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Outside one's personal life, one's health, family and close friends, the most significant and 
probably most traumatic event for those present here today was that unforgettable 
moment when you opened a certain envelope and there, under the heading "Candidates 
successfully completing the examinations" your name appeared. You had qualified as a 
Fellow of the Institute or Faculty of Actuaries. None of us can forget that day, 
notwithstanding the haze that gradually developed due to excessive alcohol intake. 

But once this haze had cleared what were your innermost feelings now that you were a 
qualified Fellow? No more exams, no more poring over books, no more halfdays off to 
study - at least that's what you told the others in the office you would be doing, a 
big pay rise. 

It would be quite inappropriate for me to talk about you but, in my case and that of the 
generation who qualified at the same time as me, the overwhelming feeling was of 
becoming a professional person and belonging to a professional body. Simply put, I was 
now a professional man. But let me make one thing clear. This was not a reaction in 
terms of ego and arrogance, though we were conscious of there being a status attached to 
becoming a professional. We had satisfied that basic human instinct of wanting to better 
ourselves. When I quawed, being a professional was a positive distinguishing feature in 
society. I had moved up the ladder. 

And now we come to the first key statement I would like to make this morning. In my 
view, as far as the public is concerned, this distinguishing feature has become blurred 
over the years. Nowadays, virtually everyone can be called a professional and the 
provision of a professional service underlies almost every consumer transaction that takes 
place. Whether you are talking about footballers, waiters at the local restaurant, 
launderettes or landscape gardeners, it is quite hard to refute the proposition that the 
individuals and organizations concerned are not professional and that they are not 
providing a professional service. 



Why has this happened? Very simple. Over the last thirty years, there has been an 
explosive growth in the formation of trade associations, consumer groups, interest 
groups, regulatory bodies, ombudsmen, quasi-professional bodies, and other groupings 
covering every facet of our national life. And then we have Europe, providing yet a 
further and sometimes contradictory layer of supervision and regulation. Everyone is now 
accountable for their actions and failings and, more often than not, must pay up for poor 
performance. If the trains fall below certain standards, financial recompense is automatic. 
If my 3-course meal fails to be served within the promised 50 minutes, it's on the house. 

Technology has, of course, been fundamental in enabling performance to be measured 
and shortcomings to be discovered. There is no question in my mind that this trend will 
continue. Increased technology will lead to increased monitoring, to increased 
accountability and to increasingly putting professional performance under the 
microscope. 

So my fundamental thesis is that, from the public's perspective, professionalism has now 
become an all-embracing word encompassing most, if not all, segments of our national 
life. 

In a nutshell, the public nowadays expects a professional service from any supplier of 
goods or services. 

Let us now change emphasis and turn to the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries and look 
inwards, rather than to the public. So far, I am sure that what I have said is for many a 
bitter pill to swallow, as I have come to regard the old fashioned concept of 
professionalism as having been devalued since it can no longer be held to apply, as it 
once did, to medicine, law, theology and, of course, actuaries! 

There is, however, some good news. I would strongly resist any suggestion that simply 
because the public's view of professionalism has changed over the years, our attitude 
should equally be subject to alteration. Professionalism has always been fundamental to 
the actuarial profession and remains so. It is not a quality that can be allowed to change 
as fashion dictates. It remains, in my view, immutable. From an inward looking stance, 
nothing has changed and nothing must be allowed to change in what is the foundation 
stone of the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries. Of course, new building blocks can be 
added to give professionalism more force as we have seen with Guidance Notes, CPD and 
so on. But professionalism, I repeat, is not open to negotiation. 

I would now like to refer to a matter which causes confusion and where clarity is required 
to take this debate forward. Up to this point, I have used the words professionalism, 
professional and profession interchangeably. In fact, each of these three words has a 
distinct meaning and, in my view, conveys its own particular impression. I would like to 
spend a moment or two examining this proposition as I believe many issues of concern to 
us have been clouded by a lack of appreciation of the fact that the three words 



professionalism, professional and profession project quite different images to the outside 
world. 

What I have to say is intended to be practical. The purists and theoreticians amongst you 
will, 1 suppose, have little difficulty in demolishing my views but I shall proceed 
undaunted. 

Let me share two thoughts with you. First, there have been many articles and speeches on 
the subject of professionalism. Quite often, the speaker or author in question will refer to 
the dictionary definition of professionalism as the basis of his remarks. Why is such a 
reference so frequently made? Simple, because when you sit down at your desk with a 
blank sheet of paper to write about professionalism, you will find that 10 minutes later 
the paper is still blank. So what do you do? You get out the dictionary, in order that you 
can put some pen to paper. The point is that it is incredibly difficult to define 
professionalism. We struggle, as do all the professions, to put flesh on the bones. Of 
course, a lot of tub thumping goes on about the importance of professionalism. I am no 
different - you have already listened to plenty of rhetoric from me. 

But at the end of all these articles and speeches are we any the wiser? The platitudes roll 
off the tongue. How often are we told that times are changing - in my experience they 
invariably do - that we have a responsibility to the public, and that you will be more than 
likely be challenged at some point during your career and that depending on your 
response the true essence of the actuarial profession will be defined. How often are 
articles written about professionalism which then refrain from mentioning this very word 
until the last sentence when the author suddenly recalls the title. 

Second, for a topic held to be so nebulous and esoteric, professionalism can give rise to 
some quite heated debates at a dinner party or social function. Try it and see. You will 
learn a lot from talking to others, whose background you might not regard as 
professional. 

So what impressions do these three words convey. The easiest word to deal with is 
profession, which to the public conveys a grouping of like minded individuals, employed 
in a specific discipline and who, in normal circumstances, are paid for, or charge for, their 
services. As already explained, it confers nowadays no images of special status in society. 
Indeed, trade associations, which might once have been regarded as poor relations to the 
professions, are now accepted by the public as providing their own aura of respectability 
and reliability. In our own field, for example, the ABI, the ACA, the SPC, and the NAPE 
are trade associations, whose members, either corporate or individual, are heavily reliant 
on the professions particularly actuaries. Often pronouncements made by such trade 
associations impact upon the actuarial profession and professional issues, even though 
the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries may not have commented publicly themselves. 



To actuaries, however, the word profession conveys a sharply defined and very clear 
image of a self-regulating group operating under the umbrella of the Institute and Faculty 
of Actuaries. These bodies are responsible for training, educating, setting standards and 
monitoring the behavior of its members. We understand the raison d'etre of the profession 
in contrast to the public, which is less focussed on what stands behind a profession. 

Moving on, let me now turn to the word professional, which can convey a wide variety of 
meanings. I referred previously to launderettes. My local launderette, in the suburb where 
I once resided, was rather proud of the fact that it offered a professional service. Yet this 
launderette belongs not to a profession but to a trade association known as LOLA, which 
stands for the Launderette Owners London Association. Footballers may be guilty of a 
professional foul. What examinations does one have to pass to permit such elevated 
behaviour? When I go to Harley Street for an appointment with a top doctor or surgeon, 
the hush of the thick pile carpets and quality of magazines in the waiting room ensure 
that a professional atmosphere prevails. 

The plain fact of the matter is that the meaning of professional depends on the context in 
which it appears. We also need to distinguish between the public and ourselves looking 
inwards. The public expects a professional service from individuals and organizations, 
whether or not a profession as such exists behind the scenes. Professional behaviour is 
expected of members of society, irrespective of whether or not individuals have been 
through the examination mill. However, of less interest to the public, unless things go 
wrong, are professional codes of conduct and professional standards. The public may 
well be aware that codes of conduct and standards exist, but these are several steps 
removed from the hustle and bustle of day to day life. 

As far as the outside world is concerned the key issue, therefore, is to differentiate 
between professional qualities which interface with the public and those which link more 
closely to the profession 

For us, however, it is crucial to appreciate that no such distinction must be drawn. In 
whatever context we refer to professional qualities, the actuarial profession must strive to 
achieve the highest possible degree of excellence. The various examples I have given are 
inextricably interlinked. You may appear to be able to demonstrate to clients an 
impressive level of professional behaviour but, without adherence to professional 
standards, sooner or later you will be found out. Similarly, however rigorously you apply 
professional standards, unless this is translated into a professional approach, clients will 
be unimpressed and, what is worse, the actuarial profession's image could be harmed. 

So again I would stress that, from the point of view of the actuarial profession, 
professional qualities, in whatever shape or form and however segmented, must be seen 
as one ovemding ideal. The fact that the public normally judges the quality of a 



professional service, rather than that of the professional code that supports this service, 
does not render the latter of less importance. 

Let me now deal with the word professionalism. The other day I asked one of the leading 
members of the profession, a man of immense experience and an author of numerous 
papers, why it was so difficult to define professionalism. After a few moments thought, 
he provided a profound response. The answer to the difficult problem he said was that 
professionalism is a 'thing'. 

In essence, he confumed what I have always suspected. Professionalism is a state of 
mind. It is a concept. It is an attitude. It embraces everything I have spoken about so far, 
with one crucial difference. When talking previously about the profession and 
professional qualities, I drew a clear distinction in the manner in which these are viewed 
by the public on the one hand and by ourselves on the other. 

Because we are talking about such complex issues as attitudes and states of mind, 
professionalism is, I believe, virtually the exclusive "property" of, in our own case, the 
Institute and Faculty of Actuaries. The reason I say this is that the whole essence of 
professionalism is underpinned by our independence and by our ability to operate as a 
self regulated body. It is our independence which gives us the right to set standards and 
to promote ethical and moral behaviour. In turn, this gives us the feeling of self respect 
encapsulated by that 'thin"' called professionalism. 

Its the bedrock of independence and control over our affairs as a profession that is our 
unique badge and which imbues us with the mantle of professionalism. Few of us, I 
regret, think deeply enough about these issues of self-respect, self regulation, 
independence and ethical behaviour. Human nature is such as to take these attributes for 
granted. Yet, on the rare occasion when we have cause to contemplate certain aspects of 
our work or our behaviour, we have much to be thankful for. 

There is one aspect of professionalism where I believe the actuarial profession has 
excelled itself, and this is in its ability to adapt to change. Some things we have got wrong 
and there are always cries for more to be done. In fact, self criticism and the ability to 
influence events from within is again the mark of a true profession. 

But what criticisms are levelled at us? Occasionally, those original and profound words 
that we are dull and boring are given an airing. Actually, if you look up the London 
Yellow Pages, you will find a section headed "Boring" under which you are asked to refer 
to Civil Engineers! 

The reality is different. Quietly, often behind the scenes, the actuarial profession is 
growing in influence and adapting to change in response to dramatic developments 
internationally and nationally, and to changing employment patterns and areas of 
involvement. This ability to respond to new circumstances is the mark of professionalism, 
and underscores the outstanding role played by the Institute and 



Faculty in the past, a role which will undoubtedly continue in the future. Despite the 
small size of our profession and the lack of financial resources compared with, say, the 
medical profession and accountants, our commitment to professionalism has guaranteed 
our independence and adaptability. 

I shall give one example which demonstrates dramatically the manner in which our 
professionalism has allowed us to influence changing circumstances. Simply look at the 
emerging nations and economies of Eastern Europe and beyond. With appropriate help 
from the established actuarial bodies, institutes are being formed in response to there 
being a clear role for actuaries in the development of insurance companies and pension 
arrangements in such countries as Poland, Hungary and China. 

It is, of course, early days for many of the countries involved but no-one would dispute 
the proposition that, in our modest way, our influence underpinned by our 
professionalism will be crucial in helping these emerging economies to prosper. 

Let me now bring this matter to a conclusion by referring to two of the three bullet points 
mentioned in today's programme. Does the public understand or care about 
professionalism? The public cares more than ever before about receiving a professional 
service and expects professional behaviour. Putting semantics to one side, by extension, 
the public is entitled to expect a profession to adhere fully to the concept of 
professionalism, which is based on self-regulation and independence. 

Secondly, the extent of the role played by the Institute and Faculty - has it gone too far? I 
would hope from my remarks that I clearly hold the view that you cannot go too far. 
There must be no let up in examining and re-examining our stance on professional 
matters. We may well get irritated by what might appear to be endless reviews of the 
education system, guidance notes, disciplinary procedures and debates on public interest 
and, yes, on professionalism. Long may this irritation continue, as it is a natural 
by-product of an actuarial profession keeping an eagle eye on its roots. 

The rest of the world will not wait for us. Indeed, as we are so often reminded, who 
knows what challenges tomorrow will bring. 


