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Introduction 

Dear Colleague. 

ValidPath, as a dedicated IFA Network, has been operating since 2002. 

Over the ensuing eighteen years, other firms have come and gone - some of which 
appeared at the time to be the kind of substantial entities which one would reasonably 
expect to survive and flourish.  But they didn’t.  Indeed, at the time of writing this update, 
the financial intermediation marketplace is going through another seismic upheaval. 

The apparent disparity between appearance and the reality of things behind the scenes 
has led many to become cynical about the Network model.  Such skepticism has some 
justification.  The acquisition of traditional IFA Networks by product-providers no doubt 
contributed to the de-emphasis on independent advice that has now become 
widespread.  And, of course, the kind of frenzied M&A activity which we have come to 
see as the norm, does have the effect of commoditising intermediary firms for the benefit 
of consolidators.  The consistent and relentless trend has been away from advisory 
propositions that are genuinely independent. 

But, as we have consistently argued over many years, Networks don’t have to be like that: 

They can function without vested interests or conflicts of interest. 

They can prize ethics and professionalism before turnover. 

They can genuinely value independence, rather than just treat the word as an 
aspect of branding. 

They can foster community and shared values, insights and expertise. 

They can focus on delivering better outcomes for clients, via the improved 
equipping of financial planners. 

This booklet has been written to tell you a little about ValidPath, in the hope that you may 
wish to think seriously about joining us.  It is intended to sit alongside those more 
mundane pieces of information (such as costs and benefits) in order to give you an idea 
of how we “do Network”. 

We hope you find it helpful, and if you have queries (which you will), please just call us on 
02920 494495 or email us on join@validpath.co.uk 

Kevin Moss 
Director          (Updated March 2020)
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Clear & Unequivocal 

We have included this page early on, in order to avoid any ambiguity - so that if we fail to 
match your expectations at this point, then you need read no further. 

ValidPath Ltd is a Network for Independent Financial Advisers (more on that on the 
next page) who wish to provide regulated financial advice to retail clients.  We do not, at 
this stage, provide ‘compliance services’ to directly-authorised firms, as our energies and 
focus are entirely upon our own Membership.  And this is because we believe that the 
Network provides the best possible context for financial-planners to flourish, free to 
pursue their own dreams rather than exist to serve the Regulator. 

There are a few other ‘no-go’ areas that you should be aware of: 

• If you wish to specialise in mortgage intermediation, or protection broking, or the 
retailing of sophisticated/esoteric financial products to professional investors, then 
there are alternatives out there; 

• We are not authorised to hold client monies, which rules us out for General Insurance 
broking; 

• We do not have permissions for discretionary fund management, which means that (if 
you wish to join us) you would need to outsource that functionality.  Thankfully, we have 
negotiated some very effective third-party facilities to cater for that area of need. 

• Under MiFID and MiFID II legislation, ValidPath is a Category 3 Exempt Firm, which 
means that you cannot (under ValidPath) provide distance advice on collective 
investments to clients resident in other EU states; 

• We have no permissions in relation to Sharia Finance. 

But we do have everything you need in place, to support comprehensive financial 
advisory propositions: 

• sufficiently wide Consumer Credit permissions to cover most kinds of work included 
within the new FCA regulatory framework (including debt counselling, BTLs, bridging 
finance etc). 

• the broad range of permissions for all the main kinds of pensions, investments, 
protection and regulated mortgage work that you are likely to wish to handle.  We are 
even able to effectively and robustly support Defined-Benefits Pension Transfer Advice, 
where that is deemed appropriate. 

We hope that is clear enough - it sets out the space where ValidPath operates, and 
identifies any possible limitations to your business model if you were to join us.



Independent 

At ValidPath, we have long thought that independence matters.  We don’t see it as a 
kind of marketing distinctive, nor do we see it as an optional alternative to a decision to 
seek Chartered status.  We see that independence is about one’s business culture, the 
distance between adviser and product-provider, and the ultimate reassurance to the 
client that we are on his or her side.  And we think that your independent status is 
possibly the best fit for proper fee-based advisory work. 

There are a number of ways in which we try to follow through in practical terms from this 
broad statement of principle: 

• we don’t operate a ‘panel system’ and never have (and never will!) 

• we don’t place any restrictions on you which might undermine your independent 
stance 

• we don’t ‘do deals’ in smoke-filled rooms, in order to extract additional value out of 
our Members or their clients 

• we are continually, obsessively building tools and resources to help you to leverage 
your independence, and to be fully-independent throughout your advice process 

• membership of ValidPath will provide you with access to arguably the best, industrial-
strength, whole of market research database so you can deliver on your promise to 
clients. 

All of our Members operate an independent advice model, and ValidPath supervises 
their activities on that basis, publishing clear advisory standards to ensure that clients 
receive the best possible outcomes. 

This means that we expect our Members to be able to evidence independence within 
their own advice process, and recently we have rebuilt our own adviser processes to 
make that requirement explicit. 

When independence becomes a mindset or worldview, it shows itself in several ways: 

• it frees you up to represent the client, rather than a product-provider 

• it gives your service model an integrity it otherwise would not have 

• it removes the potential for conflicts of interest which may otherwise be associated 
with a more transactional model 

• it allows you to concentrate fully on the quality of your advice. 



Careful 

All of us are keenly aware of risk.  We operate in a marketplace where, very often different 
kinds of risk are hidden within each other, like Russian Dolls. 

There are some risks which we can manage, or control to a limited extent - and there are 
others over which we will never have even the slightest degree of control.  We have 
discovered in recent years that the FCA has a way of changing its rules that tends to give 
rise to catastrophic, retrospective implications. 

There is no perfect solution to the issue of risk, but our approach has been to take care, 
as exemplified by the following emphases: 

• we do not look the other way, but seek to anticipate the kinds of risks which have the 
potential to undermine our Members advisory propositions.  It seems that a 
considerable proportion of market detriment has been brought about by firms 
fostering a pathology of baseless optimism; 

• we are extremely proactive in the way we work with our PII Underwriters, feeling that 
it is important that they understand as far as possible our Member’s business models, 
and requirements; 

• over many years of planning and fine-tuning, we have developed procedures and 
practices which, if followed, can only minimise risk for all concerned; 

• we have developed advice pathways which firms can follow, rather than reinvent the 
wheel in every case, especially when handling something that is less familiar to you; 

• we have actively fostered the development of a community of likeminded 
professionals, who share ideas and insights, and learn from each other’s own 
experience; 

• we make great use of the management data generated by our shared practice-
management system, in order to keep on top of the Network-wide spread of 
business; 

• we encourage excellent advisory standards through our file-review process which 
analyses cases quantitatively and qualitatively; 

• we actively take steps to remove Member Firms which don’t engage with this 
approach, in order to minimise risks for those cooperative firms which understand 
why we do what we do. 

Risk matters.  Our best chance of managing it, is to be very, very careful. 



Intentional 

No doubt, intermediaries join networks for different reasons.  We have come across cases 
where a new startup joined ValidPath quite consciously as an interim measure, pending a 
later application for Direct Authorisation with the FCA.  It didn’t take that long for them to 
realise that there was little benefit to their original plan.  In fact, the almost exact opposite 
is usually the case. 

ValidPath is, however, very far from being an “all things to all men” kind of Network.  
There are particular kinds of advisory models which will feel entirely at home with us, and 
others where you might feel like a fish out of water.  Culture is everything. 

The extent to which you would find yourself compatible with ValidPath will depend upon 
which of the following two columns is more likely to describe your business model:

Not especially compatible Naturally compatible

A heavily-transactional model, focusing on 
the business, not the relationship.

A consistent and developing emphasis on 
financial planning, accompanied by a move 
towards chartered status.

A strong emphasis on indemnified 
commissions (albeit primarily linked to 
protection business).

A genuine commitment towards offering 
clients an effective annual review service and 
building long-term relationships.

A fascination with complex or innovative 
products, in preference to simpler, less 
expensive alternatives.

A focus on replicable, efficient and clearly-
structured investment solutions which 
demonstrate (a) value to the client, (b) 
empirical verifiability and (c) effective risk-
mapping.

A bias towards mortgage-work, rather than 
financial-planning which may include 
mortgage advice.

The development of an advisory proposition 
which operates in close cooperation with 
other professional advisers, such as 
accountants, lawyers and DFMs.

A business model which is still dependent 
upon initial commissions or fees, with a 
relatively light emphasis on recurring fees.

A commitment to developing and 
implementing a fee-based advice model 
which delivers real value to clients.

Isolationist, unengaged, uncollaborative. A willingess to work closely with ValidPath 
for your and our firms’ mutual best interests, 
and a desire to be part of a collaborative 
community of likeminded professionals.



Humane 

Sometimes, when we hear how other Networks treat their newest Members, it is possible 
to lose any hope in the very idea of progress. 

Over more years than we care to recall, we have encountered plenty of instances of well-
qualified, experienced Advisers being returned to the benches, and treated as ‘non-
competent’ until they have proven themselves - all over again - with their new firm.  This 
is not the way we would wish to handle things - good compliance is one thing, overkill is 
quite another.  Regulation should never be an excuse for treating people inhumanely. 

Clearly, there is some kind of balance to be struck here.  One would be irresponsible to 
allow a new Member to embark upon a high-risk business strategy, involving esoteric 
products, without some very good arguments and evidence in support of such an 
approach.  It is partly for this reason, that our pre-emptive due-diligence process looks 
very carefully at the proposed business model, assessing its commercial viability and the 
nature of the underlying risks. 

In general, if new Members are able to show us proof of competency from their 
previous firm or Network, then we are happy to work on the same basis, going forwards - 
and in relation to those areas of advice where experience is evident. 

But, to help support this approach, we would wish to look closely at your historic 
business model, ask questions about the kinds of work you have undertaken, and where 
needed, underpin that investigation with appropriate competence tests. 

For all new Members, we would look more closely at the nature of all new work, and we 
would invite you to participate in a more collaborative working practice, until such a time 
as we all know where we are.  ValidPath’s shared practice-management system allows us 
to look over your shoulder at the documented advice process, as you build it, and 
comment on it with some insight.  It also allows us to automate aspects of our supervision 
in order to identify patterns or approaches which might require further attention. 

Of course, we do also look closely at how Members participate in ongoing CPD events, 
the nature of interactions, the degree of engagement with new guidance released on the 
website - all of these things tell us a very great deal about the people we authorise. 



Collaborative 

Over the last few years, ValidPath have been steadily building a network-wide culture 
which is collaborative and cooperative in nature. 

We think it is worth mentioning, simply because this is extremely rare. 

Collaboration occurs informally, within the various web-forums that we host, where we 
see Members discussing issues together, and sharing research and other market insights. 

Collaboration is fostered, where we discover an area of need which another Member 
Firm may have particular expertise to assist with. 

However, from 2015 onwards, ValidPath has been actively building this unique aspect of 
our Network’s culture. 

We now have a working group of Member Firms, engaged in establishing common 
standards, processes and systems for handling Pension Transfer Advice.  This group 
supports all Members who are appropriately qualified to be active in this area, but it also 
forms a core part of an internal market, where Member Firms (and their advisers) buy 
and sell services relating to their unique areas of expertise. 

Alongside this, have established a similar process in relation to Equity Release advice, 
and also in relation to Complex Investments (VCT, EIS, SEIS).  Indeed, recognising the 
need for significantly better due-diligence in such areas, we have set up a separate 
company (www.validpathdd.co.uk) to deliver additional support. 

Our aim is to be supportive of activity in these specialist areas.  So many other Networks 
and National IFAs simply say “No” to their advisers - we wish to affirm holistic, 
independent financial planning, but do so in a way that absolutely minimises risks, and 
fosters the highest possible shared standards. 

More recently, we have also established a fund to support experienced financial-planners 
who wish to ‘give back’ by mentoring newer, less experienced individuals. 

Finally, we have been quietly developing a collaborative approach towards our 
Centralised Investment Proposition (the VIP) which was introduced in 2011.  More and 
more Member Firms now wish to access this resource, and so we encourage full 
involvement with the annual review process, occurring in January of each year. 

ValidPath is a Network comprising highly-qualified financial-planners wishing to adopt 
only the highest standards of practice.  For such a community, collaboration makes sense. 

http://www.validpathdd.co.uk
http://www.validpathdd.co.uk


An Effective Buffer 

This, our 2020 update to Reflections, has been written against the backdrop of one of the 
biggest crises in the UK’s financial intermediation marketplace, since regulation began.  
We refer here to the collapse in the Professional Indemnity Insurance (PII) market, 
brought about by inept regulatory innovation. 

In a nutshell, this particular debacle underscores the realisation that the single biggest 
source of risk for intermediaries and their clients is now the system of regulation itself. 

This is why ValidPath is proud to operate as a ‘Network’, because this responsibility allows 
us to: 

• protect our Members from onerous and ongoing regulatory reporting via the Gabriel
and Connect systems;

• satisfy all the FCA’s ad-hoc reviews and investigations, on behalf of our Members;

• remove from our Members’ shoulders the profound burden of satisfying the FCA’s
capital adequacy requirements;

• collate and analyse all business data pertinent to the purpose of acquiring and
maintaining compliant PII;

• fully handle the burdensome responsibility of investigating all client complaints, and in
particular managing all dealings with the FOS on behalf of Member Firms - a process
which is so eye-wateringly inefficient and expensive that few smaller firms could cope
with it;

• fight our Members’ corner when they are being attacked by CMCs;

• where feasible protect our Members from unpredictable, ad-hoc costs, such as the
egregious FSCS ‘interim levy’;

• monitor business quality and compliant advisory standards in order to continually fine-
tune our processes, so that we may effectively anticipate the next regulatory agenda.

All these responsibilities are our ‘bread and butter’ at ValidPath, because if we do not 
handle them on your behalf, then you would have to instead. 

We would rather that you focus on your clients and on the priority of delivering the best 
possible advisory outcomes to them.  Everything else is just white noise. 



Finally… 

There’s quite a bit more you’ll want to know before you make the decision to join 
ValidPath, but we think that having a working understanding of our culture and values is 
actually just as important as a statement of costs and benefits. 

In fact, culture and values are the things which drive everything else - the selection of 
systems, the design of resources, the recruitment of excellent staff, and the way we seek 
to treat our Members. 

When you join ValidPath, you become a valued part of a bigger movement to build and 
improve the IFA marketplace in the UK.

ValidPath is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority under FRN 197107 
Unit 16, The Globe Centre, Wellfield Road, Cardiff CF24 3PE 

Tel. 02920 494495   Fax.  02920 465341 

www.validpath.co.uk 

join@validpath.co.uk
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