Title: Gaining a competitive professional edge

It is interesting these days to trawl through the various jobs pages and websites of recruitment consultants in search of the “ideal” job role in financial services.

Clearly employers are attempting to attract good quality staff and are setting high entry standards. Much of this improvement is geared towards better qualified staff.
It was possible when I began in this industry in the early 1980s for individuals to merely complete a secondary education in order to access key roles and with the minimum of initial training, be unleashed on the general public.
However, this must have been frustrating for many others who even then realised the benefits of achieving competence in their roles through a blended mix of experience and qualifications long before any minimum legislative requirements. 
Fortunately for the latter group, their model of competence became the norm for job requirements later on. Over the years, regulators and industry bodies have built upon minimum standards of attaining and maintaining competence. The recent introduction of Chartered status to those eligible within the Personal Financial Society for example, has further embodied the ideal of creating a recognisable profession for individuals working within financial planning. 
I have found that apart from the most junior roles, many job advertisements state that attainment of the Financial Planning Certificate (or the Certificate in Financial Planning as it now is) is essential. Once salary levels nationally get to £25,000 per annum and above, then employers want candidates to demonstrate that they have climbed a little further. For example, many paraplanner as well as advisory roles require part or full completion of the CII’s current Advanced Financial Planning Certificate. Of course there is no substitute for a good record of experience in any specific role, but it appears that standards above regulatory minimums in terms of qualifications are becoming a parallel requirement to this necessary experience.

Where does this leave the individual who either wants to enter the industry at a reasonable level or progress within it? 
The two fundamental entry points to financial planning are either back office or advisory. Fortunately for those who want to follow a career in the industry today, there are many variants to these paths that can be followed and any individual who creates a specialist niche whilst maintaining a good, up to date holistic knowledge of the industry can easily gain a competitive advantage over his or her peers when seeking a new job role.
Experience in a particular role obviously counts and can be a big advantage when wishing to progress or alter your career path. What however, happens when you wish to move on but don’t have the experience? How can the competitive edge be gained? 
Attainment of knowledge and understanding will enable individuals to then put their new learning experiences in to practice. Whilst they may be inexperienced in their new roles, they will be best prepared for them. This is a key reason why the minimum qualification standards for many jobs in the industry in recent years have been raised. Businesses have realised that most people who are trying to progress will not have the experience, but if they have a high standard of attainment in industry qualifications, they are not only showing a great deal of willing but are also likely to be able to demonstrate capability in a shorter space of time.
In financial services, we have an industry that is both mature and constantly evolving. If we as individuals are to maintain a high standard of service to customers, we need to be able to evolve with it. A continuous thirst to improve and expand our knowledge and experience will enable us to deal with the challenges that will inevitably arise in the future.

Fortunately, financial planning qualifications from all awarding bodies have developed in recent years to become achievable to all in the industry. For example, the CII’s new modular approach to qualifications above the basic level of the Certificate in Financial Planning will enable individuals to attain the necessary general and specialist qualifications for their roles whilst maintaining an open path for further study.

Qualifications even at CFP level however, are sufficiently challenging to test our ability to apply knowledge in the professional environment. Returning to study will inevitably increase demands on our time particularly when combined with a high pressure job and / or busy family life.

Where additional learning facilities are available, you should seriously consider their potential benefits. Combined with a structured self study programme, the option of attending face to face revision sessions is well worth considering. Training providers of these courses can quote pass rates far in excess of the overall average for exam candidates providing a leading edge in a highly competitive market. Their courses can be extremely good value for money particularly when one considers the pitfalls of a less structured approach such as the additional expenses linked with exam re-takes and the lost revenue resulting from delayed career progress. 
A lifelong learning strategy will maintain a lifelong flexibility in your career planning. It can also be closely linked to modern day continuing professional development requirements. There has never been a better time to take advantage of the support available to all of you.
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