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PENSIONS
Acumen & Trust offers ways for 
employees work out their risk 
tolerance, writes Margaret O’Brien

I
rish pension funds suf-
fered falls of over 30 
per cent during the tur-
bulent markets crash 
of 2008, as asset pric-
es fell globally, yet the 

fallout did not reach the notice 
of many pension plan mem-
bers until they received their 
annual statements in 2009. 

‘‘It was only then that any 
pension plan member asked 
the very important question 
of their employer: why was I 
exposed to that level of risk?’’ 
said Gerard Brosnan, employ-
ee benefits consultant with fi-
nancial advisors, Acumen & 
Trust. 

‘‘There were lessons for 
many stakeholders involved, if 
they are willing to reflect upon 
that period. For employers the 
key questions are: What have 
we learned from the crash? 
Has our investment strate-
gy been changed since 2008? 

Does it take account of my 
employee’s different risk tol-
erance levels?’’ Brosnan said. 

‘‘While some lessons have 
been learned, many insurance 
companies and fund managers 
have chosen to continue with 
the same one-size-fits-all de-
fault investment strategies as 
before. Many of these strate-
gies adopt a high risk approach 
with 75 per cent equity expo-
sure -- even more than they 
held prior to the 2008 crash.’’ 

While the offering has not 
changed in many instances, 
overall employee risk toler-
ance levels have fallen since 
the Celtic Tiger era, as em-
ployees have been saving rath-
er than spending and house-
hold budgets have tightened. 

‘‘Some proactive employ-
ers have grasped the nettle and 
decided to move away from 
the one-size-fits-all approach, 
said Brosnan. ‘‘By empow-

ering employees to calculate 
their risk tolerance level, each 
employee can select an invest-
ment strategy that matches the 
level of risk they are willing to 
take from the investment op-
tions on offer. 

‘‘This allows those who are 
willing to take risk in antici-
pation of gains to do exactly 
that while their more conserv-
ative peers can adopt a more 
cautious strategy and choose 
funds accordingly,’’ Brosnan 
said. 

Choice is always a great 
option, but how is an employ-
ee expected to navigate this 
potentially complex area on 
their own? Ciaran Martin, di-
rector of Employee Benefits 
at Acumen & Trust suggest-
ed that Independent advice 
should be the first step. 

‘‘Choosing an advisor who 
is independent of the fund 
manager means that employ-
ees know they are speaking 
to someone who is on their 
side. Technology also allows 
employees to access informa-
tion how and when they want, 
and to consider their options in 
their own time. 

‘‘At Acumen & Trust we 

combine independent ad-
vice with user-friendly online 
tools to empower employees 
to make an informed choice,’’ 
said Martin. 

‘‘Our online Risk Profil-
er allows members to find 
out where they sit on the risk 
scale and to choose a combi-
nation of funds to match their 
tolerance level. While our on-
line calculator allows employ-
ees to calculate the before and 
after tax cost of contributions 
and illustrates the value of any 
employer contribution and tax 
savings made. 

``Our Pension Calculator 
provides employees with an 
estimate of benefits at their se-
lected retirement age based on 
their risk tolerance level and 
contributions being paid.

‘‘Acumen & Trust has 
found that the combination 
of independent advice -- both 
face to face and with easy to 
use online tools -- allows for-
ward thinking employers to 
empower their employees to 
take control of their own pen-
sion destiny. 

‘‘Informed choice is the 
key,’’ said Brosnan. 

Informed choice is vital for planning

David Malone of the Pensions Board discusses key issues affecting the 
pensions community, writes Margaret O’Brien 

Some people feel they 
can’t afford the time 
needed to look into 
their pension options, 

but given we’re all living 
longer, the reality is that the 
majority of us can’t afford not 
to look into our options. 

Those looking for pension 
information should visit the 
user-friendly Understanding 
Your Pension section on the 
Pension Board’s website www.
pensionsboard.ie. This search-
able facility allows consumers 
and pension scheme members 
alike to select their own per-
sonal pension circumstances 
and receive relevant informa-
tion on their personal stage in 
the pensions’ lifecycle.

A pension is essentially a 
long term savings product and 
during its 30 to 40 years life 
time there will be periods of 
highs and lows, as with any in-
vestment. 

Although a pension is long 
term this doesn’t mean you 
should start contributing to it 
and never properly consider 
it again until you reach retire-
ment. Quite the opposite, you 
should make sure that you un-
derstand the basic investment 
strategy being applied to your 
pension ie whether the ap-
proach is one of high, medium 
or low risk and what the pen-
sion provider means by `risk’. 
If you don’t understand the in-
formation being provided to 
you, you should ask that it be 
explained in jargon-free terms. 

You should also understand 
how the plan for your pension 
will help meet your expecta-
tions in retirement. Just having 
a pension is not enough, you 
need to understand whether 
that pension is adequate -- will 
your current pension arrange-
ment or your current level of 
saving materialise into what 
you want for yourself when 
you get to retirement.

To get an approximate idea 
of how much you should be 
saving to meet your expecta-
tions in retirement you can run 
the Pension Calculator on the 
Board’s website at www.pen-
sionsboard.ie

Charges
You should always be aware 
of the charges against your 
pension fund and have them 
clearly explained to you by 
your pension scheme trustees 
or pension provider. Charges 
can have a significant impact 
on the value of a pension fund 
over a long period of time.

In defined benefit occu-
pational pension schemes the 
charges associated with the 
management and administra-
tion of the pension scheme 
are generally paid for by the 
employer. Where a pension 
scheme is bearing inappropri-
ately high charges, the trustees 
can look into changing provid-
er as a possible way to reduce 
these charges. As trustees have 
an obligation under trust law to 
act in the best interest of mem-
bers, high charges can be an in-
dication of a failure of govern-
ance. 

Larger schemes have more 
buying power and therefore are 
more likely to get better terms 
from providers. The more 

aware scheme members are of 
charges and their impact, the 
more likely it is that trustees 
will act to reduce them. How-
ever, the decision on the choice 
of provider and related matters 
ultimately rests with the trus-
tees.

For pension arrangements 
such as defined contribution 
schemes and individual pen-
sion arrangements, including 
additional voluntary contribu-
tions (AVCs), charges are gen-
erally taken directly from the 
member’s pension account. 
The value of the pension ac-
count at retirement is reduced 
by the charges deducted over 
the years. In particular, it 
should be noted that an appar-
ently small annual percentage 
charge can translate into a high 
cost impact over time.

For defined contribu-
tion schemes and PRSAs you 
should be notified of the ef-
fect of charges on your pension 
each time you receive a State-
ment of Reasonable Projec-
tion. Members of defined con-
tribution schemes and PRSAs 
should also talk to the trustees 
or PRSA provider about value 
for money.

For more information on 
charges check out the Board’s 
checklist on Investment, Risk, 
Fees and Charges and visit the 
Understanding Your Pension 
section of the Board’s website. 

The future of 
defined 
contribution 
pensions
Future occupational pension 
provision in Ireland is likely to 
be predominantly defined con-
tribution. In August, The Pen-
sions Board published a con-
sultation paper on the future 
of defined contribution pen-
sions which is available on the 
Board’s website 

Included in that consulta-
tion paper is an overview of 
the current system, including 
the Board’s view of some sig-
nificant problems within the 
system. It also contains an out-

line of the Board’s vision of 
the future regulation of defined 
contribution pension provision 
and sets out specific questions 
on which the Board is seeking 
responses.

The outputs from this con-
sultation will form an impor-
tant part in the Board’s review 
of defined contribution pro-
vision which may ultimately 
lead to proposals for legisla-
tive change. The Board would 
like to hear from trustees, pro-
viders, managers, advisers and 
other interested stakeholders 
on the areas covered in the 
consultation paper by Wednes-
day October 30, 2013.

Dealing with 
deficits in defined 
benefit pension 
schemes 
A defined benefit scheme must 
have enough assets to meet 
its liabilities or to put it an-
other way schemes must have 
enough money to meet the 
promises they make to scheme 
members. 
If the funding standard is not 
satisfied, the scheme is in defi-
cit and the trustees will be re-
quired to take specific action to 
deal with this deficit.

In all cases, the trustees 
should discuss and agree the 
proposed solution with the 
sponsoring employer. Where 
additional contributions will 
last for more than three years 
or where it is proposed that 
benefits already granted are to 
be reduced, the consent of The 
Pensions Board will be need-
ed. The current legislation can 
allow schemes up to 11 years 
within which to return the 
scheme to a compliant funded 
status. The Board is not advo-
cating any preferred approach. 
The Board recognises that in 
many cases this is a very dif-
ficult decision and that each 
scheme will have a different 
answer.

The Board publishes on its 
website an extensive range of 
guidelines, guidance and FAQs 
on the funding standard to sup-
port trustees and employers 
and inform scheme members. 

Free online 
trustee training
Trustees are tasked to look af-
ter other people’s money in a 
pension scheme. While trus-
tees are not pension experts 
and are not expected to have 
the same level of knowledge as 
the experts, they need a certain 
basic knowledge of the pension 
system and should be aware of 
their duties and responsibilities 
so they can best exercise them.

The legislation regarding 
trustee training, introduced 
as of 1 February 2010 stipu-
lates that trustees are required 
to receive training within six 
months of their appointment 
and at least every two years 
thereafter. 

The Board is committed to 
supporting trustees and in ad-
dition to free online training, 
the Board offers guidance to 

trustees and provides a wide 
range of resources including:

 ■ trustee training e-learning 
system

 ■ the Trustee Handbook
 ■ guidance and FAQs on 

changes in legislation or to 
regulations

 ■ a range of information 
booklets and checklists 

 ■ a list of registered trustee 
training courses

An enquiry service on (01) 
613-1900 or at info@pensions-

board.ie

Pensions at work
By law an employer must pro-
vide all employees with access 
to a Personal Retirement Sav-
ings Account (PRSA) where 
there is no company pension 
scheme or where there is a 
company scheme but not all 
members can fully access it. 
There is no obligation on the 
employer to contribute to the 

PRSA. In addition employees 
are legally entitled to infor-
mation about their employer’s 
pension scheme or a Personal 
Retirement Savings Account 
(PRSA).

A pension is an important 
benefit for employees and can 
play an important part in the 
approach to recruiting, reward-
ing and retaining the right staff. 

For those employers not in 
a position to contribute to the 
employees’ pension, providing 

information in the workplace 
on pensions and saving for re-
tirement can be an effective 
way to demonstrate their inter-
est and commitment to staff 

To access a wide range of 
pension information and tech-
nical guidance for scheme 
members, pension contribu-
tors, trustees, employers, pen-
sion industry professionals and 
members of the public visit: 
www.pensionsboard.ie

You can’t afford to ignore your pension options

Zurich Life Assurance plc is regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland. 

With a Zurich pension, your future starts now.

We make planning for your retirement easier, with 
a wide range of pensions and helpful online tools.

For more, talk to a Financial Broker 
or visit zurichlife.ie

With a Zurich pension, your future starts now.

David Malone of the Pensions Board

Gerard Brosnan, employee benefits consultant and Ciaran Martin, employee benefits director at Acumen & Trust


