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What we do 

The Pensions Ombudsman Service is an independent organisation set up by law to 

investigate complaints regarding pension administration.  We also consider 

complaints concerning the actions and decisions of the Pension Protection Fund and 

also some decisions made by the Financial Assistance Scheme.  We look at the 

facts, without taking sides. And we have legal powers to make decisions that are 

final, binding and enforceable in court. We are a “Tribunal Non Departmental Public 

Body” and are funded by grant-in-aid from the Department for Work and Pensions 

(DWP). 

Vision 

A trusted fair, impartial service that makes it easy for everyone to resolve pension 

complaints. 

Aims 

Get the right outcome every time and in good time – by being proportionate, efficient 

and consistent. 

Make it easier to resolve complaints about pensions – by ensuring more people 

know where to go for help and by working closely with our stakeholders and 

partners. 

Provide a trusted, accessible service – by listening, delivering on promises and being 

honest about what we can and cannot do. 

Deliver value for money – by making a difference to how pension schemes are run 

and by continually reviewing and improving the way we work. 

Ensure everyone who works here is supported to succeed – by being a good 

employer and helping people develop their potential. 

Values 

We are:  

Fair – we look at the facts, without taking sides and we are always impartial.  We 

take our responsibilities seriously. 

Collaborative – we share what we know so everyone can do a better job.  We seek 

out opportunities to work with others and then take action to make it happen.  

Open – we are approachable and make it easy for people to get the help they 

need.  We are honest and transparent about how and why we make our decisions. 
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We:  

Show Respect – we are considerate and take people’s needs into account. We 

believe in treating people with dignity and we welcome different points of view.  

Build Trust – we take pride in our work and do our best to get it right. We always do 

what we say we will.  

And we:  

Keep Learning – we are open to change and want to find better ways of doing things. 

We stay positive, take charge of our own development and support people trying 

something new.  
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Foreword 

In my Annual Report and Accounts 2014/15, I said that I would review the Corporate 

and Business Plan 2014 – 2017 to take into account legislative changes but that 

many of the objectives remain unchanged.  For example, reducing the time it takes 

to assign a case to an investigator.  However, since the time of writing my Annual 

Report the number of complaints has steadily increased which has resulted in an 

increase in the number waiting to be assigned to an investigator and so a further 

delay in dealing with a complaint.   

The increase is hardly surprising given the fundamental changes to pension 

provision, the increasing number of people joining occupational pension schemes 

through automatic enrolment, and the considerable but welcome publicity helping 

people to understand the importance of pensions.  This has a direct impact on the 

limited resources of our office and so the priority is to find ways in which cases can 

be dealt with more efficiently while maintaining the excellent quality of service and 

independence for which our office is renowned. 

The introduction of Alternative Dispute Resolution is an ideal time to look at ways in 

which we can utilise different forms of communication and digitilisation.  Our focus is 

to make our service more accessible and easy to use. 

Ease of use is an important part of the wider ‘Customer Journey’, already referred to 

in the existing business plan and, which is being reviewed by DWP.  It is essential 

that the approach to addressing a genuine pension grievance, is that it is clear, 

straightforward, and dealt with in a timely manner.     

Changes to the existing Corporate Plan builds on the excellent work begun by my 

predecessor Tony King. For example, refreshing our mission, aims and values, 

improving our website, and making our service more accessible.   

There is still much to be done and many challenges.  The recent major pension 

changes, and perhaps further ones on the horizon, might bring opportunities for 

many and some risks for others. It is very likely to result in an increase in issues 

which will come to us and this is reflected in our Plan. 

I look forward to delivering our updated Corporate Plan with the assistance of my 

dedicated professional team.  

 

Anthony Arter 
 
Pensions Ombudsman 
Pension Protection Fund Ombudsman 
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1.    The Background

Pensions – the wider context  

 1.1. As the pensions landscape changes so will the type of complaints we receive. We 

are preparing for greater volumes of both enquiries and investigations in the future.  

The drivers come along many avenues and may not arrive at the same time.    

 1.2. Automatic Enrolment is a significant change to UK pension provision and its full roll 

out is still in progress. Up until now Automatic Enrolment has affected only larger 

businesses.  These are entities likely to already have established pension schemes 

and/or considerable administrative and other resources. It may be that over the next 

two to three years, when smaller enterprises need to become compliant, more 

enquiries and investigations will follow.  

 1.3. The shift away from defined benefit schemes continues apace, with defined 

contribution arrangements becoming the norm. In the long term the change will 

result in different types of cases with more of a focus on investment and 

administration issues. Again, we are unlikely to see the effect of this in the 

immediate future.  However, we do not believe it will result in a reduction of 

complaints, it may even result in an increase. It must also be remembered that 34% 

of our cases concern public sector schemes and these are unlikely to reduce in 

volume, or become less complex in the future.  

 1.4. With the introduction of ‘Pension Freedoms’ we are beginning to receive a number 

of enquiries and complaints.  These often involve situations where people are being 

told that they cannot take their savings without IFA advice, or the provider does not 

have the necessary systems in place to provide the payment. 

 1.5. ’Pension Freedoms’ have had considerable news coverage. However, it is a 

complex area and people may have false expectations of their entitlement. 

Educating individuals and providers is vital and we work closely with stakeholders in 

the pensions industry and colleagues in the Pensions Advisory Service (TPAS) to 

assist in this aim.  The publicity has been successful in that there has been a large 

volume of enquiries with TPAS and Pension Wise.  However, it is inevitable that in 

due course it will also contribute to an increasing rise in complaints.    

 1.6. Another barometer of the expected rise in the number of complaints is TPAS’ 

increased work flow.  We closely monitor this to ensure we have sufficient 

resources to meet the eventual increase in demand once they are passed to our 

office.   

 1.7. Dealing with the fallout from the recent spate of pension scams has put a 

considerable strain on our resources.  This represented 13.8% of the total number 

of enquiries we accepted in 2014/15 which makes it the second most complained 

about topic.  This is likely to continue in different forms as opportunists continually 

find different ways in which to persuade those who are disillusioned with the 

conventional pensions market, or who are vulnerable or naïve, to transfer or pay 
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lump sums into worthless investment vehicles leading to allegations that their 

money has been misappropriated or exposed to higher risk. There are already 

cross sector arrangements in place established to combat this type of threat.  The 

Ombudsman has just part of the remit to help in such cases.  Unfortunately, it is 

often too late and the monies are lost by the time a complaint is lodged with us. 

The current position in relation to workflows 

 1.8. The changing approach to pensions has had a direct affect upon our current 

position. We are experiencing significant increases in enquiries.  The graph below 

confirms this. While many are straightforward and can be dealt with quickly, others 

take longer.  Our historic data shows that around 30% of enquiries ultimately 

become complaint investigations 

 

 

 1.9. The next graph shows the current position with investigations and our ability to 

close them. 

 
 

 1.10. As can be seen the number of investigations continue to rise and our closure of 

complaints is unable to keep pace with the increase. This means that there is a rise 

in the number of cases waiting to be allocated to an investigator.  Our priority has 

been to address this as complainants are already having to wait too long to have 
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their matters resolved. This plan recognises the current position and what might 

affect us in the future.  

Increasing throughput 

 1.11. When asked people say they would like the whole process to take less time. This is 

our goal too but it is a complex area.  Some aspects are about becoming more 

effective through changing our approach.  It is worth, however, commenting on the 

challenges and our progress.  

 1.12. In February 2015, we appointed an interim Chief Executive for a one year period to 

cover both the departure of our Casework Director and the changeover of 

Ombudsman. With his appointment there has been considerable thought and effort 

made to change many of our processes.  We are currently supporting a six month 

pilot analysing and, where possible, improving not only our work streams but also 

the way in which we approach particular types of complaint.  

 1.13. We will use this pilot to improve our efficiency in order to meet the increasing 

demand on our service.  We are acutely aware that behind every case file in our 

office is a person who feels aggrieved and other interested parties, who are looking 

for a fair and independent approach to an issue that has been impossible to resolve 

by other means. 

Constitution and governance 

 1.14. Our current stewardship arrangements continue with the Department for Work and 

Pensions (DWP).  We have an independently chaired Audit and Risk committee 

and the Ombudsman is the Accounting Officer.  

 1.16. We completed 18 Pension Protection Fund investigations in the last financial year.  

We are not expecting a significant increase in activity in the future. 

 1.17.  In last year’s plan we commented on the DWP Triennial Review of the non-

departmental public pension bodies.  Some of the material conclusions were: 

 DWP should arrange for a study of the “customer journey” through the complaints 

system; 

 we, DWP and the Pensions Advisory Service (TPAS) should work together to assess 

the extent to which each stage of the dispute resolution process is a filter for the next, 

with a view to ensuring value for money and the quality of the customer experience; 

and 

 DWP should work with us and TPAS to identify any scope for integration of common 

services. 

1.18. With the advent this year of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) the review is 

timely. We are keen to work with DWP, TPAS, and others, to improve and, if 

possible, simplify the customer experience.  We believe this would also provide an 

opportunity for cost efficiency.   
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Projects in hand 

 1.19. We have a number of projects intended to support and strengthen our core activity 

of dealing with complaints. These are managed by a Projects Board with 

proportionate day to day management systems to ensure delivery. 

 1.20. A major project concerns knowledge and document management.  We are currently 

examining a number of different solutions, together with various suppliers, to assist 

in implementing a new knowledge management (KM) and document management 

system.  We believe that such a system is essential and will, together with our pilot, 

deliver not only eventual cost savings and quality control but also a reduction in the 

time taken to resolve a complaint. 

 1.21. We recognise that, among other things, digitalisation could help improve long term 

efficiency. We will be exploring this in tandem with the KM project and are aiming to 

begin implementation this year. 

Communications 

 1.22. We have recently recruited a part time Communications Manager to support our 

approach in this area and are now in a position to take forward the next steps in our 

communications strategy.  We recognise that further changes are urgently required 

on the way in which we communicate.  The use of video clips, twitter, facebook, 

blogs, and other forms of connecting with the public is vital, to ensure that those 

who have genuine pensions complaints can easily understand the steps they need 

to take.  

ADR 

 1.23. We are working closely with DWP to ensure we are compliant with the new ADR 

requirements. Our compliance waits on DWP’s completion of the necessary 

legislative amendments. 

Risks 

 1.24. We have continued with our simplified approach to risk management. We identified 

the following risks as being of most concern (for which mitigations are in place): 

 pressure on resources and reliance on key staff; 

 not keeping pace with external pensions environment and emerging pension issues; 

 unpredictable volume of complaints; 

 failure to comply with legal obligations and 

 damage to reputation/credibility impacting on public confidence. 
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2. Work plan 

 

Get the right outcome every time and in good time 

by being proportionate, efficient and consistent 

Three year view 2015/16 

 Maintain high quality decision making 

and communication  

 Ensure casework and business support 

processes deliver optimum efficiency 

 Learn from our activity and channel 

effective practice into long term delivery 

 

 Pilot new working practices through 

2015 and into 2016 and embed 

successful practice  

 Recruit more investigators 

 Improve and fully utilise Management 

Information (MI) for action 

 Manage the pool of cases awaiting 

investigation effectively to keep case 

throughput times to a minimum  

 Manage cases with maximum 

effectiveness – using the right staff, with 

the right knowledge and experience at 

the most appropriate level 

 Continuing emphasis on early resolution 

and informality where appropriate   

 Ensure we are compliant with ADR 

legislation 

 Deliver a knowledge management 

solution  

 Further develop quality management 

arrangements 

 Introduce standardisation and “podular” 

working to assist faster and more 

accurate decision making  

 Consider where digitalisation may assist 

organisational efficiency    
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Make it easier to resolve complaints about pensions  

by ensuring more people know where to go for help and working closely with our 

stakeholders and partners 

Three year view 2015/16 

 Respond proactively when new patterns, 

trends or issues are identified 

 Continue to build relationships with 

schemes and providers to foster 

understanding   

 Maintain links with other complaint 

handling organisations 

 

 Work with others – in particular the 

Pensions Advisory Service, the 

Financial Ombudsman Service and 

DWP – to  smooth the path through the 

complaints process as much as 

possible, including focusing on ways to 

improve the customer journey  

 Give clarity on case outcomes and our 

approach generally, to encourage 

earliest possible resolution  

 Share knowledge with other pensions 

bodies, and benefit from theirs  

 Begin to publish Opinions  

 Produce more guidance factsheets on 

repeat issues 
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Provide a trusted, accessible service  

By listening, delivering on promises and being honest about what we can and can’t do 

Three year view 2015/16 

 Build new external relationships where helpful 

 Encourage stakeholder feedback, listen and 

make changes as appropriate 

 Communicate clearly, whether through 

traditional media or new 

 Broaden the range of people likely to use us 

 Conduct a customer satisfaction 

survey following up on results as 

appropriate  

 Use relationships with consumers, 

industry and stakeholders to foster an 

understanding of what we do, and 

how we do it 

 Complete the activities set out in our 

communications strategy 

 Be able to spot issues on the horizon 

by maintaining engagement with 

stakeholders, through formal and 

informal channels 

 

 

Deliver value for money  

by making a difference to how pension schemes are run and by continually 

reviewing and improving the way we work 

Three year view 2015/16 

 Keep the structure of office in line with 

best service delivery options 

 Ensure we have the correct level of 

resources and use them effectively 

 Monitor and manage risk 

 

 

 Continue to work with IT providers to 

ensure our IT arrangements meet our 

needs 

 Use results from quality management 

checks to continuously improve our 

approach to casework 

 Make full use of the improved 

management information to manage 

and measure performance and inform 

business planning  
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Ensure everyone who works here is supported to succeed  

by being a good employer and helping people develop their potential 

Three year view 2015/16 

 Ensure that the right tools, including 

technology, are available and skills 

can be built on 

 Share skills and knowledge 

 

 Support continued engagement with our 

aims and values to support a culture of 

involvement, commitment, personal 

responsibility and confidence 

 Follow up 2014/15 staff survey results and 

take appropriate steps and conduct a 

further survey  

 For the first time, collate diversity and 

equality information about our workforce 

including the nine protected characteristics  

 Train and support on new developments, in 

particular: knowledge management; quality; 

document and records management and 

MI.  

 Provide opportunities for wider office 

contribution, including in project activities 

 Engage in effective consultation and 

communication through staff 

communication forum and trade unions 
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3. Caseload (Pensions Ombudsman)  

2015/16 

 3.1. These are the influences we have taken into account in assessing our likely 

workload and throughput in 2015/16: 

Negative or neutral influences 

 Incoming cases in 2015/16 are up on 2014/15 levels and also 

higher than the underlying level of previous years 

Positive influences 

 New processes are being piloted  

 Changes we have made at the front end (jurisdiction, obtaining 

initial responses, allocation) will improve case throughput and 

reduce the time taken to reach a decision 

 Increasing use of specialisation for caseworkers where possible 

 Introduction of “pods” within investigation teams that reflect both 

specialist’s knowledge and differing experience levels 

 Recruitment of more investigators 

 Build authoritative precedent files where accumulated knowledge 

on differing investigation types can be stored and accessed 

 Publish opinions in certain matters to inform a wider stakeholder 

group of our likely adopted position  

 Publish more information to the Industry about our approach to 

casework 

 Engage with industry and other groups to identify complaint 

issues and ways in which they can be dealt with properly at an 

earlier stage.  
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2016/17 and 2017/18 

 3.2. Longer term input and throughput is of course harder to predict.  In looking at the 

later parts of this plan we have taken the following influences into account.  

Negative or neutral influences 

 Continuing increases in numbers of complaints resulting from 

economic conditions, scheme changes and, in due course, 

automatic enrolment  

Positive influences 

 Applying learning from pilots and different working practices 

 Additional investigators will be trained and more experienced 

 KM project delivered and monitored to judge effectiveness 

 More collaborative working embedded 

 Efficiency gains (particularly in MI production) from new 

casework management system 

 More flexible communication with customers  

 Publishing external guidance should have the effect of reducing 

the number of new complaints and/or making them easier to 

resolve  
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Casework forecast   

 3.5. In previous corporate plans we have placed a table in this section. We believe the 

graphs below more accurately predict what may occur. They reflect what we have 

assumed to be both positive and negative factors coming to bear.  They take into 

account predictions of what inflow may affect the organisation and how we might 

respond. Our forecast for the next three years, with the previous two shown for 

comparison, is set out in the following charts.  

Enquiries – opened and closed 

 

Investigations – opened and closed 

 

Investigations open at the year-end 
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4. Caseload (Pension Protection Fund Ombudsman) 

 4.1 We continue to see no reason for the number of Pension Protection Fund 

complaints to change significantly. A small variation, however, in complaint 

numbers can look unusually significant due to our relatively small workload in this 

area. 

Casework Forecast (Pension Protection Fund Ombudsman)  

 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 

b/fwd 15 19 15 15 15 

New 60 76 55 70 70 

Total in year 75 95 70 85 85 

      

Closed 56 80 55 70 70 

c/fwd 19 15 15 15 15 
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5. People 

Ombudsmen and Interim Chief Executive 

 5.1. The Pensions Ombudsman acts as Accounting Officer as well as making case 

decisions. The Deputy Pensions Ombudsman occupies a part time post handling 

casework only, responding flexibly to variations in workload. The interim Chief 

Executive was brought in for one year to assess the value of such a position and to 

assist in the changeover of senior leaders. The total budgeted for in 2015/16 

(including the Pensions Ombudsman’s management activities) is 2.5 FTE. 

 5.2. The management structure will be assessed during the coming year to determine 

what is appropriate to meet our current needs.  

Caseworkers 

 5.3. 43.1 FTE staff (including additions mentioned in 5.5 below) will be engaged in our 

core business of dealing with complaints, disputes and referrals.  

 5.4. We are a small office, and we depend very heavily on our staff to be flexible and to 

contribute to projects and activities which, in a larger organisation, would be carried 

out by specialists. During 2015/16 one member of staff who would otherwise be 

managing casework will continue to work on projects.   

 5.5. Our incoming enquiries grew by 26% in 2014/15. We believe that increase will 

continue (see table at 3.5) so we are increasing our investigative resource this year. 

 5.6. We have recruited a Communications Manager to deliver the next stage in our 

communications strategy. This is a new part time role.      

Business Support and Administration 

 5.7. We outsource our accounts, payroll, main IT support, and website management and 

have a very small team to provide business support (4.3 FTE).  

 5.8. Pay is subject to the same constraints as apply to the public sector generally.  We 

are bound to follow Treasury guidance which for this year limits the resulting 

increase in total payroll to 1%, in addition to which we can make performance 

related payments – in our case also equivalent to 1% of payroll. 

 5.9. The structure of pay increases and performance awards within those limits will be 

subject to consultation.  
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6. Goals and performance indicators 

Pensions Ombudsman 

 6.1. We have had much the same set of goals and indicators for some years. We have 

decided to make more use of percentile indicators. This will ensure we are flexing to 

keep pace with demand differentials.  It will also ensure that we can adjust and 

move targets weekly or monthly while still remaining realistic about changes in 

demand.  

2015/16 Goals and Key Performance Indicators 

 we will respond to 95% of enquiries within an average of 2 working days from 

receipt  

 not more than 5% of the number of enquiries received and reactivated in the last 

12 months will be open at any time 

 decide whether we can investigate a case within 7 weeks, on average, from the 

date on which we have a valid application 

 complete investigations at an average rate of at least 112 each month 

 not more than 70% of the number of investigations opened in the last 12 months 

will be open at any one time 

 we will complete investigations within an average of 11 months from the date of a 

valid application  

 average age of open investigations will be 6 months 

 no more than 1% of open investigations will be aged over 24 months 

 the cost of completed enquiries and investigations will be no more than £774 per 

case 

 the cost per investigation will be no more than £2,604  

 

Pension Protection Fund OmbudsmanThe small caseload of the Pension 

Protection Fund Ombudsman does not warrant detailed monitoring in the same 

way.  We simply aim to close in a year as many cases as are opened. 
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7. Budget  

7.1. Our expenditure budget for the period of the plan, with the previous two years for 

comparison is set out below. 

  
2013/14 
Spend  

2014/15 
Spend 

2015/16 
Forecast 
Spend 

2016/17 
Forecast 

spend  

2017/18 
Forecast 

spend  

  (£000) (£000) (£000) (£000) (£000) 

Staff Salaries  1,893 2,026 2,345 2,400 2,450 
Other staff costs inc training 
and recruitment  55 112 64 65 66 

IT/Telecommunications  332 381 410 365 365 

Professional Services  325 171 200 120 150 

Subscriptions  55 57 55 56 57 

Legal Costs  17 25 31 31 31 

Accommodation  349 369 348 350 355 

Printing and Stationery  17 26 19 20 20 

Insurance  16 14 9 9 9 

Postage /Courier  22 18 16 17 18 

Other 24 16 14 14 14 

Sub total  3,105 3,215 3,511 3,447 3,535 

Amortisation/Depreciation 67 73 73 95 95 

Total Operating Costs  3,172 3,288 3,584 3,542 3,630 

Capital            

IT Telephony  366 0 30 5 5 

Furniture/Equipment 0 0 5 5 5 

Total  3,298 3,288 3,619 3,552 3,640 

 

7.2. We do not cost actual time spent on Pension Protection Fund Ombudsman Cases.  

We make a nominal allowance of £90,000 for it. 


