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Partnership

Darren Ferneyhough and Michael Cooke 
are the entrepreneurial minds behind 
the Premier Group and are responsible 
for it’s phenomenal success.

Planned in 2000 and launched in 2001 
with a single brand, Premier Protection, 
the business was conceived to enable 
mortgage brokers and other fi nancial 
services intermediaries to conduct 
non-investment insurance business 
more simply, more effi  ciently, more 
comprehensively and more profi tably.

Mike’s extensive fi rst-hand experience, 
combined with Darren’s IT & marketing 
expertise, enabled the pair to create 
a tailored service which delivered 
signifi cant benefi ts to insurers, 
intermediaries their mutual clients.
A genuine win-win-win situation.

It is Mike and Darren’s belief that the 
harnessing of technology to streamline 
data and functionality, combined with 
a strong focus on customer service was 
the key factor in the rapid growth and 
profi tability of Premier.

Mike & Darren took Premier from a 
standing start to more than £12 million 
annual turnover in just three years 
before accepting an off er from The Tenet 
Group for the sale of the business.

Since the sale of the Premier Group 
in 2004, and the subsequent smooth 
transition and successful integration 
and handover of the business which 
was concluded before the end of 2006, 
Mike and Darren have continued to 
work as a partnership delivering insight, 
solutions, opportunities and value to 
a number of businesses within the 
fi nancial services industry, and schedules 
permitting, remain available to work on 
a consultancy basis for forward thinking 
businesses who see an opportunity to 
benefi t from their knowledge, skills, 
experience and contacts.



Michael Cooke

With over 20 years experience in the 
Financial Services industry, there are 
very few aspects that Mike doesn’t 
recognise from personal experience.

Having already fulfi lled one early 
ambition by traveling the world 
extensively as a crew member of the 
QE2, Mike joined the Financial Services 
industry in the late eighties with FPS 
Management under the wing of mentor 
Bob Patmore. 

Mike served a thorough ‘apprenticeship’, 
quickly increasing his skills and 
knowledge in an exciting era in fi nancial 
services Mike was constantly among the 
top 10 of some 4,000 advisers and within 
a decade, having secured numerous 
Top Salesman Awards, had moved on 
to become an international IFA. For 
two years he worked in the Middle and 
Far East, providing advice to British ex-
patriates.

On his return to the UK, Mike started his 
own practice specialising in Mortgage 
and Protection advice, servicing once 
more the numerous clients who had 
placed their trust in him during the 
preceding decade. It was whilst running 
this business that Mike fi rst met Darren 
Ferneyhough and together they formed 
the concept for the Premier business.

In his spare time, Mike enjoys keeping 
fi t, running and visiting the gym several 
times each week. Mike also has a passion 
for sea fi shing that he has indulged since 
childhood, regularly bringing home 
specimen Bass from both a number of 
prime spots along Southampton’s rivers 
and the Solent.



Darren Ferneyhough

Darren is the nut and bolts half of the 
partnership, with the lateral thinking 
& problem-solving mindset required 
to turn concepts and ideas into 
deliverable systems. His knowledge and 
ability has enabled them to streamline 
administrative and operational 
procedures, utilising technology 
to deliver greater effi  ciencies and 
innovation, giving them an edge in 
competitive markets.

Darren’s business acumen, acquired 
through his experience in a number of 
diff erent industries was a major factor 
in Premier’s ability to develop from 
scratch with no external fi nancing and 
become a major player in it’s sector in a 
very short space of time.

Having enjoyed a successful career the 
retail and wholesale food industries, 
in search of a change Darren made 
the move into IT in 1998 and quickly 
established his own business in the 
computer sector employing a number of 
staff  operating a retail sales and service 
outlet and a web design & hosting 
consultancy. It was whilst working on 
an extended consultancy project that 
he fi rst met Mike and between them 
they formed the Premier concept.

Away from work, Darren devotes much 
of his time to his family, with fi ve school-
age children he is very much the family-
man. He also has a passion for music, 
having played bass guitar in a band as a 
young adult as well as producing a self-
published album in 1998. Darren is also 
a self-confessed ‘petrol-head’ and has 
enjoyed owning and driving a number 
of powerful sportscars at various UK and 
European racing circuits over the years.



Darren Ferneyhough and Michael Cooke met 
by chance in the summer of 2000 when their 
respective businesses saw them occupying 
adjacent offi  ce premises, and over the 
occasional lunchtime drink they shared their 
views and ambitions.

It was not long before they realised that Mike’s 
Financial Services knowledge and experience, 
combined with Darren’s IT & operational skills 
could with some lateral thinking and innovative 
implementation deliver a groundbreaking 
proposition to intermediaries in what was 
at the time a confused market with few and 
fragmented options available.

Later that year  Premier Protection was formed  
with the initial sole objective of streamlining 
and improving the processes via which 
intermediaries sold protection insurance to 
their clients.

With the cooperation of market leading 
insurer Scottish Provident, they developed 
and introduced the pioneering master and 
sub agency structure, which was a major 
factor in simplifying the previously clumsy 
arrangements for the organization and 
distribution of policy related documentation 
and communications, including in particular 
commission payments and statements.

The Premier Story



Having thoroughly tested their new 
system with Scottish Provident and a core 
of intermediaries recruited from Mike’s 
personal contacts, the proposition was 
launched to the market in March 2001.

A bold and uncompromising advertising 
campaign was run in the industry press, 
enabling Premier to recruit over 100 
intermediaries to it’s service in the fi rst 
six months from launch, and to become 
a recognised leader in the sector by the 
following year.

During this same period, Premier negotiated 
with a number of other insurers, persuading 
them to adopt it’s revolutionary agency 
structure and one by one other leading 
brands were added to the Premier panel.



Such was the scale of Premier’s negotiating 
power with the insurers and the value of 
it’s integrated service that it was able to 
convert a number of it’s former competitors, 
such as Mortgage Next and Mortgage 
Intelligence, to become customers, further 
bolstering the turnover of the business.

By association, being a service provider to 
such well known and prestigious brands 
within the industry certainly raised the 
profi le and prestige of the Premier brand.

Premier utilised it’s streamlined systems and 
low overhead business model to pursue 
a successful strategy of recruiting major 
distributors of protection business, such 
as MoneySupermarket.com, The Mortgage 
Lender and Regency Mortgage Corporation 
to it’s service.

Many of these moved away from direct 
agencies with insurers in order to benefi t 
from the added value that membership of 
Premier off ered.

Some of Premier’s high profi le clients



This strategy enabled Premier to increase 
it’s turnover considerably, a factor which 
together with aggressive advertising 
and deliberate close cooperation with 
the media, gave Premier and its founders 
considerable standing in the industry.

2002 and 2003 saw signifi cant growth 
at Premier, in terms of membership 
numbers and staffi  ng levels. The 
company moved to larger premises and 
monthly turnover broke through the 
£1,000,000 barrier. Several overtures 
were received during this period from 
major operators who could see numerous 
benefi ts in acquiring the business.

Anticipating the impact that the 
imposition of FSA regulation on it’s 
membership in late 2004 and on it’s 
sector in early 2005 would have, Mike 
and Darren investigated a number of 
possible strategies to maintain Premier’s 
development through these changes, 
eventually deciding that the optimum 
route would be a strategic partnership 
with an established regulated network.

This led to extensive talks with 
a number of the market leaders 
culminating in the purchase of the entire 
shareholding of the Premier business 
by The Tenet Group in September 2004.



Following the sale of the business, Mike and 
Darren were retained by Tenet as Managing 
Director and Operations Director respectively 
initially to ensure a smooth transition of 
the business into the group, however as 
always their talents were quickly put to 
use in developing initiatives both within 
Premier as well as elsewhere in the group.

Despite this, the business was completely 
integrated into the Tenet Group by the 
summer of  2006 to an extent that Mike & 
Darren were able to hand over the reigns 
of the business completely with a sense 
of pride in all that they had achieved in 
the preceding 5 years and comfort in 
seeing the business having grown up 
and now able to manage without them.

Premier Statistics

Total number of clients insured 75,000

Ongoing Annual Premium Income £29,000,000

Total Sum Assured £7,780,000,000

March 2001 to July 2006



Expert Consultants
After a short break in the late summer of 
2006, Darren and Mike formed a new business 
partnership, trading as ‘The Money Helper’ to 
realise various diff erent ambitions and began 
to put plans and preparations in place. While 
much groundwork was being undertaken to 
facilitate consumer-oriented operations in 
certain fi nancial services vertical markets, their 
core activities over the following 2 years was 
renting out their considerable expertise and 
experience to forward thinking businesses with 
a desire to grow and the wisdom to pull upon 
this valuable resource to help them to do so.

While working as consultants for and with a 
wide range of fi nancial services companies 
from private to plc status, Mike and Darren were 
able to not only add value to the businesses 
concerned through innovation, promotion, 
distribution and training, but also broadened 
their own experience and knowledge as a 
result of being immersed in diff erent areas and 
markets within the industry.

Some of the businesses that Darren and Mike 
worked with during their consultancy projects 
are shown below.



Retail Operations
Since leaving the Tenet Group in 2006 and whilst 
working on consultancy projects, Mike and 
Darren also worked on the development of their 
retail operations with specialist propositions in 
the specifi c vertical markets of Finance (Loans & 
Mortgages), Debt Solutions (DMPs & IVAs) and 
Insurance (General Insurance & Protection). Of 
these Mike and Darren’s  core activity is in the 
sector where they have the most experience, 
knowledge and expertise - Insurance.

Through the brand The Insurance 
Helper supported by the website www.
theinsurancehelper.co.uk Darren and Mike 
provide insurance products and services to 
UK consumers and business clients delivering 
knowledge, solutions and cost savings in 
abundance. A measure of the quality of the 
services provided in in the substantial volume 
of referred clients, with most satisfi ed clients 
telling their family and friends about their 
experience with The Insurance Helper.

The Future
Mike & Darren continue to work in and develop 
the retail operations, in particular through The 
Insurance Helper, whilst also developing some 
ongoing projects in the retail and intermediary 
arenas in both additional product groups and 
technology platforms respectively and with 
a fi rm eye on the potential that taking their 
extensive knowledge and experience into other 
global markets holds.

In addition to these activities and ongoing 
projects under development, Mike and 
Darren remain open to discuss becoming 
involved in other projects or being retained as 
expert consultants either at home or abroad 
if the project or role appeals to their interests 
suffi  ciently.
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