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In a world where smaller IFAs are increasingly swallowed by larger organisations, it is refreshing to see Trentham
Invest flourish. Nicola Downs, principal of the firm tells David Burrows how she made her mark

Best things come in small packages

By David Burrows

Nicola Downs is an IFA to be reck-
oned with — take one look at the
Trentham Invest website and you
will see this company is out to make
its mark. Some IFA companies
have failed to grasp the marketing
concept, but Trentham could
never be accused of that. In the
mid-1990s, Downs worked in a busi-
ness development and marketing role
for MGM Assurance. She insists this
taught her the importance of mar-
keting and brand identity.

“Working in a marketing role at
MGM Assurance, I began to under-
stand how to run a business prop-
erly and it stood me in good stead
when I finally went solo in 2003,” she
said. “Our website explains exactly
what sort of business we provide and
very soon we hope to launch a white-
labelled wrap product for clients, so
things are moving ahead quickly.”

Networking

Trentham Invest is based in Dorking
in the Mole Valley, Surrey. This
explains the mole on the company
logo and the hundreds of cuddly toy
moles handed out for promotional
purposes. But Downs said the client
base has been built with hard graft.

“When the doors first opened for
business, I networked like crazy,”
she says. “It was a scary time as
up to that point, aside from living
in Dorking, I had no business
contacts in that area. I set up a string
of meetings with local professionals
— accountants, solicitors and IFAs
—and went to see them. Each person
referred me on to someone else and I
was then up and running. The busi-
ness is based just off Dorking high
street so we are convenient and
clients know where we are.”

To further promote the profile of
the company, Downs actively makes
herself available to the trade and
national media for comment. In doing
this, she develops the profile and
reputation of a company that has only
just celebrated its fourth birthday.

“At first I wasn’t overly confi-
dent about offering comments to the
personal finance media but then I
realised it was an opportunity to pro-
vide valuable generic advice to people,
which can only be a good thing. It sort
of snowballed from there really.”

Cementing a place

In an age where smaller IFA compa-
nies are finding it increasingly hard
to compete (witness the growing
number of IFAs acquired by larger
rivals), it is refreshing to see a small
IFA business that has cemented
its place in the market offering
specialist, fee-based advice in
an office that uses the latest
technology.

“I am the only adviser here and
that is the way it will stay,” says
Downs. “I ran the company single-
handed until turnover reached
£100,000, took on practice manager
Vicki Jolly and have just recently
expanded the team to three. Last
year the turnover was £234,000 and
last month alone we did £55,000
worth of business.”

While Downs is keen on the busi-
ness growing organically, its shape
has been pre-determined. “When
people come to Trentham they
expect me to be their adviser and
I can assure them this is the way it
will stay. We may expand the back

“When people
come to Trentham
they expect me to
be their adviser

and | can assure
them this is the
way it will stay”

office and admin side of things but
there will be no RI hires.”

Trentham currently has 112 clients.
Its target is to build the client base up
to a maximum of 300. At this point,
the client list will be closed and new
clients only added when numbers
become available through natural
wastage. Downs does not want to
dilute the levels of service by over-
extending the client bank.

“Working for myself has allowed
me to really focus on building long
term relationships with my cli-
ents,” she says. “The more you get
to know your clients, the better and
more relevant the advice becomes.
I ensure that clients are well aware
of our undertakings for them and
that a clear comprehensive report is
provided setting out all the salient
points of my advice.”

Specialism the key

To be successful as a small IFA
business, Downs believes the focus
must be on providing specialist,
fee-based advice.

“I do not get involved with equity

release or mortgages. I think it is
important to define the area you
want to specialise in and pen-
sions and investments are the
areas we focus on.”

From the outset, Trentham was
a fee-based service, and there
was some benefit in starting
off with a blank piece of paper
containing no history of commis-
sion-based business.

“There is no need to treat
people like idiots or rip them
off,” says Downs. “I don’t come
cheap but I do the job well and I
charge a fair fee for it. The focus
is on providing tailored financial
planning; advice is not product-
orientated. We introduced fees
as I wanted real clarity on the
service we offered. If you are not
careful, things get blurred and
you become known for some-
thing you did not want to do in
the first place.”

The client base is largely high-
net worth and despite there being
only female staff at Trentham,
Downs has no intention of the
firm becoming geared solely
towards female clients.

“I think female clients do feel
more comfortable with me. The
IFA profession is predominantly
male and in some cases female
clients get patronised. If female
clients come to me then all well
and good, but there is no plan to
purely target female clients — the
only criteria is that clients have a
minimum of £100,000 to invest.”

Downs has spent most of her working life in financial services
and acquired invaluable experience and knowledge working in
the City prior to setting up her business in the Mole Valley.

She has specialist qualifications in corporate and personal
pensions, taxation and trusts, as well as investment portfolio
planning. These Industry-recognised accreditations mean
Downs is in the top 10pc of financial advisers in the UK in
terms of professional qualifications.

“I have FPC 1, 2 and 3 as well as G60, 10 and 20. In recent
years | have concentrated on setting up the business but | am
now getting to the point where | think about more exams and
specifically-chartered status. | think the current emphasis on
professional qualifications is hugely important to the industry
and how the industry is perceived by clients.”

Downs is a voluntary member of the Pensions Advisory
Society (PAS) — the government sponsored agency set up to
handle pension disputes between employers and employees.
She is also a committee member of the Personal Finance
Society (PFS).

Inspired thinking

www.insightinvestment.com
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