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Dear Sir,

There seems to be much debate in your pages either by the editorial staff of the magazine and its contributors, and amongst your readers themselves, about the state of the financial services industry.

Just how bad is it?

As an investor it must seem like little faith can be placed in the companies within the industry. If it is not the demise of Equitable Life, it is the ongoing problems with endowments falling short of their targets, the excessive profits of the high street banks or the role of the Financial Services Authority in helping investors sort the wheat from the chaff when it comes to which financial services company they can trust with their money. The temptation must be quite simply to stick the money under the bed.

However, it is worth bearing in mind that the vast majority of financial services companies have been around for decades and centuries. That is not by luck, and, equally, it is not because they have not been caught before ripping off customers. Their longevity is down to the simple fact that they have done a good job for investors over that period.

Equally the products they sell now are basically the same as they did a hundred years ago. The principle of insurance has never changed and never will change. What will, and indeed has, changed is choice available to the consumer. The choice is no longer restricted to simply paying into some form of Co-operative organisation as it was a couple of centuries ago. Investors now face an explosion of choice including Peps, ISAs and OEICs, ranging from the plain vanilla to the more exotic.

Indeed, a whole financial services industry is growing up around these choices, and in the race to offer more choice there is no doubt that some companies are struggling to cope. Does this mean all financial services companies can’t be trusted? I would say not. The vast majority of financial services companies provide good products and have good practices. But there is no doubt consumers now need some mechanism to differentiate between companies that offer just enough and those that go the extra mile to give them a higher standard of service combined with fair value and backed by the comfort of financial strength. It is these companies that will command the trust of consumers in the future. We believe Gold Standards can offer this mechanism.

Gold Standards were launched last year and so far only six companies have achieved the Gold Standards level. These were Fidelity, M&G and JP Morgan Fleming for investments, and Scottish Provident, Standard Life Healthcare, and Friends Provident for life and protection.

Are there more companies out there who do actually justify their clients’ trust? We think there are, but we would like to hear from investors. If you have had a good experience with your financial services company, let us know by emailing: goldstandards@bmp1.fsnet.co.uk. To find out more about Gold Standards visit our website www.goldstandardawards.com.

Deborah Benn, chair, 

Gold Standard Awards

