company structure. The groups that achieved Gold Standard Status had a clear working knowledge, either directly or indirectly, of all of these structures. Facts and figures were easy to access and training programmes were described in detail rather than just listed, with clear progression described. Other key findings are below:

Summary of Key Findings  

· It was clear that groups had never sat down, studied and put on paper how each department within their company works and/or impacts each other.

· Groups were unable to express in percentage terms how many of their staff had achieved higher than standard levels of training.

· Even within large, established groups the emphasis on training was geared towards meeting minimum FSA standards, rather than improving the customer experience.

· Groups with a clearly documented culture and ethos reflected this in all areas of business. Those who did not, displayed wide variations of working practise throughout key departments, i.e administration, sales, customer service, marketing.

· Strong leadership at chief executive or managing director level was more evident in groups that achieved Gold Standard Status.

· Corporate governance issues are ‘bundled’ within one department with no clear distinction on how to apply corporate governance standards in-house in addition to applying standards to companies they may invest in. In most cases, the emphasis is in applying it to companies they invest in.

Conclusion

There are financial services groups displaying best practise and, as such, deserve to be rewarded. It is hoped that the Gold Standard initiative will help to bring other groups up to this standard and thus help to restore confidence in the industry.  The insights our independent assessment process can offer in highlighting specific areas within financial services groups that are inadequate, or as a general overview of how a financial services group operates, we believe can only help this process. We very much hope the government support us in this area and in turn we hope to continue to offer our support by contributing key findings of The Gold Standards Committee.   

