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IF THIS IS THE ANSWER WHAT WAS  
THE QUESTION? 
In the American television game show Jeopardy, contestants are given 
clues and are asked to frame their answers in the form of a question. In 
the financial services industry, companies often spend too much time 
in ‘answer mode’, with clever marketing people designing product 
features and benefits, but without really considering whether they’re 
fundamentally addressing their clients’ questions, problems or needs. 
That inward-looking approach could be putting people’s financial 
futures in jeopardy.  

Let’s look at the market for defined contribution investment solutions 
in particular. There is a lot of noise in the pension industry about DC 
investments, both for the accumulation and decumulation of savings. 
The debate continues to rage over various options: contract versus 
trust; target date funds versus lifestyle administration; annuities versus 
drawdown; member engagement versus automatic/default strategies; 
the list goes on. The debate often gets quite heated, with people 
holding very deep-seated views that one or the other is the ideal 
solution – while pillorying others. Meanwhile, the numerous 
conversions the same individuals go through, as they change what 
they are selling, does little to enhance the industry’s credibility as a 
provider for members’ long-term savings.  

We think at the heart of this is that, all too frequently, individuals are so 
keen to extol the virtues of the answers their solutions provide that 
they forget to consider what the client’s underlying question is and 
analyse what this means for their product development strategy. In our 
view, this debate can only really be settled, not by looking at ‘who’s got 
the better solution’, but rather who best understands the problem they 
are seeking to answer.  

Take the charge cap, for instance, a necessary protection for end-
investors while the industry evaluates what constitutes value for 
money and how it can improve the governance of buying decisions on 
behalf of unengaged and/or poorly informed members. Although not 
all will agree, the industry’s success will be measured, not by the 
charge cap being lowered further in the future, but by it no longer 
being needed – healthy, innovative and competitive industries should 
not need artificial price controls in the long term.  

Remember it should be our job to align our services with the buyer’s 
needs, rather than force the buyer to align with our products. In this 
regard, our own research into members’ views of the accumulation and 
decumulation phases of their lives has yielded some interesting 
findings – some self-evident, others less so.  

When it comes to accumulation, members have told us in our research 
studies that they want a solution that is flexible with regard to when 
they retire and how they use their money. So far, so obvious. 

More surprising, perhaps, very few members we speak to want to have 
to make decisions for themselves. They’re happy to delegate to the 
experts. Yet too often we are seeing exactly this happening, with 
unsuspecting members being asked to make decisions, such as: when 
they are going to retire exactly (to the day); and how they are going to 
use their money (cash-in, annuity or drawdown?) 

Worse still, some members are being automatically segmented into 
these strategies that have precise assumptions based on incomplete 
membership data. Our view has long been that in most cases a single 
default strategy that meets the majority of members’ needs to provide 
flexibility over when and how they retire is more aligned with the 
problem that we are being asked to solve.  

Once in the decumulation phase, typically scheme members tell us that 
they want their savings to provide a good yet predictable income over 
their remaining life. And if they die early, they want to pass on whatever 
money remains in their pension pot to their family to provide for their 
futures.  

They want their income to be protected against high inflation, and the 
opportunity to make additional withdrawals or a complete withdrawal 
– at no cost and at any time.  

Members want investment and drawdown decisions to be consistent 
with these objectives. And they want them to be made on their behalf 
by a competent investment manager. And it’s important to members 
that investment activity is overseen by an independent governance 
body that is responsible for ensuring their savings are well managed 
relative to their objectives. And finally, the price they pay has to 
represent good value for money. Our view is that a simple low-cost, 
age-related multi-asset drawdown fund embedding all these features 
can robustly meet these needs. Indeed, as a simple low-cost, age-
related multi-asset accumulation fund did beforehand. 

This is something we have actively sought to build into our pre-
retirement and at-retirement solutions at AB. Retirement Bridge is our 
at-retirement solution to this. The product seeks to provide a 
sustainable, growing income in the early stages of decumulation. 
Crucially, unlike the current range of drawdown funds available in the 
UK, it is affordable and has been made available to DC scheme 
members aged 55 to 75, regardless of the amount of their pension 
savings. Best of all, Retirement Bridge allows our members to keep 
control of their accumulated pension savings until they’ve decided on 
their retirement plans. 

The investment building blocks of both Retirement Bridge and our 
accumulation solutions are target date funds (TDFs). We believe TDFs 
are the right answer to the right questions. 
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They are simple for members to understand – our research shows 
TDFs are more intuitive than lifestyle strategies. TDFs are proactively 
managed and offer more agile asset allocation that can be adapted to 
changing market events and regulatory change. They offer good value 
for money. And the use of open architecture offers schemes the 
opportunity to tailor the objectives to their own membership and to 
efficiently augment the underlying passive funds with active funds of 
their choice. 

Put together, we believe this approach creates a seamless journey for 
scheme members throughout their lives, from saving for retirement 
through to taking their benefits. We think this is a good example of 
making sure we’re asking ourselves the right question. As well as 
building products that answer the question. Surely that’s a better way 
to avoid a future filled with jeopardy 




