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In our recently published report ‘New 

Choices: Big Decisions’ we heard fi rst 
hand of the challenges pension scheme 

members face in making decisions about 

how to access their reti rement assets. 
While every person in our sample had 

their unique issues and perspecti ves, 
we also found common themes in how 

individuals were approaching the 

decision. This report captures those 

common themes in seven pension 

personaliti es where we describe the 
moti vati ons and goals of each member 
type and outline their typical journey. 

We will introduce you to Procrasti nati ng 
Pete, Buy to Let Barbara and a host of 
other colourful characters.

The individuals in our sample have good 

reasons for approaching decisions in the 

way that they do. But, we are conscious 
that there are also potenti al pitf alls and 
some of the members risk getti  ng a poor

outcome. Throughout the report, we have 
set out our views on how the industry – 

sponsors, trustees, providers, advisers 
– can help members avoid the pitf alls and 
miti gate the potenti al for poor outcomes. 
These range from setti  ng appropriate 
defaults and paths of least resistance 

through to improving the clarity and 

consistency of communicati ons and the 
way choices are framed.

As before, we are grateful to Igniti on 
House for authoring the research and 
delighted to co-sponsor the work with 

The People’s Pension. Together we are 
keen to foster an acti ve debate about 
how to make Freedom and Choice work 

for our scheme members and help ensure 

good reti rement outcomes. We hope you 
fi nd this report thought provoking and 
we look forward to discussing it with you.

Alistair Byrne

Foreword
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Darren Philp, 

Director of Policy 
and Market Engagement, 
The People’s Pension 

When it comes to decision-making at 

reti rement, it’s clear that people take 
a varied approach – but there are some 

strong common themes. 

From the ultra-cauti ous Procrasti nati ng 
Petes and Paulas (by far the largest group), 
to the I Can Do Bett er Myself Colins and 
Clares, who would rather take their money 
and sti ck it in the bank than leave it invested 
in their pension. While individual choice is 

important, it’s this group that is a big worry. 
Has trust in pensions really sunk so low? 
And if so, what can we do to restore it?

So what does all of this tell us? The key 
lesson we’ve learned is that people are 
diff erent in terms of the products and 
opti ons they need to access when they want 
to reti re. They also have diff erent needs in 
how we as an industry engage with them 

before they make their decision. The work 

the Associati on of Briti sh Insurers is doing 
to create a common language for pensions 

could pay dividends.

Engagement is important and if done well 

can lead to bett er outcomes. But robust 
and well governed defaults are important 

too. We need to make sure that we design 

‘one-size-fi ts-all’ defaults for a group of 
savers who, in the main, are not sure how 
best to use their pension and will put off  
making a decision.

Under freedom and choice there is more 

onus on the saver to make decisions 

and get things right. The industry needs 

to get bett er at helping people and 
communicati ng in a jargon-free way, but 
savers will need to look aft er themselves 
too. This research suggests 10 questi ons 
savers should really ask themselves before 

they access their pension savings, and these 
apply across the board. Whatever their 

behavioural bias, many who reti re today 
will live into their nineti es. Making every 
penny of their pension savings count 

has never matt ered more.

Darren Philp 
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Pension Freedoms, introduced in April 2015, have radically 
changed how people can access their DC pension pot after 
the age of 55. 

Now one year in, evidence is emerging which quanti fi es what people are doing with these new 
freedoms. However we sti ll have limited insight into perhaps the most important questi on for the 
industry – why they are acti ng in this way. This longitudinal study fi lls this gap by following a large 
group of people who intended to take money from their DC pension pot through their enti re 
decision making journey.

Our fi rst report New Choices, Big Decisions1 summarised the key fi ndings from this research. 
In parti cular, it showed how savers are struggling to compare opti ons and get the right informati on 
at the right ti me. Perhaps this is not surprising when they face a landscape which is both complex 
and challenging to navigate.

All of the respondents in our research demonstrated their own unique prioriti es, beliefs and 
preferences. Yet strong common themes and traits were evident across groups. In this follow-up 

report we capture these themes in a series of personas. Each of our seven personas represents a 

cluster of people who exhibit similar behavioural patt erns in their decisions and reti rement choices. 
Our hope is that, by understanding these typical behaviours, the industry will be able to develop 
ways to bett er meet member needs going forward.

Research Objectives 
and Methodology

1. www.ssga.com/defi nedcontribution/uk/docs/New%20Choices_Big%20Decisions.pdf

Persona 1 Persona 2 Persona 3 Persona 4 Persona 5 Persona 6 Persona 7

Procrasti nati ng 
Pete and Paula

Can Do Bett er 
Colin and Clare

Buy to Let 

Brian and 

Barbara

Spend it 

Simon and 

Sally

Winding Down 

William and 

Wendy

Help Me 
Harry and 

Helen

Secure 

Stan and Sue
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Research Objectives and Methodology

Research Methodology

Our personas have been developed through a comprehensive analysis of the informati on collected 
from our large scale, longitudinal qualitati ve research project. In total, we tracked 80 55-70 year 
olds across eight months of fi eldwork – from June 2015 to February 2016. All respondents took part 
in an in-depth interview at the start of the project, during which ti me we explored intenti ons and 
discussed their needs and moti vati ons. Respondents were asked to keep a diary for the durati on 
of their decision making process in which they detailed their thoughts as they explored their opti ons. 
Diary entries were recorded using a mixture of video blogs, writt en online blogs, emails 
and phone interviews. 
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The current cohort of decision makers is a unique group which may not necessarily be representati ve 
of members in the future. We took several measures to ‘future-proof’ our research to ensure the 
insights could be used beyond explaining the behaviour of the early pioneers: 

• We started the fi eldwork in June to avoid the early ‘gold rush’ of those simply waiti ng for the 
rules to change so that they could cash in their pots; 

• We acti vely sought out respondents who would be more akin to members making decisions fi ve 
to ten years from now, excluding those with a high percentage of income from DB schemes and 
focusing on pots with between £30,000 and £100,000 accumulated. We excluded those with 
pots of more than £250,000;

• We focused primarily on group scheme members, who will become an increasingly important 
part of the market as auto-enrolment matures; 

• We excluded those with more than two buy to let properti es as we know from previous 
research that this segment oft en have a very diff erent perspecti ves on their pension;

• We limited the number of parti cipants who currently have an ongoing relati onship with 
a fi nancial adviser.

Research Objectives and Methodology

Before the decision During the decision After the decision

Explore intenti ons, analyse needs 
& moti vati ons, and collect 
baseline data, e.g.

• Demographics

• Background on their fi nances

• Importance of pension to 

 fi nancial well-being

• Baseline knowledge of the 

 changes, include tax rules

Explore journeys as people 
navigate pension freedoms:

• Opti ons explored?

• What drives behaviours?

• What informati on has been 
 sought and at what stage?

• Why did/did not seek advice?

• Feelings about the process?

• Useful interventi ons?

• Triggers for a decision?

Detailed examinati ons of the 
fi nal decision made via an 
in-depth interview:

• Rati onale for fi nal decision?

• How this diff ers from initi al
 intenti ons?

• Feelings about the process?

• What would they do diff erently 
 if they had their ti me again?

30 minute interviews with 

110 people intending to do 

something with their pot

80 active diary participants

500 diary posts & 80 video 

blogs, spanning 8 months

1 hour in-depth interviews 

with all decision makers

Finally, we conducted hour long interviews with each respondent to explore the rati onale 
for their fi nal decision.

This rich data set delivers a fascinati ng and valuable profi le of journeys through reti rement, 
providing crucial insights for future policy, product design and investment strategy. 

Figure 1: Research process
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Procrastinating 
Petes and Paulas, 
by far the largest 
group we observed, 
clearly understand 
the importance of 
their pension and the 
decision they face, but 
are starting from a 
very low baseline of 
knowledge. 

They are desperately trying to educate themselves and there is no shortage 

of informati on for them to access. They worry that they are missing something 
important and struggle with the complexity of the topic area – the ‘unknown 

unknowns’. They feel they have nowhere to go to validate what they have 
read and are unsure that they have fully understood all the opti ons and 
their implicati ons. 

With no urgent need to access their money they will conti nue their search for 
many months, looking for some sort of Holy Grail that will provide the single 
soluti on to all their needs. 

“It’s a minefi eld”

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested

Procrastinating 
Pete and Paula

Persona 1

The key issue they face is how to translate what they reading about the opti ons 
now open to them into an actual acti on plan for their individual circumstances. 
These pioneers are desperately worried about making a mistake and have 

no norms or points of reference to work from as they are the fi rst cohort 
to experience life under the new rules. 
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Potenti al Pitf alls
 Terminology used by the pensions industry is very confusing: To most 

people draw-down simply means “taking my money out”. They are 

confused with the myriad of diff erent methods to achieve this, and struggle 
to get to grips with alien concepts such as UFPLS, SIPPs, and fl exi access 
draw-down. Marketi ng names simply confuse them further.

 Confusion could lead to them to take the path of least resistance: The 

more confused they get, the more likely they are to be driven by inherent 
behavioural biases and heuristi cs. We have already observed examples 
of this behaviour, including accessing 25% tax free cash because it is the 
thing to do rather than thinking through whether they need this money 

or how best to invest it, or sti cking with their existi ng provider rather than 
shopping around for the best product.

What can the industry do?

 Bett er Informati on, not more informati on: The stock industry response 

to consumer confusion is to call for more communicati on and educati on. 
However, we believe that this will only serve to confuse them further. 
Instead, Procrasti nati ng Petes and Paulas would undoubtedly benefi t from 
less informati on, but informati on that has been tailored rather than a one 
size fi ts all approach. Devices such as story-telling and ‘People Like Us’ 
comparisons could be used to bring the opti ons to life. Gamifi cati on and 
‘what happens if’ scenarios could help people to compare and contrast 
future outcomes to determine whether the choices they are making today 

will stand the test of ti me.

 Consistent industry lexicon: Procrasti nati ng Petes and Paulas waste a lot of 
ti me trying to piece together what they are reading from diff erent sources. 
A consistent set of simple, intuiti ve names and terms would help them to 
navigate their way through the diff erent opti ons.

 Smart ‘defaults’ and new ‘norms’ for those following the path of least 
resistance: Those who do not feel able to equip themselves with enough 

knowledge to decide what to do will be comforted that the default soluti on 
has been designed by experts to suit most people. The more sophisti cated 
will have a benchmark to compare diff erent opti ons against.

 Earlier interacti on with Pension Wise: Increase awareness to seek help 

from Pension Wise at the very start of their journey, perhaps encouraging 
them to do this even before they have made an approach to their provider 

to get a valuati on. 

 Innovati on to facilitate access to low cost ‘advice’: ‘Advice is in the eye 

of the beholder’ and industry disti ncti on between ‘advice’ and ‘guidance’ 
mean litt le to real people. Consumers have no concept of the diff erences 
between advice, guidance and informati on and, quite frankly, don’t care 
– they just want some ‘help’. They are currently fi nding it very diffi  cult 
to access anything that resembles a middle ground between generic 

informati on about the diff erent opti ons open to them and paying more 
than they would want for a personal recommendati on. More innovati on 
is needed to fi ll this gap. 

Procrastinating Pete and Paula

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

At the moment, it is diffi  cult to say 
what the future will hold for this 

group as they are paralysed by fear 

and unable to take the next step. 

The danger they face is that they will 

ulti mately ti re of hunti ng around for 
informati on they can relate to and take 
the easy route into a soluti on which 
may result in a sub-opti mal outcome.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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They have seen too many bad news stories over the years (they will refer to 
Maxwell, Equitable Life or defi cits in general) – and every front page headline 
of yet another ‘pension crisis’ only serves to reaffi  rm these views. Pensions are 
seen as overly complex, opaque, inaccessible and poor value for money. 

Although they rarely have any idea what their pension is invested in, or indeed 
how it has performed compared to alternati ves, Colins and Clares believe that 
they can do bett er themselves if they take their pot and invest it themselves in 
something they can understand and control. 

The vast majority of Colins and Clares have no investment experience, so cash 
ISAs and high interest deposit accounts are their favoured vehicles. They feel 

reassured that they know how savings accounts and cash ISAs work. ISAs and 

savings accounts are ‘safe’ and cannot fall in value, whereas a pension feels like 
a black box. They have no idea what impact this investment strategy will have 

over their lifeti me.

I Can Do Better Colins 
and Clares have 
completely lost their 
faith in pensions and 
the pensions industry.

“My pension 
is rubbish, 
I can do 
better myself”

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested

Can Do Better 
Colin and Clare

Persona 2

A small minority at the other end of the spectrum do have an acti ve interest 
in investments. These hobbyist investors usually have accounts on one 

of the major platf orms but will not always have a well-diversifi ed portf olio. 
We have observed some investi ng signifi cant sums into such eclecti c or popular 
desti nati ons as eco hotels, ‘top pick’ shares, and directly investi ng substanti al 
parts of their money in a limited number of well known blue chip companies. 
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Can Do Better Colin and Clare

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Infl ati on risk: Over ti me, the value of cash savings may fall as low returns 

are eroded by infl ati on. This may be acceptable if the consumer has a short 
ti me horizon (say 5 years) for their money to last, or a small fund, but is not 
likely to be suitable for the rest. 

 Longevity risk: Low returns increase the risk that the pot will run out 

before death.

 Diversifi cati on risk: Without help, it is unlikely that unsophisti cated 
investors will be able to construct a well-diversifi ed risk-appropriate 
portf olio themselves.

 Potenti al for increased costs: Moving from a collecti ve insti tuti onal 
arrangement to a retail investment is likely to impact on costs. Consumers 

have no idea what their pension fund currently costs, so have no way to 
benchmark alternati ves.

 Tax: A minority are so disillusioned with pensions that they are willing to 

pay 40% tax to withdraw their fund. Many more are happy to take a 20% hit 
to have the money in their control. They have not made any calculati ons of 
the returns they would need to generate to off set this reducti on.

 Scams: The low interest rate environment is driving some to seek 

alternati ve investments. Their low baseline knowledge leaves them 
vulnerable to scams.

What can the industry do?

 Help consumers understand the implicati ons of deposit-based 
investments: No one we spoke to had a conversati on with their provider 
about the long term risks of investi ng in cash. Much more could be done 
here to raise awareness. For example, simple models which show the age 
pension money will run out under diff erent investment scenarios can be 
very eff ecti ve in bringing this issue to light.

 Help consumers understand the investment return needed to off set their 
tax bill. Again, encouraging consumers to use simple models to understand 
the consequences of their acti ons will help them to decide whether this is, 
indeed, the right choice for them. 

 Increase awareness of cash–based investments in pension wrappers. 
Respondents in our study were surprised to learn that they could move 

pension funds into cash fund, and may have thought twice about paying 
tax to move outside the pension wrapper if the rate was competi ti ve. 
Terminology will be key here – using jargon such as ‘money market funds’ 
will be a complete turn off , and will not get the right messages across. 

 Easy access to well-constructed ‘default’ funds with clear arti culati on of 
the benefi ts in terms of diversifi cati on, professional management and cost.

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Putti  ng money into cash ISAs is not 
necessarily bad for those who only 

want their money to last for 5 years 

or so, but is unlikely to be the best 
strategy for those with a longer 

ti me horizon.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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Buy to Let 
Brian and Barbara 

Persona 3

They share many of the same characteristi cs of the I Can Do Bett er Colins 
and Clares – a loss of faith in pensions and a desire to have their money in an 

investment which they can control and understand. The key diff erence is their 
unwavering faith in bricks and mortar.

In theory, the match between consumers’ needs in reti rement and property 
investment is good – there is an asset to pass on to dependants, the value 
of the asset is likely to grow over ti me, and there is a steady infl ati on-linked 
income stream. These are invariably the reasons given by the Brians and 

Barbaras for their decision, but they have rarely gone any further than this in 
their thought process. They have rarely considered the fi xed costs involved in 
the initi al property purchase (such as stamp duty and solicitor’s fees), and have 
not factored for common ongoing costs (void periods, legal fees for tenancy 
agreements, mortgage interest costs, wear and tear repairs, insurance, letti  ng 
fees and so on). Brians and Barbaras have buried their head in the sand about 
the illiquid nature of the asset and capital gains tax eroding any gains. 

“You can’t lose 
with property”

Buy to Let Brians 
and Barbaras are 
absolutely convinced 
that ‘you can’t go 
wrong’ with property. 

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested
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Buy to Let Brian and Barbara 

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Liquidity risk: An oft en cited benefi t of the Pension Freedoms is fl exible 

access to money. Here, people are locking reti rement savings into a highly 
illiquid asset. 

 Diversifi cati on risk: Brians and Barbaras are investi ng large parts of their 
reti rement savings not just in a single asset class, but in a single asset.

 Opti mism bias: Strong evidence that Brians and Barbaras are not 

considering the potenti al downsides to their decisions.

 Politi cal risk: Recent changes to stamp duty and tax treatment of 

mortgage interest payments will reduce future returns from any buy to let 

(BTL) investment. The Bank of England has again raised concerns about the 
over-heated BTL market and is considering further measures to cool off  
demand, which are likely to adversely impact future revenue streams and 
the capital gains.

 Systemic risk: All BTL owners are aff ected by changes at the same ti me, 
which could result in asset price falls if investors lose confi dence as a result 
of any cooling off  measures. 

 Tax: A minority are so disillusioned with pensions that they are willing to 

pay 40% tax to withdraw their fund. Many more are happy to take a 20% 
hit to have the money in their control. They have not made any calculati ons 
of the returns they would need to generate or the ti mescales required to 
off set this initi al reducti on in capital.

What can the industry do?

 Help people understand the risk they are taking by investi ng in a 
single asset. 

 Help people understand the costs involved and the yield needed do 

bett er than keeping money in diversifi ed portf olio – again, encouraging 
consumers to use simple models and calculators to understand the 

consequences of their acti ons will help them to decide whether this is, 
indeed, the right choice for them. 

 Promote residenti al property funds as a potenti al alternati ve? 

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Novice property investors, risking 
all their reti rement savings on the 
performance of one illiquid asset, 
are taking a huge gamble that 

growth in the residenti al market will 
be sustainable in the longer term 

despite the Government’s desire to 
cool the market.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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Spend it 
Simon and Sally

Persona 4

Unexpected events, such as a family wedding, can also drive their desire 
to access a chunk of pension savings. There are usually no plans to access 

remainder of their pension for some ti me, and so they end up in ‘zero 
income draw-down’.

Most Simons and Sallys have suffi  cient savings sitti  ng in cash ISAs or deposit 
accounts to cover these expenses, but are reluctant to touch these. Somehow 
the pension feels like ‘free money’ or an unexpected windfall. They feel they 
might miss out if they don’t take some money now. 

There is no evidence 
that Spend it Simons 
and Sallys will blow 
their pension pots on 
a Lamborghini, but 
they are more than 
happy to take some of 
their pension money 
to enjoy now – usually 
some tax free cash or 
a small pension – to 
spend on holidays, 
home improvements, 
a new car, or a treat for 
family members. 

We observed a lot of contradicti on. In one breath, Simons and Sallys will tell you 
that they feel comfortable taking a slice of their pension money now as it is not 

their main pension, or that it is only part of their pension money, or that they 
will be OK as they are sti ll working and contributi ng to a pension. Yet, in the next 
breath, they will tell you they are worried about having enough money saved to 
reti re and will have to work well into their late 60s and 70s.

“I’ve worked 
hard all my life 
and I deserve 
a treat”

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested
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Spend it Simon and Sally

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Opti mism bias: Strong evidence that Simons and Sallys are not fully 

considering the potenti al downsides to their decision to spend some of the 
pension savings now. For example, we observed that many of those who 
are happy to spend now as they have a partner’s DB scheme to provide the 
main source of income in reti rement have not considered what happens if 
that partner dies fi rst. Furthermore, people who think they can downsize 
their property to fund future shortf alls have not considered what happens 
if they cannot release the equity they expect. 

 Spending down assets with more growth potenti al: Simons and Sallys may 

be bett er off  in the long run accessing cash savings instead of running down 
pension pots once they have depleted their tax free cash. 

 Is the remaining money in the best place? Simons and Sally are focused 

on accessing their tax free cash in a ti mely and trouble-free manner and 
rarely spend any ti me thinking about the remainder of their pot. Very few 
shopped around, and those that did only did so because their existi ng 
provider did no off er a fl exible access product. None considered whether 
or not their existi ng pension is off ering value for money, or whether their 
investment mix is sti ll appropriate.

What can the industry do?

 Help consumers understand that ‘every litt le bit helps’ for funding 
reti rement income: Simons and Sally could benefi t from understanding the 
real ‘cost’ of their acti ons. For example, messages which say that for every 
pound of pension money you spend at 55 you will need to save an extra 

£x a month, or work an extra x days, to replace it. For example someone 
age 55 on average earnings, taking 25% tax free cash from a £100k pot, 
would have to work fi ve more years to have the same size of pot they 
would have had at age 65 if they hadn’t taken the tax free cash.

 Re-engage people with their pensions to ensure that pension money is 
mentally accounted for, and not just seen as a bit of unforeseen spare 
cash. Initi ati ves such as the Pensions Dashboard and pot aggregati on 
will help consumers reconnect with small, dormant pots. 

 Ask diffi  cult questi ons to encourage people consider the worst 
case scenario. 

 Facilitate shopping around or ensure internal products are ‘best in class’: 
Help Simons and Sallys understand the importance of moving to a bett er 
performing product and signpost products that off er the best value for 
money. Of course, the industry will need to develop a clear defi niti on of 
what value for money means. 

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Spending small amounts of money 

today may not feel like it will make 

much diff erence to fi nancial well-
being, but with so many people 
reporti ng they will need to work 
longer to fund a comfortable 

reti rement, in reality, it is likely that 
every penny saved will be needed.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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Winding Down 
William and Wendy

Persona 5

They plan to conti nue working for the foreseeable future, but reduce their 
working hours – typically to two or three days a week.

Phased reti rement is increasingly becoming the new norm, and the new Pension 
Freedoms are opening up this opportunity to more people than ever before, 
allowing Williams and Wendys to access their pension pots early and fl exibly 
to supplement their income in the fi rst stages of their reti rement. 

Our Williams and Wendys (who all had pots of less that £250k – and many had 
signifi cantly less than this) did not expect their pension to last for life; they 
are simply looking to top up income for as long as possible, or to fi ll a gap unti l 
another source of income kicks in. This could be the State Pension, a fi nal salary 
pension, or a partner reti ring with larger pension provision. Wendys, in parti cular, 
feel cheated that their plans for reti rement have been disrupted by the increase 
to State Pension Age, and are using their DC pots to fund the diff erence.

“I’ll use my 
pension as a 
top-up so I can 
work part time”

Winding Down 
Williams and Wendys 
want to enjoy life to 
the full now whilst 
they are fi t and able. 
Rather than ‘working 
until they drop’, 
Williams and Wendys 
would rather use 
their pension money 
now to fund a phased 
retirement. 

Williams and Wendys took 25% of their pot as a tax free lump sum in the fi rst 
instance, perhaps spending some of this on a holiday or home improvements, 
and plan to spread their withdrawals over a number of years to manage their 

tax bill. They have not yet fi gured out how this will work in practi ce; their 
assumpti on is that the provider will sort it all out for them at source.

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested
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Winding Down William and Wendy

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Can they really live off  the State Pension when their money runs out? 

Williams and Wendys oft en say that they have not saved enough for 
reti rement, and that their money will not last unti l death. If they fi nd that 
the State Pension is not suffi  cient, they may need to conti nue working into 
their 70s and 80s, when they may not be as fi t and able, or as producti ve, 
as they are today.

 Reduced pension contributi ons: Reduced earnings also mean reduced 

pension contributi ons. Not only are this group running down existi ng 
pension provision during their economically producti ve years, they are 
forgoing future contributi ons. 

 Need to miti gate tax liabiliti es: This group have a tricky balancing act 

to make sure that they do not pay more tax than they need to. 

What can the industry do?

 Help people understand the trade-off s and implicati ons of funding 
a phased reti rement from their pension pot.

 Develop and promote simple draw-down soluti ons that target short 
withdrawal ti me horizons: Pension Freedoms open up the opportunity of 
phased reti rement to people with smaller pots. Our Williams and Wendys 
are realisti c about how long they want their pot to last – they are not looking 
for it to last their lifeti me, rather to supplement their income over a fi ve to 
ten-year ti me horizon. Yet they don’t know how best to manage their pot 
or their withdrawals to achieve this and believe that current fl exible access 
products place all of the burden on them to make the right decisions. 

 Help employers understand the implicati ons for their business. 
Employers, parti cularly smaller employers, will need help to identi fy 
and deal with both the opportuniti es and challenges of the new 
reti rement journey.

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Living for today and bearing the 

consequences tomorrow seems very 

att racti ve at the ti me, but a few extra 
years of full-ti me work in their late 
fi ft ies and early sixti es could make a 
big diff erence to lifeti me well-being.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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Help Me 
Harry and Helen

Persona 6

They have a long ti me horizon for their money and want to do all they can 
to make their money last for life. They dislike annuiti es and want to be able 
to access their money in reti rement. This group knows they have a challenge 
to meet these needs, and are diligent in their research. They read arti cles, 
have numerous conversati ons with their providers, and are the most likely 
group to contact Pension Wise for a discussion. 

Pensions are very 
important for 
fi nancial well-being 
in retirement and our 
Help Me Harrys and 
Helens are determined 
to make the right 
decision. 

At some point, they come to the conclusion that they will never be able to 
develop suffi  cient knowledge themselves to get to the best soluti on and they 
then go on to employ the services of a fi nancial adviser. Some get to this stage 
very quickly; others will reach this stage aft er many hours of individual research. 
Unlike other groups, Harrys and Helens see the value in fi nancial advice, despite 
the cost. They are comforted that the research they have done at least enables 

them to ask the right questi ons to the adviser.

“Having read 
about the 
potential 
dangers, it was 
sensible to 
seek advice”

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested
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Help Me Harry and Helen

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Diffi  culty fi nding an adviser they trust who will deal with them. Due to 

their small pot sizes, many of our Harrys and Helens were disappointed to 
fi nd out that advisers were not parti cularly keen to take on their business. 
Others said that they felt some advisers they approached were simply 

‘stamping out’ soluti ons without taking their parti cular needs and wants 
fully into account.

 Initi al cost of advice can signifi cantly deplete the starti ng value of smaller 
pension pots. 

 What happens in the long run for those with smaller pots? With ongoing 

charges on an ever depleti ng pot, at some point these customers may not 
be economical for advisers to serve. What will Harrys and Helens do in their 
later reti rement years? 

What can the industry do?

 Bett er signposti ng to advisers who are willing to take on smaller pots.

 Initi ati ves and soluti ons to help lower the overall cost of advice – 

initi ati ves such as the portable fact-fi nd will help, especially if there is some 
element of consumer self-service. Automated advice, someti mes called 
robo-advice, is in its infancy in the UK but early indicati ons are that the 
FCA is keen for this sector to develop.

 Soluti ons which will mean that consumers do not need a regular annual 
review – they will need to take responsibility to re-engage with an adviser 

if their situati on has changed. The industry needs to develop a warning 
system to alert the consumer and the adviser know if the projected plan 

looks like it is going off  track. Examples of this in the past have been the 
Red, Amber Green warnings on endowment mortgages.

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Expert advice ensures the initi al 
suitability of this group’s choice of 
products and investment strategy. 

The big questi on is whether they 
will keep this relati onship up in the 
longer term, and the cost of doing 
so, given most advisers will make an 
annual charge between 0.5 and 1% 
of their pot.

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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Secure 
Stan and Sue

Persona 7

They are more than willing to sacrifi ce fl exibility for the security of a known 
income for life. They say that they have made sacrifi ces over the years to 
accumulate their pot and would be extremely unhappy to see it fall in value. 

They are unsett led by stock market volati lity and say that they would 
constantly worry about their money if they were exposed to any form of 

investments in their reti rement years. They do not want to have make pension 
decisions in reti rement. They usually have the main or only pension in the 
household and feel they have a responsibility for maintaining the household 

fi nances in reti rement. 

Secure Stans and Sues oft en start their journey with the intenti on of purchasing 
an annuity, despite the recent Pension freedoms, and oft en believe it is the only 
product that meets their needs. Many have no dependants and are not worried 

by the prospect of having no residual pot to pass on upon death. “I don’t want to 
take any risk 
with my future”

Secure Stans and Sues 
are, by far, the most 
risk averse group we 
encountered – and they 
are happy to describe 
themselves as such. 

That said, not everyone who buys an annuity can be characterised as a Secure 
Stan or Sue. We found that people taking an annuity when they fi nd out that 
there is Guaranteed Annuity Rate (GAR) are very diff erent. Here, they tend to 
have multi ple pension pots; overall pension savings are much larger and this 
pot is usually just a small part of their overall provision. Their moti vati on for 
purchase is very diff erent – they are clear that they are getti  ng a “good deal” 
which they could not get elsewhere, and are willing to give up fl exibility for 
a “return” of 10-12%. 

NOT AT ALL VERY

Perceived importance of this pension 

to their overall fi nancial well being

Confi dence in their own ability to make 
a decision at the start

Know what they want to do with their 
pension pot from the start

Open to alternati ve opti ons

Aware of how their pension money 
is invested
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Secure Stan and Sue

Potenti al Pitf alls
 Who can I trust? Secure Stans and Sues are very aware that they should 

shop around for the best annuity rates, but are oft en unsure how to go 
about it or who to trust to take them through this process. Some fi nd their 
way to an annuity broker via an online search, but may not recognise who 
is providing the service (referring to the person they are dealing with as an 
‘adviser’), nor the fees that are involved. 

 Low awareness of some of the opti ons available: We found a poor 

understanding of enhanced annuiti es and a low awareness of value 
protecti on. This is a concern for those taking a DIY approach to shopping. 
Furthermore, we found no awareness of the so called ‘third way’ variable 
annuity products available on the market, which off er the combinati on 
of a secure income and access to their money, albeit at a cost.

What can the industry do?

 Don’t neglect the annuity market: Although the annuity market has seen 

a sharp decline in sales and att enti on has naturally focused on draw-down, 
there will be a core of consumers who are willing to forgo fl exibility for 
security who should not be forgott en by the industry. The inherent issues 
observed in the market before Pension Freedom and Choice have not 
gone away, which means that the industry sti ll has a responsibility to 
reinforce key messages – such as the need to shop around for the best rate 

and the how a small diff erence in rates can have a signifi cant impact over 
the long term.

 Promote awareness of the range of annuity opti ons available such as 

value protecti on and enhanced annuiti es. 

 Develop, and increase awareness, of ‘Third Way’ products: More 

innovati on is needed to develop cost eff ecti ve ‘Third way’ products 
which combine fl exible access with secure income. For example, 
combining income drawdown with a deferred annuity that begins 

payment from age 80 or 85.

Propensity to have 

a poor outcome

Secure Stan and Sues have set 

themselves up with a secure income 

for life. However, almost all purchased 
a fl at rate annuity, so will not see this 
income keep pace with increases in 

living expenses over the years. They 

have locked into this contract, and 
so are unable to access money in 

emergencies or take advantage of any 

future product innovati on. 

For illustrati ve purposes only.
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We have captured these themes in our seven ‘pension personaliti es’, 
which represent the majority of people making choices under the new rules. 

By understanding the lens through which they see the world, their goals and 
pain points, we can start to move away from a one size fi ts all approach to truly 
creati ng personalized soluti ons to help them make the most of their money 
under the new freedoms. 

Even among our 80 respondents, we have observed that some personaliti es 
are more prevalent than others, and some have more risk of a poor outcome 
in the future. A full scale quanti tati ve survey will be needed to validate 
these fi ndings, but our insights provide a useful starti ng point.

Conclusions
All of the respondents 
in our research 
demonstrated their 
own unique priorities, 
beliefs and preferences. 
Yet strong common 
themes and traits were 
evident across groups. 

Procrasti nati ng 
Pete and Paula

I Can Do Bett er 
Colin and Clare

Winding Down 
William and Wendy

Spend it 
Simon and Sally

It is diffi  cult to say right now how life will turn out for our largest group, the Procrasti nati ng Petes 
and Paulas. There is much the industry can do to help them navigate their way through the opti ons 
now open to them. Early consultati ons with Pension Wise will be invaluable to start them on the 
right path. Bett er communicati ons, less confusing terminology and ‘default’ soluti ons will all play 
their part. The emergence of automated advice will provide people with access to help at 

a low cost, but at present this market is in its infancy and therefore only available to a very 
small number of pioneers. 

The group that concerns us the most are the I can do Bett er Colin and Clare. This is by far the 
most prevalent group amongst those who have actually made a decision. It will be diffi  cult 
to break their poor percepti ons of pensions, but their low levels of knowledge and experience 
mean that the investment choices they make are unlikely to deliver the best result in the long term. 

More is needed to help them understand the long term risks inherent in a cash-based investment 

strategy, coupled with widespread access to good ‘default’ funds. 

As they enter into the fi nal stage of their working lives, our Winding Down William and Wendys want 
to ease off  and enjoy life a bit more, which is perhaps not surprising when so many in this ‘Sandwich 
Generati on’ have taken on responsibility for caring for elderly parents or grandchildren, or both. 
Our Williams and Wendy’s need a bit more help to truly understand the trade-off s they are making. 
A few extra years in work could make all the diff erence.

Spend it Simon and Sallys, caught up in the excitement of being able to access a chunk of their 
pension money, are truly taking on board the mantra of live a litt le. For many with the safety net 
of a large DB scheme and signifi cant housing equity, they probably can aff ord a treat. But, should 
they be funding this from their DC pension when they many have money sitti  ng in deposit accounts 
and cash ISAs making very litt le return? And, do they really need to spend it, or is it just burning 
a hole in their pocket? Again, Sallys and Simons would benefi t from taking a step back to carefully 
consider the implicati ons of their acti ons. We have seen evidence in this research that interventi ons, 
parti cularly from providers, can have a positi ve impact but there too many cases where such 
interacti ons are purely transacti on and these ‘killer questi ons’ are not being asked.
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Conclusions

The UK’s love aff air with bricks and mortars, fuelled by dayti me TV success stories, means that 
many people aspire to own a buy to let property. Access to pension money means that this vision can 

now be a reality. Property feels more real than their pension – they can touch it, they understand it, 
and the rise in popularity of online property sites means they can easily see how much it has grown 

in value. Many dreams are shatt ered when the tax implicati ons of a complete withdrawal are fully 
understood, but a hard core of Buy to Let Brian and Barbaras are convinced that they can make up 
this diff erence and that you can’t lose with property, without really understand the risks and costs 
involved in being a novice landlord. 

Of least concern to us are the Help Me Harry and Helens and the Secure Stan and Sues. It would be 
hugely benefi cial if we could lessen the ongoing impact of the cost of advice on Harry and Helen’s 
smaller pots, perhaps automated advice soluti ons will deliver this in the future. We will wait to see 
if new mass market ‘Third way’ soluti ons that combine fl exible income with secure income emerge. 
These products could help Stan and Sue be more confi dent in adding a level of fl exibility to 
their reti rement. 

The vast majority of our decision-makers, regardless of their pension personality, felt comfortable 
that they were making sensible and logical choices with their money, and usually had no regrets or 
concerns about the decisions they had made. However, during the course of our detailed discussions 
we oft en found that people were making decisions without fully understanding all the opti ons and 
implicati ons. The basic messages were getti  ng across, especially about not paying too much tax, 
but there were sti ll very many grey areas.

High risk of a poor 

long term outcome

Low risk of a poor 

long term outcome
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