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Mark Stephen
Profile

Mark Stephen tells SMSF Adviser how he made 
the transition from school teacher to chief executive 
of Lonsdale Financial Group, and why he believes 

integrated advice will be the business model of the future

Seizing 
the day

accountants are centred on this 
integrated advice approach, 
this full convergence, whole-of-
client approach.”

He predicts that this multi-
disciplinary approach will 
become the business model of 
the future.

“I think more businesses 
are going to be moving in this 
direction of becoming a fully 
integrated advice business 
versus the stand-alone, 
transactional, divisional 
approach of the past,” he says. 

While there is nothing wrong 
with transactional types of 
businesses, he stresses, clients 
tend to have needs across many 
different areas of their life. He 
says: “I can attest to this myself. 
I’ve got a family trust structure, I 
used to own a company and I’ve 
got my own SMSF. Advice to me 
is multi-faceted and so I seek out 
advisers that can provide this.” 

Hurdles for the advice industry 
He also predicts that there is 
going to be a greater focus on 

client experience and goals-
based advice over the next few 
years, as opposed to focusing just 
on investment performance or 
tax minimisation. 

“The whole industry has 
been put under the microscope 
about what constitutes a sound 
financial advice. There is now a 
major focus on what’s in the best 
interest of the client and how the 
adviser can demonstrate that,” 
he notes. “That will be a huge 
challenge for everyone in the 
advice industry moving forward.”

Following the royal commission 
and some of the other financial 
advice scandals over the years, 
Mr Stephen says building and 
restoring trust will also be critical 
for the financial advice industry.

“Trust is a currency, and for 
many years, accountants have 
been the most trusted adviser. 
Following the royal commission, 
the financial planning industry 
lost some ground in this area 
in terms of how the Australian 
public views financial planning,” 
he explains. 

Aligning accountants and 
financial advisers within 
integrated advisory firms is 
one of the ways he believes 
that trust can be rebuilt within 
the community. 

Predictions for SMSF firms
He expects there’s going to be 
a greater onus on advisers in 
ensuring their clients are capable 
and competent as SMSF trustees.

With the licensing regime 
now completely changed, he 
also expects this will have a 
significant impact on how SMSF 
firms are run over the next 
few years. 

“You’re either going to be all 
the way in this space in terms 
of being qualified, trained and 
authorised, or if you’re not, 
then you need to have the right 
referrals to make sure you can 
outsource,” he advises.

“I expect that a lot of 
accounting businesses will either 
become fully licensed or seek out 
SMSF specialists and financial 
planners that are authorised.”

Increased regulator scrutiny 
The administrative burden on 
advisers, he predicts, will also 
become greater over the next 
few years. 

“This administrative burden 
is going to come at a cost, in 
terms of the affordability and 
availability of advice,” he warns. 

“You’ll find there is now a lot 
more scrutiny by the regulator. 
They’re looking for evidence and 
justification for the licence.

“Another factor is the level of 
advice that you want to apply for 
under the licence. If you want to 
provide complex advice under 
the licence, then you’re going to 
need a strong business case.”

The availability of professional 
indemnity insurance is also 
becoming a huge problem 
here in Australia, according to 
Mr Stephen.

“There have been significant 
knockbacks from ASIC for licence 
applications purely based on 
the business case provided 
or because of inadequate 
professional indemnity 
insurance,” he cautions.

Plans for Lonsdale
Looking ahead, Mr Stephen 
says the value proposition 
of Lonsdale will continue to 
be centred on growing and 
developing successful integrated 
advice businesses. 

“It’s a business model that 
we’ve been developing for the 
past few years, and we believe 
that the firms embracing this 
model are positioning their 
business for the future,” he says. 

People and culture will 
also remain a core pillar of 
the business.

“All of our staff are aligned 
with the culture, values and 
trademark behaviours of the 
business and are eager to 
consider clients’ full advice 
needs. Their aim is to work 
collaboratively with the entire 
team to produce the best results 
and fulfill the charter of ‘client 
first’,” he says. 

“I think more 
businesses are going 
to be moving in this 
direction of becoming 
a fully integrated 
advice business versus 
the stand-alone, 
transactional, divisional 
approach of the past”

Sponsored by

WHILE HE now heads up a large 
licensee group in the financial 
advice space, Mark Stephen 
didn’t always work in financial 
services. Starting out as a 
teacher, he taught for six years 
at a couple of secondary schools 
before making the leap across to 
financial advice in 1989.

His first role in the financial 
advice industry was as an adviser 
for AMP. Around a year later, 
he then moved into a business 
development role. 

“This was at a time when the 
industry was undergoing a 
significant period of change, so 
there was a lot of opportunity 
to take on new roles and 
responsibilities,” he says.

He held a number of positions 
during his time working in AMP 
management, which required a 
few different location changes 
along the way. 

“We moved house seven times 
in nine years just to advance my 
career,” he recalls. “I was happy 
to make sacrifices and adapt to 
change in order to seek out and 

take advantage of opportunities 
as they arose.”

In 1998, he decided to take 
a redundancy and acquire an 
ownership in an AMP master 
agency in Melbourne which 
employed 35 advisers across 
four locations.

“It was a huge step leaving a 
secure company to look after a 
private practice, but it was quite 
successful,” he says.

A couple of years later, he was 
then head-hunted to commence 
and establish an Australian 
Financial Services Licence 
(AFSL) and a financial planning 
network for Australian Unity. 
After successfully establishing 
the AFSL, he then became 
national practice development 
manager for Bridges Financial 
Services, a stockbroking and 
financial planning organisation. 
After seven years in this role at 
Bridges, he then made the move 
to his current company, Lonsdale. 

“I joined Lonsdale as a national 
business development practice 
manager in 2010, and around 12 

months later I accepted the role 
of chief executive,” he says.

“Lonsdale has been the most 
satisfying, challenging and 
rewarding business that I’ve been 
involved with, and a key part to 
that are our people, our advisers, 
our business principals and, 
obviously, my team, my own staff.”

An integrated advice model 
Mr Stephen believes there are 
a few key aspects that make 
Lonsdale different from its 
competitors including the 
high expectations it sets and a 
high-performance culture. The 
firm also has a strong focus 
on integrated advice which 
spans business advisory, tax, 
SMSFs, wealth management and 
financial planning.

“The ongoing advice and service 
has the client’s long-term goals in 
mind and regularly benchmarks 
their progress alongside their 
objectives,” he says.

“All of our coaching 
methodology and the programs 
that support our advisers and 


