Focus on Certification Accreditation

By Gary L. Diffendaffer, CFP®

The following is a regular
Investments & Wealth Monitor column about
IMCA’s commitment to strengthen and add value
to the CIMA” certification in part through third-
party accreditation.

his month, | venture into the “world of

ethics”—another one of the four E’s

(experience, education, examination,
and ethics)—that deals with the values behind
your decisions and actions as you interact with clients,
employers, and each other. Ethical behavior is both a
challenging and critically important subject on both sides
of an investment consultant’s or advisor’s desk.

In a business in which public trust is the cornerstone of
the industry’s legitimacy, it is a matter of principle that
consultants and advisors adhere to high ethical standards.
Trust must be earned every day and can be shattered by
the missteps of a few. IMCA's volunteer leaders, many of
whom are CIMA and CPWA certification holders, have set
requirements for IMCA's certifications throughout the years.
They have come to expect more of IMCA certificants

by establishing standards of behavior that go beyond a
simple adherence to the law or regulations. The letter of
the law certainly should be followed, but an effective code
of professional responsibility takes ethical expectations to
the next step—recognizing that adherence to the law is the
minimum standard of expected behavior.

Ethics codes typically outline broad ethical principles
and are not detailed sets of practices for specific issues.
They are an organized set of rules that, in IMCA's case,
incorporate values and behaviors that give guidance to
certificants in order to use and maintain certifications.

Take Codes Seriously

Codes of ethics or conduct should be studied and under-
stood. In our modern culture, people often gravitate to
the point that they will sign almost anything just to move
a process along without taking time to understand what
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is being signed. Just as you would not recom-
mend your clients sign anything without fully
understanding the agreement, signing an ethical
code without thought is not wise; it is important
that each certificant understands and commits
to the agreement.

Some may see this as theoretical. But both
understanding of and commitment to ethical
principles are foundational to business prac-
tices. Frequently they become factors in major
decisions that have very innocent origins (see Garry
Bridgeman’s article on page 44 as a practical example).

Codes in many instances, including IMCA's Code of
Professional Responsibility, are used as a basis for dis-
ciplinary actions when code tenets are not followed. The
fact that owners of marks, such as IMCA, will take action
against individuals who compromise ethical standards

or misuse certification marks adds value for those who
adhere to the requirements and employers and clients
who rely on them.

The IMCA Code of Professional Responsibility
for CIMA and CPWA Certificants

IMCA's Code of Professional Responsibility has been in
place since the organization’s inception in 1985. The Code
was revised earlier this year by the volunteer Certification
Committee, which sets policy. The updated version
became effective on July 1, 2009.

| strongly encourage you to reflect on what this Code
means to you and how you apply it as you make deci-
sions that affect your business and relationships with
associates, clients, employers, and vendors. Remember
that each time you renew your CIMA or CPWA certifica-
tion, you agree to adhere to IMCA's Code of Professional
Responsibility by signing your name. As you do that, think
about what you do or should do differently because of
your commitment.

As I've stated in previous articles, the purpose of
IMCA's certifications is to distinguish qualified candidates
from those who are not. When we consider ethical stan-
dards, we see that the certification requirements encom-
pass more than technical skills—they include character
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IMCA Code of Professional
Responsibility, revised effective
July 1,2009

The Code, which is available on IMCA's Web site, is com-

posed of seven requirements. They are listed below.
Each financial professional shall:

1. Serve the financial interests of clients. Each profes-
sional shall always place the financial interests of the
client first. All recommendations to clients and deci-
sions on behalf of clients shall be solely in the best
interest of the client.

2. Disclose fully to clients services provided and com-
pensation received. All financial relationships, direct or
indirect, between consultants and investment manag-
ers, plan officials, beneficiaries, sponsors or any other
potential conflicts of interest shall be fully disclosed on a
timely basis.

3. Provide to clients all material information related to the
investment decision-making process as well as other
information they may need to make informed decisions
based on realistic expectations. All client inquiries shall
be answered promptly, completely, and truthfully.

4. Maintain the confidentiality of all information entrusted
by the client, to the fullest extent permitted by regula-
tory and legal entities in conjunction with the profes-
sional’s firm/company policy.

5. Comply fully with all statutory and regulatory require-
ments affecting the delivery of investment consulting
services to clients.

6. Maintain competency in investment management con-
sulting and financial services through education and
training to better serve clients and enhance investment
management consulting.

7. Maintain a high level of professional ethical conduct.

and ethical behavior as well. IMCA seeks to maintain certifica-
tions that serve the public, employers, and certificants. By link-
ing all aspects of the certification to a solid ethical foundation,
we are working to maintain and enhance certifications that have
value to all stakeholders. ',

Gary L. Diffendaffer, CFP°, is IMCA’s director of certifica-
tion. He previously served as executive vice president and in-
terim executive director of Certified Financial Planner Board
of Standards, Inc. He has served as one of the American
National Standards Institute’s accredited assessors and was
a financial planning practitioner. Contact him at gdiffendaf-
fer@imca.org.
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