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W
hen Iain Wright accepted the position of 
Chief Risk Officer at Old Mutual Wealth’s 
office in London last year, he knew it was 
going to be a challenge. The company’s 
£9.5bn London-listed parent company 

Old Mutual Plc was in the process of breaking up into four 
legally separate entities spanning Africa, the USA and the 
UK. That would most likely result in Old Mutual Wealth 
seeking its own listing on the London Stock Exchange, and 
required a complete shakeup of the organisation’s risk 
management function.

“From being in an environment where we have a group 
risk function at the PLC level and risk managers in each of 
the underlying businesses,” he explains, “I came in to build 
a group risk function at the Old Mutual Wealth level.”

It has been a big job. Old Mutual Wealth has several 
divisions which oversee about £122bn in customer 
investments (See Old Mutual Wealth structure). The businesses 
include investment advisory services, discretionary fund 
management, a technology platform business, asset 
management and an international arm. Naturally, there is a 
huge level of regulatory oversight from the Financial Conduct 
Authority, the PRA and overseas regulators. And Wright 
came in when a major upgrade of its adviser technology 
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platform was already underway.
Wright was either wise enough – or 

crazy enough – to start with a blank sheet 
of paper and work from first principles.

Vision

“The first thing to do was to define the 
vision, set out the vision to my team 
and stakeholders and appoint my senior 
management team,” he says. If that 
sounds like a big task for one person, 
Wright’s approach is fundamentally 
collaborative. Talking with other risk 
leaders and executives in the business, 
they came up with four main purposes 
for the risk management function.

First, it needed to provide the 
business with consistent insight and 
challenge. Second, effectively advise 
and support the business and strategic 
decision making. Third, give assurance 
that customer and shareholder 
interests are protected. Finally, build 

trust with internal and external 
stakeholders through consistent 
delivery and high performance.

The second stage was to think 
how that could be achieved in reality. 
Given the first two aims, Wright and 
his team decided it would be no use 
having a centralised risk function 
sitting remotely from the business. 
“One of my stated visions for risk at 
Old Mutual Wealth is that we are one 
function supporting one business,” 
he says. “We are structured so that 
the risk functions sit alongside the 
relevant businesses and are made up 
of risk professionals with expertise of 
that particular industry.” 

When it came to recruiting – a 
process that has been prolonged and, 
of which, more later – that principle 
was put into practice. For example, 
the CRO of Intrinsic – Gill Davidson, 
who Wright appointed and joined the 
team in 2016 – is both a seasoned risk 

person and someone who has worked 
in a variety of advice businesses. At 
Old Mutual Global Investors, CRO 
Jessica Brescia, a risk professional 
who has been with the firm since 
2009, has deep experience in asset 
management businesses.

Given their backgrounds and 
experience, it makes sense for Old 
Mutual Wealth’s CROs to sit on their 
divisional executive management 
committees – as does Wright at Wealth 
Group – providing oversight and 
challenge on a real-time basis. That 
co-operation between risk and the 
company exists at all levels of seniority.

Organise

The next decision was how to 
organise the team – which resulted in 
creating two distinct streams within 
the risk management functions of 
each business. Just less than one third 
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of the 130 people who work in risk 
at the firm are dedicated enterprise 
risk management professionals. The 
remainder work in regulatory risk, 
which includes fraud and terrorism.

Wright spent a lot of time talking 
and visiting people. He shared the 
collective vision for and structure 
of the risk function with his team, 
various stakeholders within the 
company – including Paul Feeney, the 
Chief Executive Officer of Old Mutual 
Wealth – the Board and the regulators. 
Each group needed different handling. 
For example, the Board needed to 
understand that Wright’s proposed 
mission and structure had a clearly 
defined logic that would be right for 
the business. 

He decided to keep in close 
contact with the regulators. “We 
have a very clear interest in making 
sure we can provide evidence to the 
regulators that we have a robust risk 
management framework,” he says. 
“It’s better to keep them up-to-date 
with the journey and get their views, 
than to present them with a big set 
piece at the end.” 

Given the amount of collaboration 
he decided to seek, it wasn’t an easy 
process. He laughs with some relief 
when he tells me that the last of 
the senior appointments has just 
been made. And he admits that 
his reluctance to compromise on 
the quality of people has made the 
recruitment search longer than he 
had perhaps anticipated. He obviously 
wanted people who had relevant 
business knowledge and experience, 
technical expertise, but also people 
who would be able to interact and 
communicate effectively with 
management. The difficult part was 
getting people with the mix of all 
three attributes.

“I don’t want a group of people 
who sit in an ivory tower and when 
they talk it is all risk mumbo-jumbo,” 

he says. “I want people who can 
interact and talk the language of other 
people.” That meant he was prepared 
to bring people in from the business 
and train them up. Eventually, he 
would like to see people circulate in 
and out of risk from all parts of the 
business – something he describes as 
“an end game.”

Industry

Globally, he sees technology and 
regulation as the two main driving 
forces of change within financial 
services. Cyberattacks and data 
security are obvious threats, 
especially since hacking has turned 
from a cottage industry in the 1990s 
to big business, which is often state 
sponsored or carried out by criminal 
gangs hoping to hit the jackpot. “It’s 
not anything new,” he says, “these 
threats have been around for quite a 
while. But we need to make sure there 
is continual reinvestment and focus in 
these areas.”

The company has also been 
investing in its customer- and adviser-
facing technology platform. Old 
Mutual Wealth had been developing 
a replacement platform with provider 
IFDS for three years when Wright 
arrived. It wasn’t working out despite 
being £330m into the project. So, the 
company looked to see if an external 
supplier could build a tailored solution 
that would work.

“We found it relatively easy to find 
a provider for the kind of platform 
we wanted,” he says. “Technology 
has moved on so much from the 
time we started creating our own 
platform that it’s now possible to buy 
something at lower cost that does a 
good job. That hadn’t been available 
three years earlier.”

Old Mutual Wealth appointed 
FNZ in an £160m deal. While 
the backend of the IT solution is 
relatively standard and complies with 
regulatory standards and customer 
requirements, Old Mutual Wealth 
focused on creating a customer-facing 

One of my stated 
visions for risk at 
Old Mutual Wealth 
is that we are one 
function supporting 
one business

Reprinted courtesy of Enterprise Risk magazine and the Institute of Risk Management



13Summer 2017

We have a very clear interest in 
making sure we have a robust 
risk management framework

experience that has its own look and 
feel and that makes a difference to the 
way their advisers can work.

He believes that changing 
regulatory requirements have created 
opportunities for Old Mutual Wealth 
too. The number of advisers serving 
customers has fallen in the UK since 
the financial crisis, and banks have 
withdrawn services in these areas. 
Old-style insurance products are 
on the decline as customers look to 
new wealth management options 
driven, in part, by relaxed pensions 
regulations and a move to simpler, 
more transparent products. Coupled 
with increasing customer appetite for 
managing their affairs online, he is 
optimistic about the future.

“We have a platform that wins 
awards for its service levels, but that 
is an entry point,” he says. “We are 
constantly thinking about how we 
can continue to differentiate and 
demonstrate value added in our 
service and products.”

But given the diverse nature of the 

organisation’s business, regulatory 
pressure from changes to the relevant 
regimes is significant. 

“It is difficult to argue with 
much of the regulatory change, 
but the volume and diversity make 
it a challenge,” he says. As well 
as industry-specific regulation, 
such as Mifid II, new European 
data protection laws – known as 
General Data Protection Regulation 
– require all companies to introduce 
stricter controls on data privacy, 
with eye-watering fines for those 
who get it wrong. In practice, that 
means financial services firms have 
increased investment in staff who 
manage that regulatory change – both 
in the risk function and in the first 
line of business where the change 
must happen. 

Never dull

“Part of the thing about working in the 
risk function of a financial services 
organisation is that it’s not a dull 

place to be,” he says wryly.
He would like to see the continued 

professionalisation of risk, which 
is one of the reasons he accepted 
the invitation to join the Board of 
the Institute of Risk Management 
recently. While he is a great supporter 
of the IRM’s qualification program, 
he also warns those coming into the 
profession today to be inquisitive and 
gain new experiences outside their 
immediate expertise.

“People of my generation often 
came into risk accidentally with a 
range of experiences behind them,” 
he says. “Younger people taking a 
qualification should seek experiences 
outside of that formal education. We 
need to contextualise an awful lot of 
information and that’s hard to do with 
a narrow range of experience.”

And would he recommend risk as 
a profession? “We’re fortunate to be in 
an environment where risk is a very 
dynamic profession, risk is continually 
evolving and we’re all learning. It’s a 
great culture to be in.” 

CURRICULUM VITAE IN BRIEF

Iain Wright joined Old Mutual Wealth as Group CRO 
in 2016. He came from Sun Life Financial where 
he had been senior vice president, enterprise 
and operational risk. He was chief risk officer at 
Prudential, UK and Europe. 

Wright started out as a chartered accountant 
with the accountancy and consultancy firm 
Deloitte. He moved from there to the London Stock 
Exchange where he worked as head of equity 
and debt markets. When the Financial Services 
Authority was formed in 2000, Wright headed up 
the supervision of major insurance groups.
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