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1. Executive summary 
1.1 Introduction 
This report summarises results from The Pensions Regulator’s (TPR’s) Public 
Service Pension Scheme (PSPS) Governance and Administration Survey 
2020-21. The survey was undertaken by OMB Research, an independent 
market research agency, on behalf of TPR. 

The primary objective of the survey was to track governance and 
administration practices among public service pension schemes. In addition, 
the 2020-21 survey also included new questions on schemes’ response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, awareness and perceptions of the pensions dashboards, 
and the actions taken by Local Government schemes in relation to climate-
related risks and opportunities. 

The survey was conducted online between January and March 2021, and was 
completed by representatives of 193 public service pension schemes out of the 
existing entirety of 206. 

1.2 Key processes 
There was little change since 2019 for the key processes that The 
Pensions Regulator (TPR) monitors as indicators of public service 
scheme performance. However, the proportion of schemes with all six 
processes in place increased to 70% from 64% in 2019. 

Between 85% and 95% of schemes reported that they had each of these 
processes in place. Results were generally similar to the 2019 survey. 
However, there was an increase in the proportion with processes to monitor 
the accuracy and completeness of records (from 92% to 95%) and a decrease 
in the proportion with the knowledge, understanding and skills needed to 
properly run the scheme (from 97% to 95%). 

Over two-thirds (70%) of schemes had all six of these processes in place, 
together representing 68% of all memberships. This was an increase from 
2019, when 64% of schemes had all six. 

Three-quarters of Local Government (75%) and Firefighters’ (74%) schemes 
had all six processes in place. This proportion was lower for ‘Other’1 (64%) and 
Police (55%) schemes.  
  

 
1 Centrally administered unfunded schemes, i.e. excluding relevant Local Government, Firefighters’ and Police 
schemes. 
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Figure 1.2.1 Schemes’ performance on key processes 

 

1.3 The pension board 
Approaching half of schemes held four or more pension board meetings 
in the previous 12 months2, a fall from 2019. The mean number of current 
board members at the time they completed the survey was 7.1. 

Schemes held an average of 3.4 board meetings in the previous 12 months, 
with 45% reporting that they held four or more (-12 percentage points from 
2019) and 22% that they met twice or less. ‘Other’ and Police schemes were 
most likely to have held at least four board meetings in the previous 12 months 
(82% and 74% respectively), with Firefighters’ and Local Government schemes 
least likely (32% and 33% respectively). 

On average 93% of board meetings were attended by the scheme manager or 
their representative, similar to in 2019. 

Almost three-quarters (72%) of schemes had more than five current board 
members at the time they completed the survey, and the mean number was 
7.1. Around a third (31%) of schemes had one or more vacant position on the 
board. Six schemes (3%) reported that they had fewer current board members 

 
2 TPR sets an expectation that the governing boards of pension schemes should meet often enough to maintain 
effective oversight and control, which in most cases will be at least quarterly. 
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at the time they completed the survey than specified by their respective 
regulations3.  

Over half (58%) of schemes had a succession plan for members of the pension 
board, rising to 76% of Police schemes. This was consistent with the 2019 
survey results. 

The majority of schemes (94%) felt that, over the previous 12 months, their 
pension board had access to all the information about the operation of the 
scheme that it needed to fulfil its functions. A similar proportion believed the 
board was able to obtain sufficient specialist advice on cyber security (92%). 
Both of these were higher than in the 2019 survey (5 percentage points higher 
in both cases). 

Overall, 85% of schemes evaluated the board’s knowledge, understanding and 
skills at least annually, an increase from 76% in 2019. This increase was 
driven by Police schemes, 88% of which evaluated the board at least annually 
(+28 percentage points from 2019). On average, pension board members 
received ten hours of training per year in relation to their role on the board.  

1.4 Managing risk 
Risk exposure was reviewed at the majority of board meetings, but there 
was a fall in the proportion of schemes with their own risk register. 

On average, schemes’ exposure to new and existing risks had been reviewed 
at 84% of the pension board meetings held in the previous 12 months, an 
increase from 77% in 2019. Just over a third (35%) of schemes reported that 
risk exposure had been reviewed at four or more board meetings over this 
period, consistent with the 2019 survey.  

The proportion of schemes with their own risk register fell from 93% in 2019 to 
89% in the 2020-21 survey. This decline was primarily caused by ‘Other’ and 
Police schemes (-18 and -7 percentage points respectively). 

Approaching two-thirds (61%) of schemes identified remediation (the McCloud 
judgment) as one of the top three risks they faced. A smaller proportion of 
Local Government schemes cited this (37%). 

1.5 Administration and record-keeping 
As in the 2019 survey findings, administration was included on the 
agenda at the majority of board meetings and three-quarters of schemes 
had an administration strategy. 

On average, administration was included on the agenda at 92% of the board 
meetings held in the previous 12 months (similar to 2019). Most schemes 

 
3 Five of these six schemes reported that they had vacant positions on their board at the time they completed the 
survey. If these vacant positions were filled then, four of these five schemes would have met the minimum requirement 
for the number of pension board members for their type of scheme (the other scheme would still have been below the 
minimum threshold). The remaining scheme did not report any vacant positions. 
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(73%) had an administration strategy in place, although this was less 
widespread among Firefighters’ schemes (47%). 

Every scheme (100%) saw implementing legislative change and addressing 
issues that impaired their ability to run the scheme effectively as important 
administration objectives (with 97% and 94% respectively describing these as 
‘very important’). In contrast, schemes were least likely to see reducing costs 
(53%) or moving to a new administrator/administration system (26%) as 
important. 

Four in ten schemes stated that all their employers had always provided 
data on time in the last 12 months (40%) and had always provided 
accurate and complete data (39%), consistent with the 2019 results.  

These proportions were lower for multi-employer schemes than single 
employer schemes. Approximately one in ten (9%) multi-employer schemes 
said all their employers had always provided the data required each month on 
time over the previous 12 months, compared with 85% of single employer 
schemes. Similarly, 9% of multi-employer schemes said all their employers 
always provided accurate and complete data, compared with 83% of single 
employer schemes. 

A higher proportion of schemes (64%) reported that all their employers 
had submitted all data electronically in the last 12 months. 

There was little difference between multi-employer and single employer 
schemes in this respect, with 61% of the former and 69% of the latter reporting 
that all their employers had submitted all data electronically.  

On average, 4% of employers had not provided any data electronically in the 
last 12 months. 

1.6 Cyber security 
Nine in ten schemes (90%) had at least half of the recommended cyber 
risk controls in place, an improvement since 2019. The proportion who 
reported experiencing any cyber breaches or attacks in the last 12 
months was lower than in 2019. 

Schemes were asked about 14 specific cyber controls and 90% had at least 
half of these in place, an increase from 82% in 2019.  

For 11 of the 14 cyber controls, the overall proportion of schemes with these in 
place was higher than in 2019. The greatest increases were seen for the 
scheme manager assuring themselves of third party providers’ controls (+12 
percentage points), assessment of the likelihood of different types of breaches 
occurring (+12 percentage points) and the scheme manager receiving regular 
updates on cyber risks, incidents and controls (+10 percentage points). 

A third (34%) of schemes reported that they had experienced some kind of 
cyber breach or attack in the previous 12 months (a decrease from 42% in 
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2019). These incidents typically involved staff receiving fraudulent emails or 
being directed to fraudulent websites (29%). 

Most schemes that experienced any cyber breaches or attacks in the previous 
12 months said that these had no impact, but 5% reported a negative impact 
(equating to 2% of all public service schemes). This is a fall from 15% in the 
2019 survey. 

A fifth (20%) of schemes that experienced cyber security breaches or attacks 
in the last 12 months had reported these to other parties (typically to their 
pension board and/or members), and 11% of those with an incident response 
plan indicated that this had been triggered by the cyber breach/attack.  

1.7 Annual benefit statements 
Over nine in ten active members received their annual benefit statement 
by the statutory deadline in 2020, unchanged from 2019. More schemes 
achieved this for all their active members than in 2019. 

On average, 94% of active members received their statement by the deadline, 
consistent with the 95% seen in 2019. The proportion of schemes meeting the 
deadline for all their active members increased from 53% to 59%. This 
proportion was highest for Firefighters’ and Police schemes (83% and 60% 
respectively) but lower for ‘Other’ (45%) and Local Government (48%) 
schemes (both of which are primarily multi-employer schemes and typically 
have a greater number of members than Firefighters’ and Police schemes).  

Fewer schemes who missed the annual benefit statement (ABS) deadline for 
any active members reported this to TPR than in 2019 (29% vs. 42%). A fifth 
(18%) made a breach of the law report. Those schemes which did not report 
the missed deadline typically said this was because it was not seen as material 
as few statements were affected or it was a very short delay. 

As in 2019, the vast majority of schemes (92%) reported that every statement 
they sent out contained all the data required by regulations. 

1.8 Resolving issues 
Around 10,000 complaints were estimated to have been made to public 
service schemes in the last year. This equated to 0.6 complaints per 
1,000 members, a similar ratio to in 2019.  

On average, half (50%) of all complaints entered the Internal Dispute 
Resolution (IDR) process and 22% of these were upheld. 

The types of complaints entering the IDR process varied by scheme type, but 
overall the most common related to eligibility for ill health benefit (46%) and 
disputes or queries about the amount of benefit paid (39%). 
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1.9 Reporting breaches 
The vast majority of schemes maintained documented records of 
breaches of the law identified (98%), included the decision on whether to 
report to TPR in these records (95%), and provided the pension board 
with reports on any breaches (95%). 

Over a third of schemes (37%) identified breaches of the law in the previous 12 
months (excluding those relating to annual benefit statements), and 5% had 
reported any breaches to TPR (a decrease from 8% in 2019).  

Local Government schemes were most likely to have identified breaches of the 
law (55%) and Police schemes least likely (14%). 

1.10 Addressing governance and administration issues 
The remediation (McCloud) process, scheme complexity and the volume 
of changes required to comply with legislation were seen as the top 
barriers to improving scheme governance and administration in the next 
12 months. 

Two-thirds (65%) of schemes identified the remediation process as one of the 
top three barriers they faced to improving governance and administration, an 
increase from 42% in the 2019 survey. Similar proportions also cited the 
complexity of the scheme (62%) and the volume of changes required to comply 
with legislation (61%) as major barriers (with the latter increasing from 49% in 
2019). 

The remediation process was the most commonly identified barrier for ‘Other’ 
(91%), Firefighters’ (79%) and Police schemes (81%), but fewer Local 
Government schemes selected it as one of the major challenges they faced 
(47%). 

Improved governance and administration was primarily attributed to a 
better understanding of the risks facing the scheme. 

Most schemes (68%) felt that the improvements they made to scheme 
governance and administration over the previous 12 months were down to an 
improved understanding of the risks facing the scheme. This was followed by 
better understanding of the underlying legislation and standards expected by 
TPR (46%) and resources being increased or redeployed to address risks 
(42%). 

1.11 COVID-19 pandemic 
Almost all schemes had a business continuity plan in place prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and these were widely felt to have been effective. 

The vast majority (95%) of schemes had a business continuity plan (BCP) in 
place before the first COVID-19 lockdown started in March 2020, with 59% 
having their own BCP and 36% using their local authority’s BCP.  
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Most of these (87%) judged their BCP to have been effective in helping the 
scheme respond to the pandemic, with 60% describing it as ‘very effective’. 
The main barriers to implementing the BCP were felt to have been the 
suitability of IT hardware (31%), ability of staff to work from home (29%) and 
suitability of IT infrastructure (22%). However, a third (35%) did not experience 
any barriers. 

Over nine in ten schemes felt that communications between the scheme 
manager and administrator (97%), the performance of the administrator (94%), 
and the relationship between the scheme manager and the pension board 
(93%) had been effective since the start of the pandemic. 

1.12 Pensions dashboards 
While awareness of the dashboards was near universal and most 
schemes believed they were a good idea, there were some concerns 
about schemes’ ability to implement them. 

The majority of respondents had heard of the pensions dashboards (96%) and 
most also knew that the Pensions Bill 2020 requires trustees and scheme 
managers to provide data to savers through the dashboards (88%). 

There was broad consensus that the dashboards were a good idea for savers 
(89% agreed), but fewer schemes agreed that they would be able to deal with 
any administrative demands involved (40%) and that the dashboards would be 
easy for their scheme to implement (9%). A minority (10%) expected to leave 
preparations as late as possible. 

The main challenges schemes expected to face when preparing for the 
dashboards were software compatibility (75%) and knowing what is required 
(58%). Most expected to learn more about the requirements from their scheme 
advisory board (69%), the Pensions Dashboards Programme (63%) or TPR 
(61%). 

1.13 Climate change 
Nine in ten Local Government schemes had allocated time or resources 
to assessing any financial risks and opportunities arising from climate 
change, and most were aware of the Taskforce on Climate-related 
Financial Disclosures (TCFD). 

The survey questions on climate change were asked only of Local Government 
schemes (as these are the only funded PS schemes). Overall, 91% had 
allocated time or resources to assessing climate change risks/opportunities, 
but fewer had assessed particular climate-related scenarios (66%), tracked 
their portfolio’s carbon intensity (60%) or assessed their portfolio’s potential 
contribution to global warming (29%).  

Two-thirds (68%) had added climate-related risks to their risk register, and 
around two-fifths had regularly covered these issues at board meetings (42%), 
assigned responsibility to a specified individual or sub-committee (37%) and 
incorporated targets into their climate policy (37%). 
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Approaching three-fifths of schemes gave significant consideration to the risk 
of transitioning to a low carbon economy (58%) and climate-related 
opportunities (57%) in their investment and funding strategy, but fewer 
considered physical risks (34%) or the participating employer’s exposure 
(16%). 

The majority of schemes (83%) were aware of the work of the TCFD, and 22% 
made disclosures as recommended by the TCFD. 

1.14 Perceptions of TPR 
More schemes agreed that TPR was fair, clear, approachable and 
evidence-based than in 2019. 

The proportion of schemes that agreed TPR was fair increased from 66% in 
2019 to 77% in the 2020-21 survey. There was also increased agreement that 
TPR was clear (from 70% to 77%), approachable (from 76% to 81%) and 
evidence-based (from 71% to 76%). 

As in 2019, of the various descriptors of TPR that were asked about, schemes 
were most likely to agree that TPR was visible (84%), respected (84%) and 
approachable (81%), and least likely to see the organisation as decisive (63%) 
and tough (52%). 

TPR was widely felt to be effective at improving standards of governance 
and administration. It was also perceived to be clear about its 
administration expectations, effective at changing behaviour among its 
regulated audiences, and proactive at reducing risks to member benefits. 

Overall, 87% of schemes judged TPR to be very or fairly effective at improving 
standards of governance and administration in public service pension schemes 
(unchanged from 2019). Every ‘Other’ scheme (100%) felt that TPR was 
effective in this regard. 

The majority of schemes also agreed that TPR clearly explains its expectations 
in respect of administration (84%), is effective at bringing about the right 
changes in behaviour among its regulated audiences (79%) and is proactive at 
reducing serious risks to members’ benefits (75%). Again, ‘Other’ schemes 
were typically most positive about these areas.  
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