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Introduction: Pensions Imperilment 
and Political Economy

The United Kingdom (UK) pensions system is in danger. How did we get 
here? Moreover, what exactly is it that is endangering UK pensions? In short, 
the UK’s dysfunctional political economy. This book contends that private 
pensions provision has become increasingly incompatible with the develop-
ment of the UK’s financialized economy—precisely because key aspects of 
provision have been transformed in the image of financialization, and the 
political-economic forces the process privileges. It shows policy-makers grap-
pling, quintessentially, with a single dilemma: how to mitigate the impact 
and imperatives of financialization, in a system entirely entwined with the 
process. Amid a wider process of welfare retrenchment, the state is being 
dragged into private pensions provision in the UK, in ad hoc, unthinking, 
and occasionally perverse ways. In a sense, at the root of pensions imperil-
ment is the failure of the present (that is, the early/mid-twenty-first century) 
to look remotely like the future imagined in the relatively recent past (that is, 
the mid-/late twentieth century). Specifically, today’s workers—that is, 
today’s pensions savers—are not only radically different to the future work-
force imagined at the ‘peak’ of collectivist private provision in the 1960s and 
1970s, arguably they are rather different from that foreseen even at the very 
end of the twentieth century, when the promotion of individualized pensions 
provision became an explicit goal of pensions policy and economic statecraft 
more generally. Futures fail. But has this ever not been so? Pensions provi-
sion is about transferring our income from the stage at life at which we can 
earn more, to the later stage when we probably cannot. However, it is also 
about our profoundly human inability to execute such a transfer, without the 
co-operation of future generations.

All economic activity in a capitalist economy is future-oriented. Pensions 
provision is sometimes understood in terms of its elongated time horizons; 
that is, its focus on the very, very long term. Yet this is a misrepresentation: 
pensions provision is actually about how we mitigate our own inevitable fail-
ure to accurately foresee the futures to which our economic activity is 
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orient ed. And so, this, in short, is where we are: no longer able to tolerate our 
own temporality. The design and regulation of private pensions provision 
has become ever more fixated on the mitigation of future risks, but has 
become increasingly detached from the mechanisms by which uncertainty is 
addressed, and as such its own quintessential function. The state is (reluc-
tantly) mopping up (some of) the spillage. Of course, pensions provision is 
not simply the victim of financialization. On the one hand, in long intersect-
ing the dominant features of British capitalism, private pensions provision in 
the UK has also served to drive the process. On the other hand, as this book 
shows, pensions policy-makers have enjoyed a degree of autonomy in devel-
oping UK pensions provision amid financialization; for myriad reasons, they 
have used it unwisely.

Anybody who has taken an interest in the recent development of UK 
 pensions policy, and/or pensions provision, will recognize that the notion 
that the UK is suffering a ‘pensions crisis’ has become incredibly prevalent. It 
is promulgated by tabloid editors eager for an eye-catching headline, and fre-
quently invoked by politicians needing to justify their latest initiative—to the 
extent that it has almost become a cliché. Among the most popular ex plan-
ations for how the UK pensions system finds itself in crisis are: population 
ageing (above all); government incompetence (or that of the previous gov-
ernment); government malevolence (ditto); a failure to save on the part of 
irresponsible individuals (particularly the young); an inability to save on the 
part of poorer groups (ditto); the self-interest of employers undermining 
their workers’ hard-fought pension rights; the vested interests of trade 
unions making unaffordable demands; the self-interest of financial service 
providers leading to ‘rip-off ’ pension products; over-regulation; under-
regu la tion; the European Union; and the implications of the 2008 financial 
crisis. None of these explanations will suffice in accounting for the present 
state of UK private pensions (whether or not we accept the narrative of 
 crisis), but each tells a part of a story which is invariably multi-layered, 
 contradictory, and contested. Some are certainly more relevant factors than 
others in accounting for the imperilment of private pensions provision in the 
UK—yet even the mere invocation of each one tells us something about how 
we got to where we are, and where things might go next.

As indicated above, the explanation for the ‘pensions crisis’ which is 
invoked most often—certainly among elites, but also within popular dis-
course to some extent—is population ageing (referred to more colloquially 
as ‘the ageing society’). Its extent and impact (and political implications) will 
be explored further in the next section. Population ageing is the apparent 
meta-trend which underpins many of the other explanations listed above; 
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sometimes explicitly, sometimes only implicitly. The fact that there are more 
older people alive today than ever before, in part because of increases in life 
expectancy, means that most of the traditional ways of funding retirement 
incomes privately have become unsustainable—or at least this is how the 
argument goes. The ageing/longevity argument obviously has some merit. 
But we must be careful not to accept at face value the notion that population 
ageing is inherently dangerous for pensions provision. If there is an ageing-
induced crisis, its genesis lies in how the UK pensions system interacts with 
the apparent fact of demographic change, rather than any inevitable conse-
quences of demographic change. The population has been ageing at a steep 
rate for a very long time—indeed, for much longer than the UK has had 
large-scale private pensions provision. Moreover, the book will suggest that 
it is precisely how policy-makers, providers, and employers have decided to 
respond to, and indeed define, population ageing that has placed the UK pen-
sions system in greater peril. The inter-generational bargains at the heart of 
pensions provision are coming unstuck—but this is partly because we have 
started to neglect the importance of these bargains in the first place. To clar-
ify, the book does not dispute the possibility that private pensions in the UK 
are, in many important senses, in crisis. The book is about this crisis, but it is 
also implicitly about the narratives of pensions crisis, most of which can be 
considered part of the problem they ostensibly seek to identify and resolve. 
The real crisis is not simply one of various exogenous processes impacting 
upon pensions provision; it is also of the way we understand what pensions 
are, and relatedly, of how pensions policy and practice relate to the UK econ-
omy as a whole.

In short, private pensions provision in the UK has been increasingly 
 individualized, a process which has dismantled solidaristic pensions practice 
and, as importantly, served to obscure the inherently cross-generational 
nature of pensions provision. This process is intimately bound up with broader 
processes of neoliberalization, as individualized provision encompasses 
 individuals being responsible for securing their own financial well-being via 
the market, and financialization, as individuals are required to engage ever 
more intimately with financial services providers. In a sense, pensions 
imperilment is a consequence of the failure of neoliberalization and finan-
cialization: as individuals have been largely unable to manage their own 
retirement risks, in part because capital market performance has proved an 
unreliable partner. However, individualization serves by definition to imperil 
pensions provision insofar as it conflicts with the temporality of pensions as 
a mechanism for managing future failures amid generational change. Can a 
sustainable pensions future be forged? We shall see.
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The book contends that understanding these circumstances more 
 satisfactorily—and therefore the possibility of transformative change—
requires a political economy of private pensions provision in the UK. 
Crucially, this broad approach firmly locates pensions provision within the 
capitalist economy, but also, secondarily, acknowledges the role of pensions 
provision in the cross-generational management of capitalism. On this basis, 
while the book concentrates empirically on the UK, it places developments 
in the UK in a comparative context, and moves towards a new understand-
ing of the relationship between pensions, temporality, and capitalism—in 
large part by documenting the marginalization of this (implicit) understand-
ing within pensions policy. This introductory chapter will outline the book’s 
key arguments in more detail. Section 1.1 considers what is meant by pen-
sions provision, and the forms it has taken in the UK in recent years, and 
reflects briefly on the significance of population ageing in this regard. In 
order to explore the book’s theoretical perspective in more depth, 
Section  1.2 focuses on the concept and relevance of financialization, 
and  Section  1.3 considers the cross-generational nature of pensions 
 provision. Section  1.4 elucidates the book’s analytical approach and core 
argument, as well as its main contents (and recommendations).

1.1.  Pensions and Pensions Policy in the UK

Defining what pensions are is not necessarily a straightforward endeavour. 
At the most basic level, a pension can be defined as a regular retirement 
income, ostensibly designed to replace earnings from employment. This is 
probably how most people would understand a pension. Increasingly, when 
we think about pensions (particularly private provision), we usually also 
think about the accumulation dimension too, that is, the means by which we 
put money aside (which can be understood as both saving for and investing 
in a pension) over the lifecourse so that we have funds to draw upon, or 
decumulate, when we reach retirement. Accumulation procedures actually 
receive far more attention than the decumulation phase in social science 
scholarship on pensions, particularly that which is focused on pensions as a 
form of welfare provision. This is probably because decumulation has trad-
ition al ly been rather straightforward but, as explored in Chapter 6, this can 
no longer be taken for granted as individualized provision becomes more 
dominant.

A pension need not take the form of individuals putting money aside 
purely for their own retirement; in fact, pensions almost always do not take 



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 21/11/20, SPi

Introduction 5

this form in any direct sense. The process of individualization means private 
pensions provision in the UK is coming to resemble this common-sense 
understanding (with deleterious consequences), although this would repre-
sent only a partial reading of recent developments. ‘Collectivised’ forms of 
private pensions provision, where risks are shared with fellow savers, 
employers, and providers (and occasionally the state, albeit usually only 
nominally) remain a definitive dimension of any pensions landscape. In the 
UK, private pensions provision has usually taken the form of collectivized 
‘defined benefit’ schemes, although their coverage was never close to univer-
sal. The emergence of individualized ‘defined contribution’ schemes, 
re placing the defined benefit model, is the core focus of this book.

The fact that the saving process, whether individualized or collectivized, 
mainly involves sacrificing a proportion of our earnings during working age 
is important for understanding the form that private pensions usually take, 
since it means that ways must be found to maintain or enhance the value of 
that sacrifice over many years, and usually decades. In private provision in 
the UK, this generally means investment in capital markets by ‘pension 
funds’ which consist of the accumulated capital of scheme members 
(although the imaginary of a pension fund has been increasingly prob lem-
atized in the UK by individualization). Crucially, it also means the underpin-
ning of value across time by a ‘temporal anchor’ (that is, employers, in 
defined benefit provision), irrespective of capital market performance. This 
mechanism is central to the purpose of pensions provision regarding the 
management of failed futures, yet has been steadily eroded by policy reforms 
over recent decades. While this book’s focus is pensions policy rather than 
pension outcomes, it should be acknowledged, beyond all doubt, that 
in equal ities in pension outcomes reflect the inequalities experienced and 
disadvantages suffered by different groups within the labour market, spe cif-
ic al ly those with low earnings and incomplete employment histories 
(whether due to unemployment or caring responsibilities). Disadvantages 
arising from gender, class, ethnicity, and disability shape pension outcomes—as 
do the precarious labour market conditions increasingly experienced by 
young people. Individualization has arguably deepened this problem, yet has 
been pursued by policy-makers with little concern for the variable suitability 
of individualized provision across different groups (in fact, as explored in 
Chapter 5, the promotion of defined contribution provision is often justified 
by policy-makers in relation to its greater ‘flexibility’ for those with non-
standard careers).

Although this book’s focus is private pensions, it should be noted that the 
state pension remains a hugely important aspect of pensions provision in the 



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 21/11/20, SPi

6 Pensions Imperilled

UK (as in most countries)—although an attempt by successive governments 
to tilt the balance from state to private helps to explain the book’s focus on 
the latter. The various state pension benefits compensate for some of the 
in equal ities in private provision (a mixture of basic or flat-rate and means-
tested benefits), but far from adequately. As explored in Chapter  3, most 
pension systems are considered ‘multi-pillar’ insofar as they combine state 
provision with mandatory and voluntary private provision. (The UK does 
not have mandatory private provision but, until recently, had a ‘second’ state 
pension, on top of the ‘basic’ state pension, which performed a similar func-
tion.) State pension provision does not involve saving in any conventional 
sense, but rather the ‘purchase’, through taxation, of an entitlement to an 
income in later life (that is, after ‘State Pension Age’ (SPA)). In practice, this 
retirement income is funded by current taxation and borrowing, just as the 
taxes paid by today’s pensioners during their working life paid for the state 
pensions of yesterday’s pensioners. Accordingly, accumulated state pension 
funds are not invested in any direct sense. There is virtually no society in the 
world in which the main state pension benefit is financed directly via invest-
ment, by public authorities, in capital markets. The state is such a large 
 component of the capitalist economy, with inimitable risk-spreading, 
 revenue-raising, and money-printing capacities, it would unnecessarily 
jeopardize the solvency of provision to do so. Secondary state pensions are 
occasionally financed in this manner, but generally only when the resulting 
funds can be used strategically by the state as an (international) investment 
vehicle (admittedly, there are no straightforward examples of such arrange-
ments). Similarly, even where a different form of tax is levied to fund state 
pension provision (as ‘national insurance’ in the UK is often understood), it 
again makes no economic sense for such revenue to reside in a hypothecated 
fund to pay only for pensions and related benefits—if it did, the money 
raised would lose value instantly and dramatically.

The non-investment of accumulated state pension contributions contrasts 
with most private pension vehicles, whereby the pension scheme itself is 
really a conduit for investing in a very large number of financial products, 
with the responsibility for investment decisions in this regard bestowed upon 
trustees—or scheme managers in the absence of trustees, who in turn  usually 
outsource decisions to fund managers. Of course, while the state does not 
hypothecate the tax contributions made by tomorrow’s pensioners in order 
to directly fund investment, the state itself can be understood to be making 
vast, collectivized investments in support of the economy, thereby helping to 
generate the economic value, and ultimately tax revenue, which funds the 
state pension (among other things). Problematically, however, this rather 
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unremarkable situation has become quite contentious; this book contends 
that a failure to recognize the value of the state’s role as a pensions provider—
as the ultimate temporal anchor—is part of the story of how the UK pensions 
system has become imperilled.

Before outlining more specifically the arrangements that characterize UK 
pensions provision, it is worth at this point reiterating and reflecting upon 
the scope of the book. In short, the book is interested in the political and 
economic institutions and processes that provide for retirement incomes. Its 
specific, empirical focus is how public policy acts to produce and reproduce 
these institutions and processes. It is, in a sense, an account of how policy-
makers have stewarded the development of the UK’s ‘pensions system’—
albeit acknowledging the problematic nature of this term. We should 
question whether, rather than assume that, there is anything particularly sys-
tematic about the way different forms of pensions provision knit together. It 
is certainly not the case that every policy decision or initiative affecting 
 pensions provision is devised with reference to how it interacts with other 
features of provision (even if greater alignment in this regard is occasionally 
lauded as a policy priority). Moreover, as suggested above, a person’s retire-
ment income (or financial security more generally) may come from sources 
that are not necessarily commonly defined as aspects of pensions provision. 
That said, however, there is a need to focus, firstly, on the most important 
dimensions of pensions provision, to ensure analysis relevant to how most 
people acquire most of their retirement income; and, secondly, on the issues 
that reveal most about how the UK tends to approach pensions provision, 
and indeed the apparent crisis in provision.

The book surveys, for the most part, a rather intense period in the devel-
opment of UK pensions provision, focusing generally on the period in which 
promoting individualized provision became an important policy objective 
(we can date this to the 1980s, although the agenda intensified from the late 
1990s onwards, under the New Labour government). It peers further back 
into UK pensions history where necessary, and specifically in Chapter 2. It 
was the Thatcher government which first signalled its support for defined 
contribution saving through the extension of ‘contracting out’ subsidies. In 
its first term, New Labour insisted that most employers offer defined contri-
bution ‘stakeholder pensions’ for most employees, and later (based on the 
recommendation of the Pensions Commission, chaired by Adair Turner, 
which sat from 2003 to 2006) legislated for ‘automatic enrolment’ (or ‘auto-
enrolment’) into a defined contribution scheme if no alternative existed. 
New Labour also sought to simplify dramatically the way that private pen-
sions provision interacts with the tax system, through its ‘A-Day’ reforms in 
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2006—providing for pensions tax relief aligned to the emergence of defined 
contribution provision. New Labour was equally active in the state pension 
sphere, introducing the State Second Pension (S2P) in its first term and, fol-
lowing the Commission’s advice, altering its design to facilitate over several 
decades the evolution of the main state pension into a largely flat-rate bene-
fit. The other major reform triggered by the Pensions Commission was an 
increase in the age at which people become entitled to the state pension, 
from 65 to 68 by 2046. It is also worth mentioning the introduction of the 
means-tested pensioner benefit, Pension Credit, to mitigate the growth of 
‘pensioner poverty’, as well as an array of other pensioner benefits, of which 
the Winter Fuel Payment is the most well known.

Recent years have been hardly less intense than the 2000s; the centrality of 
pensions policy to the Conservative–Liberal Democrat Coalition govern-
ment of 2010–15, and the Conservative governments of 2015 onwards, has 
probably been underestimated. The Coalition took auto-enrolment forwards 
toward implementation (making several important modifications in doing 
so) and oversaw the operationalization of the National Employment Savings 
Trust as a key dimension of the auto-enrolment landscape. It also legislated 
for the introduction of fairly novel ‘collective defined contribution’ (CDC) 
schemes—albeit with limited impact to date—and, at the same time, and 
most notoriously, transformed defined contribution decumulation pro ced-
ures by ‘liberating’ the annuities market (the so-called pension freedoms, 
discussed further in Chapter 6). An agenda on reforming pensions tax relief 
has been driven by the perceived need to reduce public expenditure (or, in 
this case, tax revenue foregone), although the most ambitious elements of 
this agenda have been abandoned. Investment decisions by pension funds 
have also become increasingly politicized, as policy-makers ostensibly 
sought to support economic ‘rebalancing’—although, as discussed in 
Chapter 7, this agenda is largely illusory. In terms of the state pension, the 
Coalition legislated for a drastic reform of UK state pension provision by 
merging the Basic State Pension and S2P (or, arguably, abolishing S2P) into a 
‘single-tier state pension’ (STSP), hastening New Labour’s plans for a flat-rate 
state pension benefit. The state pension became far less generous as a result, 
thereby increasing the importance of private provision. The timetable for 
increasing SPA has also been accelerated significantly. It does seem, however, 
that the change of leadership from David Cameron to Theresa May, and sub-
sequently to Boris Johnson—and, most importantly, the all-consuming 
Brexit process and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic—has brought about a 
period of relative quiet in the development of UK pensions policy. The 
departure of George Osborne as Chancellor of the Exchequer after the Brexit 



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 21/11/20, SPi

Introduction 9

vote in 2016 has probably been decisive in this regard; Osborne made 
 frequent incursions into the territory of pensions policy. If this book’s 
contention is correct, the quiet will not last: policy-makers will frequently 
be  drawn into addressing the implications of pensions imperilment in the 
UK—most obviously the flawed and hubristic decisions of their predecessors.

1.1.1  The Impact of Population Ageing

Recent pensions policy developments in the UK—as elsewhere, to some 
extent—have been driven ostensibly by concerns about population ageing 
(Berry, 2016a). What exactly has been the impact of population ageing on 
UK pensions provision? There are several ways to answer this question. Yet 
there are also several ways in which to ask it: too often, analysis of the pen-
sions crisis assumes that this question is an unproblematic and largely neu-
tral one. In fact, asking the question in this way serves to silence a number of 
contestable assumptions. As such, given that population ageing is part of the 
framing of most perspectives that claim the UK pensions system is in crisis, 
or severely imperilled, there is a need to reflect briefly here on the book’s 
perspective on this issue, before its broader perspective on pensions imperil-
ment is outlined.

The book does not intend to understate the difficulty of providing decent 
pensions in a rapidly ageing society. Population ageing is undoubtedly a real 
phenomenon. But this does not mean that how pensions policy-makers, 
employers, and the pensions industry have chosen to respond to this trend 
represents the only possible response, or indeed the most effective response—
and certainly not the most progressive response. As John Macnicol (2015: 
66) argues, ‘[p]opulation ageing today tends to be debated in a manner less 
than wholly rational, with long-known demographic trends being presented 
as entirely novel, historically unprecedented and apocalyptic’. We must be 
clear, for instance, that population ageing is very much a global phe nom-
enon, and ageing in the UK is relatively unremarkable in the context of other 
countries’ experiences (Philipson, 2013). In 2018, the proportion of the UK 
population aged 65 or over was 18 per cent.1 This is higher than the propor-
tion in the United States (US) and Canada (16 and 17 per cent, respectively) 
but lower than aggregate figures for the EU-28 (20 per cent), and France, 
Germany, and Japan (20, 22, and 28 per cent, respectively). Indeed, based on 

1 The population data in this section are taken from the OECD’s elderly population dataset, which is 
available at https://data.oecd.org/pop/elderly-population.htm.
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this measure, the UK population has aged significantly more slowly than the 
rest of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) in the post-war era, since in the 1950s only France and Austria had 
65 or over populations comparable to the UK’s (11 per cent in 1955)—and 
both of these now have higher proportions. The notion that population 
 ageing is a uniquely British problem requiring unique British problems is 
therefore far too simplistic. Ultimately, how UK pensions provision responds 
must be—and will be—in tune to a significant degree with existing practices, 
as the impact of ageing will affect each country’s dominant forms of pensions 
provision in relatively distinctive ways. But we must remain alert to the (very 
strong) possibility that the challenges arising from population ageing in the 
UK are the product of flaws and vulnerabilities in traditional UK pensions 
practice, rather than the experience of ageing per se.

The most contestable assumption in prevailing discourses around longev-
ity in the UK is that population ageing is a novel phenomenon—with the 
implication that it is therefore inherently threatening insofar as it disrupts a 
hitherto well-functioning model of pensions provision. The actual evidence 
is rather complicated. In 2014–16, male life expectancy in England and 
Wales was 79.2 years, and female life expectancy was 82.9 years.2 Just over a 
hundred years earlier, in 1910–12, the figures were, respectively, 51.5 and 
55.4. The increase is stark, yet perhaps serves to underline the fact that 
increasing longevity has been a feature of the UK pensions landscape for a 
very long time. Life expectancy has been rising rapidly since the late nine-
teenth century, before most of what we now know as ‘traditional’ forms of 
pensions provision in the UK were established. Adjustments to provision 
were made throughout the previous century in order to mitigate increasing 
longevity, but we have also seen during this period—and even in recent dec-
ades—an enormous extension of some forms of provision in terms of both 
generosity and coverage, including a sizeable reduction in SPA in 1940, con-
sistent efforts to improve women’s state pension entitlements and outcomes, 
and the inclusion of a far greater proportion of employees within occupa-
tional schemes.

Arguably, of course, the more relevant measure for the impact of popula-
tion ageing on pensions provision might be life expectancy at 65. The 
increase in this regard has been more recent; to simplify, earlier progress was 

2 The life expectancy data in this section are taken from the ONS’s decennial life tables and national 
life tables. The latest information at the time of writing was published in, respectively, September 2015 
and September 2017, and is available at http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/births-
deathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bulletins/englishlifetablesno17/2015-09-01 and https://www.ons.
gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bulletins/nationallif
etablesunitedkingdom/2014to2016#life-expectancy-at-older-ages.
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due to success in largely eradicating childhood mortality, but progress since 
the 1950s has been due to advancements in the treatments of conditions 
affecting older people, such as heart disease, as well as lifestyle improvements 
more generally. As such, it is not simply the case that, on average, people are 
more likely to reach retirement, but also that, when they do, they are in 
receipt of pension income for longer. This is obviously an important consid-
eration for forms of pensions provision whereby the ‘sponsors’—whether the 
state or private employers—commit to funding pensions at a certain level 
(and with automatic or near-automatic indexation) for the rest of the recipi-
ent’s life. In essence, these sponsors rather than individuals shoulder ‘the 
longevity risk’ in a direct sense. But are increases in life expectancy at 65 as 
significant as we tend to assume? In 1910–12, men reaching 65 in England 
and Wales lived on average for a further 11 years, and women for a further 
12.4 years. In 2014–16, the figures were, respectively, 18.5 and 20.9. The 
question of whether this represents a substantial increase, enough on its own 
to seriously undermine, for instance, defined benefit pensions provision, can 
only be answered subjectively. There are clearly far too many variables 
regarding the particular demographics of pension schemes’ membership, 
and other changes to how pensions are funded and regulated, to determine 
objectively what the impact of these increases has been on the actual risks 
shouldered by specific sponsors. We know, for instance, that life expectancy 
varies sharply by geography and social class, as a result of (worsening) health 
inequalities (Thomas et al., 2010).

We can also question the conventional wisdom that this increase has 
occurred unexpectedly. Female life expectancy at 65 has been rising steadily, 
at around a year per decade, since the 1930s. Of course, men are more likely 
to have been in work, and to have worked for employers with occupational 
pension schemes; male life expectancy rose more slowly from around the 
middle of the twentieth century, but then more quickly since the 1970s. 
However, even this trend throws doubt upon the conventional wisdom that 
longevity increases have occurred at an unexpectedly rapid rate, since the 
trend was already evident as pensions provision, generally speaking, was 
expanding. (It would of course have been unreasonable not to expect that 
male life expectancy would begin to catch up with that of women, perhaps 
even more swiftly than has actually been evident.) It is also worth noting 
that, while life expectancy from 65 onwards might be the more relevant 
measure for considering the direct impact of population ageing on pensions 
provision, simultaneous increases in longevity in general mean that, as noted 
above, greater numbers of people are reaching 65 in the first place. Other 
things being equal, this provides for a larger population of savers and 
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taxpayers through which current pensions for those in retirement can be 
funded, mitigating the (very welcome) decline in morbidity.

None of this is to suggest that ‘old age dependency ratio’ (OADR; i.e. the 
proportion of people in retirement whose income is generally funded by 
working-age cohorts)—something which is relevant to individualized as well 
as collectivized pensions provision, as explained in Chapter 4—has not 
increased. In 2002, there were 298 people aged above SPA in the UK for 
every 1,000 aged between 16 and SPA.3 This had risen to 311 people by 2012 
(actually a lower ratio than had been forecast a few years earlier). According 
to the latest estimates, by 2022, as a result of increases in SPA (which are not 
necessarily automatically implemented in private pensions schemes), the 
OADR will have fallen significantly, with 295 people aged above SPA for 
every 1,000 aged between 16 and SPA. However, this will have risen again to 
335 by 2032. It is worth pointing out that analysis of the OADR often over-
looks the fact that the child dependency ratio is simultaneously falling. What 
matters in the real world of pensions provision is not necessarily the 
 numbers dependent, but rather the actual implications of ‘dependence’. If 
there are fewer children to care for as a proportion of the population then, 
other things being equal, there are more resources for older people 
(Macnicol, 2015: 81).

Yet the proportion of older people in relation to younger cohorts is not 
related solely to longevity. As a result of ‘baby boom’ periods, some cohorts 
are significantly bigger than others, and the recent and forecast increase in 
the retired population is partly a result of the major baby boom cohorts of 
the early post-war era reaching and approaching retirement, surviving in 
greater numbers than other cohorts irrespective of longevity improvements. 
There are other baby boom cohorts currently moving through the lifecourse, 
such as the large cohort of people in their mid-twenties born in the early 
1990s, and the very large cohort of people born in the early 2010s. There was 
also a significant increase in the birth rate in the UK in the early 1970s—this 
cohort are now in their mid-forties, notionally approaching their peak earn-
ing potential, and much more likely than not to be saving for a pension in 
some form. Clearly, it is much more difficult to predict future birth rates than 
it is to predict future increases in longevity, because the former will depend 
on a range of cultural and economic factors—some of which are rather 
intangible—whereas the latter results for the most part from advances in 

3 The OADR data in this section are taken from the ONS’s national population projections, specifically 
an ad hoc report published in July 2015, available at https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcom-
munity/populationandmigration/populationprojections/adhocs/004889underlyingoldagedependencyr-
atiodatafromthenationalpopulationprojectionsaccuracyreportreleasedjuly2015.
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medical science. However, and furthermore, it may be that forecasts of 
further longevity increases prove to be overoptimistic. The possibility that 
there is an inherent limit to the amount of time that human beings can live, 
and that we may be approaching this limit, is not a variable that can be con-
trolled for in longevity modelling in any satisfactory way. This is even more 
acutely so in relation to moral limits, which might dissuade future  generations 
from continuing to invest in medical research that extends longevity to 
the  same extent, perhaps due to concerns about declining quality of life 
beyond a certain point. At the time of writing, COVID-19 is disproportion-
ately affecting older populations, especially in terms of morbidity. It remains 
to be seen the extent to which this is reflected in a lower OADR in the years 
ahead, but serves to tragically underline the volatility of any demographic 
trend.

Clearly, the OADR is also influenced by the level of immigration, which is 
in many ways an inherently political choice. The volume of immigration into 
the UK may fluctuate significantly, and unpredictably, based on a com bin-
ation of push and pull factors, and the extent and effectiveness of immigra-
tion control. A high level of working-age immigration in the UK has actually 
tempered the impact of longevity increases on the OADR in recent years—
and indeed has been permitted and encouraged, in part, for precisely this 
reason. At the same time, periods of high immigration tend to precede spikes 
in the birth rate. Brexit will in all likelihood transform this dynamic, albeit in 
ways that are not yet foreseeable (there might be a significant impact on, for 
instance, outward as well as inward migration). Essentially, lower immigra-
tion will increase the OADR in the short term, but may temper increases in 
the ratio over the longer term as there will be fewer second-generation 
immigrants reaching retirement. It is also worth noting here the similarly 
uncomfortable fact that, even when birth rates spike, chronic health in equal-
ities (discussed further below) mean that many members of baby boom 
cohorts are unlikely to reach retirement, or to live in retirement for long 
before dying.

The OADR is also an oversimplification, obviously, insofar as it takes no 
account of the level of employment within the economy. In practical terms, 
only those in employment, and indeed only those paying tax and/or contrib-
uting to a private pension, are contributing directly to the retirement income 
of the supposedly dependent population. Yet the OADR captures virtually 
everyone. The OADR and, far too often, the discourses around longevity and 
the pensions crisis within which the OADR is frequently invoked, also takes 
little account of the fact that the output of capitalist economies (and there-
fore wealth of their participants) tends to grow steadily, due in large part to 
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improvements in productivity. As such, countries like the UK should, other 
things being equal, be able to cope with an ever larger retirement population, 
so long as the economy continues to grow (in per capita terms). The choice 
of how to distribute the proceeds of output growth, especially but not exclu-
sively tax revenues, are the subject of political struggle. Of course, it is 
entirely reasonable to argue that the UK can no longer rely on steady output 
and productivity growth; one of the book’s core motifs in fact is that the pen-
sions crisis is constitutive of and constituted by a wider economic crisis. 
However, this serves to underline the need to understand the line of causal-
ity between variables such as demographic change and pensions crisis in a 
more sophisticated way, chiefly by recognizing the political and economic 
context within which it operates. There is little, if any, evidence that policy-
makers have sought to untangle such dynamics before pressing the ‘individ-
ualization’ and ‘retrenchment’ buttons in the name of population ageing.

There is nothing inevitable about increasing longevity (see Dorling and 
Gietel-Basten, 2017b). Pensions reforms being enacted today are based on 
assumptions that today’s young savers will be alive for significantly longer 
than previous cohorts; of course, this is probably still likely to be the case, 
but cannot be taken for granted. Life expectancy increases began to stall after 
2010, associated with the impact of healthcare spending cuts on mortality, 
and then in fact slightly reversed (Dorling and Gietel-Basten, 2017a). Recent 
Office for National Statistics (ONS) population projections at first treated the 
mid-2010s as a blip, with the rate of increasing life expectancy accelerating 
immediately afterwards before returning to trend. The latest release, how-
ever, sees the trend rate (rather than an accelerated rate) resuming after the 
recent fall (as well as projecting slightly slower increases in the coming dec-
ades than had been projected three years earlier).4 A 2018 ONS study con-
firmed that life expectancy increases from 2011 to 2016 had slowed 
drastically compared to the previous five years. Increases in life expectancy 
at birth slowed by 90 per cent for women, and 76 per cent for men, and 
increases in life expectancy at 65 slowed by 90 per cent for women and 71 
per cent for men. Crucially, the study compared the UK experience to twenty 
similar OECD countries: across all categories, life expectancy had slowed 
more in the UK than any other country, with the single exception of male life 

4 Life expectancy data are available at https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bulletins/nationallifetablesunitedkingdom/2016to2018. See also 
https://ourworldindata.org/whats-happening-to-life-expectancy-in-britain?mc_cid=15bd79a411&mc_eid= 
c7b77ba6cf.
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expectancy at birth (where the slowdown in the US was slightly larger than 
in the UK).5

Overall, we need to be careful not to assume that the impact of population 
ageing on pensions provision can be isolated. In practice, pensions provision 
evolves in relation to a wide range of demographic, political, economic, and 
technological changes at various scales. We must be careful too, as discussed 
above, not to assume that there is an identifiable pensions ‘system’ with nor-
mal modes of functioning, in relation to which population ageing can be 
assessed as an exogenous threat to pensions normality. This is not to under-
state a priori the significance of population ageing, but rather to suggest that 
its significance has to be understood in association with other developments 
that shape its significance, and indeed prevailing interpretations of the trend. 
One of the ironies of the present-day political economy of UK pensions pro-
vision—albeit not one this book has space to speculate on in detail—is that a 
stalling of life expectancy increases should of course alleviate, or at least 
mitigate, the pensions crisis, if indeed population ageing is its main source. 
Alas, such alleviation will not come to pass: the crisis in UK pensions is 
 primarily one of political economy, not demography.

1.2.  Financialization and the Political Economy 
of Pensions

Section  1.1 began, indirectly, to outline the book’s analytical perspective. 
This section discusses it in greater depth via the concept of financialization, 
which is both analytically and empirically significant for the present pur-
poses. A political economy understanding of UK pensions provision and 
pensions policy has been relatively absent from the pension crisis literature, 
and is required to more completely account for the recent development and 
endangerment of UK pensions provision. The literature on UK pensions 
policy is dominated by social policy scholars, with branches also in political 
science and public policy analysis more general. As such, pensions provision 
and pensions policy is generally studied via the analytical lens of welfare, 
with state pension arrangements privileged accordingly. As explored further 
in Chapter 3, private pensions provision is not ignored, but is viewed pri-
marily as the ‘other’ in typologies based primarily on the notion that the 
market begins where the state ends. The key analytical issue therefore is 

5 See https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpec-
tancies/articles/changingtrendsinmortalityaninternationalcomparison/2000to2016.
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determining where (and why) certain regimes place the boundary where 
they do, rather than interrogating how private provision operates (and 
indeed the state’s intimate role in this). The unique nature of pensions provi-
sion as a form of welfare is therefore (inadvertently) obscured. This is not to 
suggest that political economists are currently succeeding in providing a 
critical appreciation of the relationship between pensions policy and real-
world pensions provision as an aspect of the capitalist economy. Insofar as 
pensions are a subject of research, investment practice of private pensions 
funds are the primary focus. As explored in Chapter 7, given the immense 
role of pensions investment in global capital markets, this is understandable. 
But this scholarship has (again, inadvertently) distanced itself from analysis 
of how investment practices relate to developments in social policy and wel-
fare provision; problematically, the analytical space around this relationship 
has been vacated in favour of the narrow approach of mainstream economics 
(as discussed further below).

It is possible to outline at this stage two principal connotations of any 
attempt to construct a political economy of UK pensions. Firstly, the study of 
any economic processes within a capitalist system should be located within a 
framework that recognizes capitalism as a social order with political, cul-
tural, and economic dimensions, which is both reflected in and shaped by 
the distribution and exercise of power. Public policy ostensibly shapes cap-
ital ism, but also reflects its power dynamics. Secondly, and relatedly, such 
study must also acknowledge that the mechanics of capital accumulation are 
not given, but produced and reproduced in social and political institutions. 
The monetary system, credit relations, private property rights, and corporate 
governance forms are among the most pertinent of countless such mechan-
ics that determine the nature of pensions provision.

Accordingly, financialization designates a key trend within the develop-
ment of the capitalist social order in the UK which has impacted profoundly 
on pensions provision as a set of economic processes, and the role of public 
policy in shaping provision. The concept of financialization is one of those 
very rare beasts within social science: sufficiently pliable to enable applica-
tion to a large range of socio-economic phenomena, yet with a relatively 
 narrow meaning, allowing the implications of its application to be almost 
immediately clear. In short, it is about finance, but at the same time, the 
 relationships between finance and wider social and economic practices. 
Financialization, according to Gerald Epstein’s widely cited definition, repre-
sents ‘the increasing role of financial motives, financial markets, financial 
actors and financial institutions in the operation of domestic and inter-
nation al markets’ (Epstein,  2006: 3). Crudely, it means that debt is more 
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prevalent across most dimensions of society, that capital markets and their 
constituent institutions have more influence over social, political, and eco-
nomic life, and that short-term financial returns are pursued ahead of a more 
holistic range of objectives that might once have helped to shape capitalist 
economic practice (see Froud et al.,  2006; Gospel et al.,  2014; Leaver, 
2018a, 2018b). Andrew Leyshon and Nigel Thrift add helpfully therefore that 
financialization has ‘agency at a range of scales’ (2009: 103), emphasizing 
individuals’ experience of and participation in financialization, as well as 
changes within the economy at the macro and meso levels. Certainly, the 
micro-level household or individual dimension of financialization has 
become more important within the literature in recent years: Paul Langley 
(2004) spotted the shift at its earliest stage, charting the evolution of the con-
cept away from its origins in Marxism and regime theory and towards cul-
tural political economy, where the relationship between individual behaviour 
and embedded institutional and discursive practices is emphasized as a con-
stitutive aspect of economic life (see also Langley, 2006; Froud et al., 2007; 
Montgomerie,  2008; Christophers, 2012; Lapavitsas,  2013; van der Zwan, 
2014; Berry, 2015a). Of course, the cultural turn also has roots in Karl Marx’s 
work (as opposed to perhaps Marxism in its classical variety), as epitomized 
by Max Haiven’s (2014) use of Marx’s concept of ‘fictitious cap ital’ to survey 
both the saturation of popular culture with practices sympathetic to finance, 
as well as the creation of new financial products profoundly dependent on 
certain individual behaviours at the individual level.

Financialization, as an analytical concept, is useful for the present pur-
poses in a number of ways. Above all, given that pensions provision is under-
stood here as a dimension of capitalist organization, the concept—quite 
apart from the specific claims made about finance—is valuable insofar as it 
helps to locate analysis of economic trends with a framework that recognizes 
that the capitalist social order is founded in political and cultural as well as 
economic life. Pensions provision interacts with a vast range of economic 
practices and is shaped by a large number of areas of public policy, both 
domestic and international; it also depends profoundly upon how in di vid-
uals engage with accumulation and decumulation processes. Specifically, the 
financialization concept invites us to consider some of the commonalities in 
developments across different aspects of pensions provision, such as the 
shouldering of greater financial risk directly by individuals, a more extensive 
role for financial institutions within provision (often resulting from their 
influence among policy-makers), and a greater focus on financial metrics by 
the firms that establish and sponsor pensions schemes. This third aspect is, 
in fact, central to the value of the financialization concept: insofar as the 
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privileging of short-term financial returns constitutes a key condition of 
financialized economies, it helps to account for an apparent failure to 
 maintain mechanisms by which pensions saving can be rematerialized over 
the very long term. Financialization, in short, is a shift in our experience of 
economic time—one which challenges the essential temporality (and there-
fore inter-generational co-operation) of pensions provision.

Yet a word of caution is required. Financialization has to be the opening 
question, not the final conclusion. Precisely because the concept refers to 
such a wide range of phenomena, to conclude simply that the UK pensions 
system has ‘been financialized’ would be rather unsatisfactory. Inquiry must 
focus therefore on how and to what extent financialization has affected 
 pensions provision. There is already a growing body of work producing 
im port ant insights in this regard, including Matthew Watson’s (2013) 
 analysis of how financialization in UK pensions provision constrained the 
Labour government’s response to the 2008 financial crisis, Paul Langley’s 
(2008) account of the downshifting of pensions investment risks to the indi-
vidual or ‘everyday’ level in the UK and US, and the current author’s earlier 
work on the fit between austerity, the individualization of private pensions 
saving, and the move away from social insurance principles within the state 
pension system in the UK (see Berry, 2016a). Deborah Mabbett (2020) refers 
to the role of financialization in instilling ‘reckless prudence’ with UK 
 pension fund investments as risk management practices serve to shorten 
investment time horizons. An emerging literature on the state’s role in 
 producing certain forms of financialization is also worth noting here 
(see  Trampusch,  2015; Davis and Walsh,  2016; Fastenrath et al., 2017; 
Grady, 2017), as is Adam Dixon and Ville-Pekka Sorsa’s (2009) research on 
cross-country variations in the financialization of pensions provision arising 
from inherent variations in institutional practice (see also McCarthy et 
al., 2016; van der Zwan, 2017). This is a theme also taken up by Anke Hassel, 
Marek Naczyk, and Tobias Wiß (2019) and other contributors to a special 
issue of the Journal of European Public Policy on ‘pensions financialization’, 
although Hassel et al. tend to treat financialization in rather simplistic terms 
as the growing im port ance of funded pensions provision (particularly 
defined contribution) and/or pension funds’ role as active shareholders. 
Neither feature could be considered novel in the UK case.

As such, and despite the advances achieved by this literature, the inherent 
limitations of the financialization concept for the study of UK pensions 
 provision in particular have to be considered. Most obviously, given that the 
finance sector has traditionally played a very substantial role in UK pensions 
provision, analysis framed only by the financialization concept risks 
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overstating the nature and extent of change in this sphere. Indeed, it would 
not be unreasonable to suggest that both the perceived imperative to save 
(more) for a pension as life expectancy rises, the finance sector growth 
 enabled by pensions saving, and the role of pension funds as shareholders 
have been among the most important drivers of financialization, in the UK 
economy and indeed in similar developed countries, at the macro and micro 
levels (see Engelen, 2003). This financializing dynamic emanating from the 
world of pensions would have been evident even if UK pensions provision 
had remained unchanged over the last few decades, that is, if the pensions 
system had not itself embodied the financialization process to some extent. 
Related to this, we must be wary also of deploying financialization as a catch-
all concept for other developments within UK pensions provision. Processes 
of, for instance, the liberalization of regulation, the individualization of risk, 
or the securitization of pensions capital are not simply derived from finan-
cialization as a meta-process. They help to constitute what might be under-
stood as financialization in broad-brush terms, but also have their own 
genealogies which should not be overlooked.

1.2.1  The Financial Crises

Any discussion of financialization demands attention to the impact of the 
2008 financial crisis. The crisis is an important touchstone for the book in 
general, since it focuses empirically on the relatively underinvestigated post-
2008 period in UK pensions policy development, while acknowledging that 
post-2008 practice is rooted to a large extent in the pre-crisis period. There 
has undoubtedly been substantial change since 2008. In part, therefore, the 
book contributes a case study on pensions policy to the large literature in 
political economy on the 2008 financial crisis—which shows that it was 
indeed a crisis, but also that its aftermath can be characterized by continuity 
rather than change in terms of economic governance (Crouch,  2011; 
Hay, 2013; Berry, 2016b; Lavery, 2019). As such, using the 2008 crisis as an 
analytical hinge is not equivalent to claiming that the crisis triggered a trans-
formation in pensions practice or statecraft. The equally significant impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on financial assets and capital markers—which is 
still unfolding, at the time of writing—means any attempt to parcel reality 
neatly into pre- and post-crisis periods will always be challenged by the next 
crisis. The vulnerability of individualized pensions provision to recurrent 
financial crises has become increasingly apparent, yet has never been ser-
ious ly contemplated by policy-makers in the UK.



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 21/11/20, SPi

20 Pensions Imperilled

The investment environment for private pension funds, particularly in 
defined benefit provision, was clearly affected by the 2008 crisis, or its con-
stituent elements, and indeed the policy aftermath. Throughout 2008, the 
value of assets held by occupational pension funds among OECD countries 
declined by around US$3.3 trillion, a negative return of around 22 per cent 
in real terms. Losses in personal pensions plans were estimated at a further 
US$1.7 trillion. The UK’s occupational funds declined in value by around 
US$0.3 trillion or 17 per cent in real terms (OECD, 2008). Beyond the imme-
diate financial hit, pension funds in the UK, especially private sector-defined 
benefit funds, have led a process of de-equitization, that is, a significant shift 
away from investment in equities. The decline in equity values explains this 
trend only very partially. Interestingly, and as explored in Chapter  7, it is 
largely UK equities which have been dumped—investment in overseas equi-
ties has been much more stable. The average allocation of private sector-
defined benefit pension funds to equities fell from 53 per cent to 37 per cent 
between 2006 and 2016, while average allocation to overseas equities was 
stable at around 20 per cent. In local authority funds, the average equity allo-
cation fell from 71 per cent to 53 per cent, while average allocation to over-
seas equities was stable at around a third (Berry and Barber, 2017).

Yet the move away from equities has been problematized by the equally 
challenging environment for gilt investments. Loose monetary policy has 
kept interest rates and gilt yields low (effectively negative, in the UK, at some 
points). Of course, holding down gilt yields, and therefore the cost of gov-
ernment borrowing, has been one of the explicit aims of quantitative easing 
(QE). The safe haven of government debt has become rather expensive—just 
not quite prohibitively so, given the volatility of other traditional asset 
classes. The Bank of England concluded that the impact of QE on pension 
assets was rather mixed: it boosted equity values as funds de-equitized, and 
there is some evidence that funds moved bond allocations towards corporate 
bonds over gilts (Joyce et al., 2014). QE has returned in the wake of COVID-
19, demonstrating that measures considered temporary after 2008 are fast 
becoming part of the new macro-economic normal. Some in the pensions 
industry lobbied for the introduction of ‘smoothed’ valuations so that one-
off crises did not unduly affect assessments of their financial sustainability, 
but the attraction of this fix waned as it became clearer that the 2008 crisis 
was a little more serious than a statistical outlier. That its significance has 
now been eclipsed by the pandemic-related crisis underlines this point. We 
know relatively little about how the 2008 crisis affected defined contribution 
pensions in particular, not least because the volume of accumulated assets in 
defined contribution provision remains so much lower than defined benefit. 
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Since the victims of volatility are individuals rather than employers, the 
implications are largely invisible within public discourse—although the 
much younger age profile of defined contribution savers helps to sustain an 
assumption that funds will outgrow the impact of the financial downturn 
before scheme members retire. Of course, this is an assumption which relied 
on the 2008 crisis being a once-in-a-generation or even once-in-a-century 
event, rather than the start of a prolonged period of volatility.

In terms of pensions policy, the key post-2008 shift—the introduction of 
automatic enrolment—was set in motion well in advance of the financial cri-
sis. So too were the increases in SPA, although the Coalition government 
accelerated the implementation timetable. The more novel changes intro-
duced by the Coalition were the STSP and the end of compulsory annuitiza-
tion. Even in these areas, however, the policies adopted were not unfamiliar 
to pre-crisis policy-makers. Both had been considered by the Labour gov-
ernment, and indeed some practices had been modified in the hope of 
achieving the same aims as these later initiatives, albeit more modestly. It is 
too soon to say what impact on policy the pandemic-related crisis will 
have, but the 2008 crisis has largely acted to reinforce the general drift in 
provision towards individualization which preceded the crisis. This under-
lines the importance of understanding the development of UK pensions 
provision in relation to financialization more generally, rather than simply 
the financial crisis. However, our understanding of financialization must 
recognize that financial crises are probably a recurring feature of the process. 
Financialization and crises of financialization are largely indistinguishable. If 
it is correct, as argued above, to understand the relationship between finan-
cialization and pensions provision in the UK as one of the latter’s essential 
temporality being disrupted, then this applies not only to the process in ‘nor-
mal’ economic conditions, but also the role of financial crises in accelerating 
an undermining of the temporal anchor within pensions provision.

Arguably, the most significant implication of the 2008 crisis has been an 
ideological one, as the legitimacy of individualization has been reinforced. 
The austerity narrative has combined powerfully with an extant narrative on 
population ageing, discussed above, to valorise the notion that the limits of 
the welfare state have been breached, making the public finances too vulner-
able to shocks, and requiring individuals to take greater responsibility for 
their own financial security (Berry, 2016a). Hassel et al. (2019) note a similar 
trend in other European countries, with crisis reinforcing the move towards 
financialized provision (as they understand it) despite crisis-related concerns 
about the efficacy of funded pensions provision (in part because the 
 crisis  led to more significant concerns about state solvency, impeding a 
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re bal an cing from private to public provision). In this sense, albeit with 
 significant national variation (discussed further in Chapter  3), European 
pensions provision has become more Anglicized since the financial crisis 
(see also Wiß, 2019).

1.3.  Generational Time and Pensions Provision

It is important to understand that pensions provision is, by definition, an 
inter-generational affair—something which has been strangely underac-
knowledged in the literature on pensions from across the social sciences 
(although see Barr and Diamond, 2008, 2009). However, this does not mean 
that we should adopt a generational lens on pensions policy or pensions pro-
vision, at least not without critical interrogation of the implications. Studying 
pensions from the perspective of the relationship between different age 
cohorts—although integral to how provision is organized—privileges the 
question of whether generations are in harmony or conflict. This implies, in 
turn, that a generation is a static unit of analysis (see Mannheim, 1952). This 
perversely obscures the biological fact of generational ageing which is, after 
all, the essential purpose of pensions provision: to allow people to manage 
their consumption across their lifecourse as their needs and capacities differ 
as they grow older. Nevertheless, it is essential that pensions provision is 
understood as something which spans several generations, and for pensions 
policy to be assessed for the impact it has on how this essential feature oper-
ates. The length of time which generally passes between the commencement 
of accumulation and the realization of decumulation means that we cannot 
simply understand pensions provision as an aspect of a given social order. 
All of human relations are of course organized and conducted in time, but 
pensions provision is probably a quite acute example of the temporal dimen-
sion of human relations in the political and economic spheres. Generations 
must not be seen as distinct entities interacting within a fixed social,  pol it ical, 
and economic landscape. In practice, each generation transforms the land-
scape. This is both an existential threat to given forms of pensions provision, 
but also the defining characteristic of pensions provision in general, as a 
mechanism for coping with our failure to project the future accurately.

At a basic level, the nature and complexity of pensions provision as a set of 
socio-economic goods which, by definition, almost span individuals’ entire 
lifecourses, means that its functioning requires the sustained participation 
and co-operation (whether willing, conscious, or otherwise) of countless 
individual agents in myriad and multiple roles. The life-stage of these 
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in di vid uals will have a profound influence on how they participate in the 
most common roles, that is, contributing financially to a pension scheme, or 
drawing upon pension capital or entitlements in retirement. Crucially, pen-
sions provision generally relies upon people at a certain life-stage behaving 
in a way that is conducive to the maintenance of provision for people at 
 different life-stages. Most obviously, the income of retirees would be jeop-
ardized were younger cohorts to fail to participate in provision in various 
ways—this is applicable irrespective of whether schemes are ‘pay-as-you-go’, 
which signifies how funds are administered, but does not alter the quintes-
sential need for providers of any form of pension scheme to have funds avail-
able from current savers to pay for current retirees. Equally, however, the 
future provision that younger cohorts will be expected to utilize will be 
 significantly affected by how those decumulating pensions saving use their 
funds—a large-scale turn away from annuities by people reaching retire-
ment, for instance, may mean that the pension products that future pensioners 
were expecting to rely upon in later life are significantly disrupted if annuity 
providers are forced to alter their business models.

It is only possible for accumulated funds to be available for decumulation 
if, in the cases of privately funded pensions provision, capital investment 
processes continue to function, or if, in the case of pensions funded via the 
state (whether ‘unfunded’ private pensions or state pensions), the public 
finances continue to be organized on broadly the same terms. Clearly, the 
actual money paid into a pension is of course not the same money that comes 
out of it. The dematerialization and rematerialization of pensions capital relies 
on innumerable individuals—alive, dead, and not yet born—maintaining the 
incalculable aspects of both the public and private sectors that enable money 
to be available to people upon and throughout retirement (ir re spect ive of 
whether their actual pension income is at the level they were expecting). This 
would extend to any part of the world where investments are made, not  simply 
to the country in which saving takes place, and indeed to the transnational 
political and economic processes within which any domestic economy is 
 situated. Pensions provision therefore relies on people at different life-stages 
behaving or contributing in particular ways. Forms of provision develop, and 
are designed, on this basis. The problem, however, is that they may not 
behave or contribute as envisaged. To be more precise, they will not. Our 
inability to forecast the future with precision is endemic—even more so our 
pensions future, given its constitution in a dynamic and un stable capitalist 
system. Part of the rationale for this book is a recent effort by UK policy-
makers to allow for, and indeed deliberately establish, forms of pensions 
 provision which offer far more freedom to age cohorts to act in their own, 
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immediate interests. The consequences of diluting the expectations and 
 regulations which generally underpin inter-generational co-operation may 
be profound, and imperilling of pensions provision as we currently experi-
ence it.

At the same time, it is recognized that, from the perspective of the cross-
generational organization of pensions provision, individualization is ul tim-
ate ly impossible. Pensions are by definition organized generationally, even if 
inter-generational co-operation becomes less explicit as an organizing prin-
ciple, and even if people are encouraged to behave selfishly within their age 
cohort. The ambition here therefore is to understand how and why policy-
makers have sought to impose individualism on a sphere of capitalist or gan-
iza tion which is inherently inhospitable to its values and imperatives. The 
processes of financialization and neoliberalization do not simply give rise to 
pensions provision which sets generations against each other, but to the 
unravelling of pensions provision altogether. This in itself forms a structural 
transformation of the landscape upon which future generations will interact. 
No cohort can expect capital markets or the public finances, for instance, to 
be organized in their retirement exactly as they anticipated when they began 
interacting with them as a pensions saver or taxpayer. We rely not on the 
fantastical notion that different generations will leave the world untouched, 
but rather on the reality that successor cohorts usually support the delivery 
of pensions to those in retirement which approximate to those expected or 
promised during accumulation. Yet each generation (most obviously, each 
generation of political and economic elites) will leave an imprint on the basic 
functioning of pensions provision—an imprint which affects those who have 
already finished accumulating a retirement income in various ways, and 
indeed those who have yet to begin. In short, each generation shapes the 
nature of inter-generational relations. Projected futures are fundamental to 
the organization of pensions provision across generations, but sustainable 
provision requires failed futures to be baked into its organizing institutions.

That pensions provision has emerged to help us to manage the problems 
which arise from generational change has been marginal, at best, within the 
growing body of think-tank (Cribb et al., 2013; Gardiner, 2016) and popular 
literature (Little,  2010; Malik and Howker,  2010; Willets,  2010) on inter-
generational relations. There is an implicit, and often explicit, account of 
inter-generational ‘injustice’, with some authors arguing that today’s young 
people (especially in the UK) have been unfairly disadvantaged (or even 
betrayed) by earlier cohorts. The depiction of pensions provision in such 
accounts, however, leaves a great deal to be desired. The state pension is fre-
quently depicted, for instance, as a ‘drain’ on public finances which directly 
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impedes greater spending on working-age benefits (see Toynbee, 2014), with 
little reference to the entitlements built up through paying tax, the millions 
who will be made worse off by the STSP, and indeed the vital role of the state 
pension in supporting the social care system (essentially ‘saving’ money for 
the public sector) (Berry, 2016d). Worse, defined benefit pension funds are 
depicted as inherently problematic from an inter-generational perspective. 
There are clearly severe problems in defined benefit provision in the UK—
some real, some exaggerated—but the problem for the young is not the 
nature of defined benefit provision, but rather that schemes have closed to 
new entrants or accruals, as the role of a key component of provision—the 
employer as temporal anchor—is being undermined.

The non-academic literature is on safer ground in relation to housing, 
where some older people have clearly benefited from the unearned windfall 
of higher property prices, undermining the prospects for many younger 
 people becoming home-owners. That said, even in relation to housing 
wealth, class-based inequalities are far more pronounced than age-based 
in equal ities, and are indeed enabled by inter-generational transfers within 
families (Piachaud et al.,  2009). In the academic literature, however, the 
focus of generational analysis has been on cultural and political rather than 
economic life (see for example Pilcher,  1995; Price, 1997; Edmund and 
Turner, 2005; Davidson, 2012; Berry, 2014b; Grasso, 2016; Milburn, 2019). 
There is a very substantial literature on the attitudes of different age cohorts 
in the workplace, but this largely overlooks the different structural condi-
tions which different generations experience in the labour market (see for 
example Cennamo and Gardner, 2008; Deal et al., 2010; Kowske et al., 2010; 
Ng et al., 2010; Cogin, 2012). The most promising intellectual turn therefore 
is the emerging literature around young people’s experience of precarious 
labour market conditions, and how this has been intensified by public policy 
(see; France, 2016; Prosser, 2016; Bessant et al., 2017; Green, 2017; Berry and 
McDaniel, 2018, 2020; Furlong et al., 2018). Yet pensions provision is largely 
absent even from such analyses (although see Berry, 2012; Foster, 2018).

It is important, however, to caution against a conservatism almost inher-
ent in any invocation of the generational timescape. The depiction of the 
cross-generational nature of pensions provision offered above almost invokes 
the view of conservative philosopher, Edmund Burke (2012 [1790]), who 
described society in general as a partnership ‘not only between those who 
are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those 
who are not yet born’. The problem here is not the recognition of such cross-
generational bonds—this book argues that they are integral, for instance, to 
the nature of pensions provision—but rather the valorisation of them as a 
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bulwark against radical change. In fact, while generally advancing the notion 
that today’s young people have been materially harmed by older cohorts, Ben 
Little and Alison Winch argue persuasively that the Burkean conception of 
generational harmony often works effectively to steer attention away from 
historical inequalities and struggles over class, gender, sexual orientation, 
etc. (see Little and Winch, 2017a, 2017b; also Little, 2014). Jonathan White 
(2017) makes a similar point regarding the deployment of a generational 
‘timescape’ in relation to climate change. As in pensions provision, while 
concern for future generation informs action to address environmental dam-
age, it simultaneously dilutes the insight that members of the same cohort 
may be impacted differently by climate change, and indeed that some mem-
bers may be far more responsible for having brought it about.

Classical political economy, by problematizing the means by which socio-
economic structures are reproduced (implicitly, across several generations), 
contains the tools by which this dilemma can be resolved. Indeed, one of 
Karl Marx’s most famous quotes, from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte, concerns generational change: ‘Men make their own history, but 
they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected 
circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and trans-
mitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a 
nightmare on the brains of the living’ (Marx, 1852: 5). It is not unusual to see 
the second sentence reproduced in isolation from the first, but it is clear that, 
for Marx, structural and generational change are intimately related. The issue 
received slightly more attention in an earlier work, The German Ideology, in 
which Marx described history as:

Nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of which exploits 
the materials, the capital funds, the productive forces handed down to it by all 
preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, continues the traditional activ-
ity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other, modifies the old cir-
cumstances with a completely changed activity. (Marx, 1970 [1843]: 57)

This might seem rather obvious—and there is of course little theorization 
here of the political processes through which generationally bound actors 
might modify practices and structures. Yet it is useful to understand struc-
tural change as both enabled by the succession of new generations, while at 
the same time constrained by the new generation’s dependence on their pre-
decessors. Pensions provision embodies and is shaped by this dynamic. At 
the same time, it mitigates the impact of generational change insofar as it 
threatens to uproot the mechanisms of achieving financial security across the 
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lifecourse. It loses its ability to mitigate in this regard when cross-generational 
co-operation is undermined.

1.4.  Pensions Imperilled: In Brief

1.4.1  The Book’s Analytical Approach

In the most basic sense, this is a book, as noted above, about policy. It is of 
course also about the problems policy is trying to solve, and its success in 
this endeavour. But it is mainly about the framing of policy problems, and 
how and why some policy problems are prioritized over others in policy-
making institutions. It is about the consequences of policy decisions, but also 
the way in which certain outcomes are actively pursued at the expense of 
others by those making policy, not least due to the influence of those who 
benefit from these outcomes. Clearly therefore this book is also about the 
process of policy-making, and how this process serves to favour certain 
approaches, actors, and outcomes. It is worth noting, additionally, that the 
book takes a broad view of what policy consists of. Policy is not simply a final 
decision by a minister, or legislation passed by parliament, etc., but rather 
the real-world processes through which such things are actualized. These 
will include the (tacit) agreements on how policies will be delivered (espe-
cially if implementation involves non-state actors, as most policies do), the 
ways in which policies are communicated to prospective recipients, and 
where developments in a particular policy area fit within wider governing 
agendas. It is also worth noting that, even if presented and understood as a 
problem solved, any policy is generally only a staging post within an evolu-
tionary cycle of policy-making in which certain policy approaches become 
more or less palatable over time (Hall, 1993).

This broader view of policy encourages us to introduce the concept of 
‘statecraft’, which was employed, with little explanation, at the beginning of 
the chapter. Statecraft encompasses policy but also the wider political con-
text in which policy is devised, and indeed the political entrepreneurship 
which allows politicians to produce the outcomes they want through their 
control of certain institutional functions, and indeed their ability to shape 
and redesign these functions. Andrew Gamble (2014; see also Hayton, 2014; 
Berry, 2016b) has written about how austerity proved to be a successful exe-
cution of statecraft by George Osborne after 2010, insofar as the austerity 
narrative framed the terms of political debate, and the pursuit of austerity 
within Whitehall both bolstered his position and inevitably reinforced his 
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own policy agenda. The notion of statecraft has its origins in the study of 
diplomacy and foreign policy, in the sense that statecraft refers to the posi-
tions that a particular nation may uphold within international politics, and 
more precisely the effectiveness of particular statesmen in devising such 
positions.

The concept’s assimilation into the study of politics was therefore partly 
about establishing the importance of leadership (Bulpitt,  1986; Buller and 
James, 2012). But arguably the underlying notion that statecraft is about how 
the state’s power(s) is used to make certain outcomes more or less likely is 
the more useful dimension of the concept. Rather than simply referring to 
the use of existing state powers, state-making and state-shaping should be 
seen as key elements of statecraft. Hence the reference above to ‘neoliberal’ 
statecraft, which can be understood as both the policy agenda and institu-
tional forms which are established to instil a neoliberal ideological perspec-
tive. In this rendering, there is no single neoliberal statesman, but the 
perspective’s hegemony is reflected in statecraft by a broadly defined political 
elite. Similarly, we can see ‘economic statecraft’ as a specific form of state-
craft. This term’s conventional use echoes the origins of statecraft as a term 
related to diplomacy, and therefore refers to specific policy areas such as 
trade and aid, especially insofar as these are used alongside the more trad-
ition al tools of international relations. However, economic statecraft can be 
brought into political economy, in the same way that statecraft in general has 
been brought into political science, to assist the study of how the use and 
shaping of state power(s) affects the economy, specifically processes of cap-
ital accumulation. In the world of pensions, the institutionalization of inter-
actions between policy-makers and the pensions industry is a key element of 
statecraft which both inhibits and enables various policy possibilities.

Pensions policy is rarely a central focus for political economy or political 
science. Generally speaking there are two rather distinct literatures on pen-
sions provision in UK scholarship. Firstly, as discussed above, there are those 
scholars who assess pensions through the lens of welfare or social security. 
They tend to focus on state pension provision, although how this interacts 
with private provision is often a feature of analysis, and are typically from 
sociology or social policy backgrounds in disciplinary terms (with overlaps 
into political science and public policy) (see for example Meyer et al., 2007; 
Lain et al.,  2013). The welfare lens is useful but ultimately unsatisfactory 
insofar that pensions provision, especially in the UK, cannot be reduced to 
its role within the welfare state. Rather it is embedded in many of the core 
structures and processes of the capitalist social order, including private 
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productive and allocative activity, as well as several aspects of state architec-
ture beyond social security mechanisms.

Secondly, there is a large economics literature (encompassing financial 
economics and extending to actuarial science) focused on testing the efficacy 
of different pensions system designs, and/or explaining how individuals have 
interacted or will interact with different options (see Blake, 2003; Barr and 
Diamond, 2008; Mackenzie, 2010; and the majority of the contributions to 
the Journal of Pension Economics and Finance). The latter focus has been sup-
plemented, and gently critiqued, by a growing behavioural economics litera-
ture which softens assumptions around rational decision-making by 
individuals and considers the myriad biases that might encourage pensions-
related behaviours, such as saving (see Thaler and Benartzi, 2004; Blake and 
Boardman,  2010; Thaler and Sunstein, 2008; for critical discussion, see 
Langley and Leaver, 2012). This literature focuses on private provision but, 
again, will also consider how state benefits might affect the operation of pen-
sions systems, or the behaviour of savers.

These welfare and economics lenses are obviously very different, but both 
tend to see policy in a rather technocratic way. They might focus on explain-
ing how different forms of pensions provision function, but at the same time 
imply that different policy choices would lead to different functioning. The 
notion that certain policies and forms of provision are, to some extent, prod-
ucts of a wider structural environment is, at best, a marginal dimension of 
scholarship. This is not necessarily a fatal flaw: it is inevitable that different 
forms of social science will operate at different ‘levels of analysis’—although 
commensurability between different analyses is aided when the limitations 
of our approaches are acknowledged. It is of course not necessary to be con-
sidered, or to identify as, a political economist in order to bring structure and 
structural change into analysis of pensions provision. Viewed in more het-
ero dox terms, the economics literature includes a wealth of analysis of differ-
ent structural contexts, most obviously labour market and corporate 
governance structures among business or management theorists and eco-
nomic sociologists (recent examples include Ebbinghaus, 2011; Hinrichs and 
Jessoula, 2012; Whiteside and Ebbinghaus, 2012), and the valuable work on 
the relationship between pension funds, capital markets, and investment 
management in economic geography (Clark, 2000, 2003; Dixon, 2008) and 
legal studies (Davis, 2008). The work of Gordon Clark, Kendra Strauss, and 
Janelle Know Hayes on retirement planning is also worth noting (Clark et 
al., 2009, 2012). Even in these broader literatures, however, the relationship 
between economic change and political power is rarely a central feature.
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There is a clear need for pensions policy to be studied with reference to its 
(capitalist) structural context (for an outstanding account of how the struc-
tural environment of capitalism has shaped pensions policy in the US, which 
is discussed further in Chapter 3, see McCarthy, 2017). While both the wel-
fare- and economics-related pensions literatures tend to overemphasize the 
prospect of change via the decisions of policy-makers, an institutionalist 
political economy offers the correct balance between contingency and deter-
minism (Hall and Soskice,  1999; Crouch,  2005; Streeck and Thelen,  2005; 
Hay,  2006a). Institutionalist political economy must not simply focus nar-
rowly on formal policy-making settings (an orientation which arguably 
characterizes historical institutionalism, the dominant paradigm in UK 
political science, as well as rational choice institutionalism). Instead the 
focus should be on the institutionalized practices—both inside and outside 
formal, political institutions—including those which govern the private 
economic sphere, insofar as it is shaped by interaction with the public realm. 
Policy may be designed ostensibly to disrupt established institutional practice 
(Dixon and Sorsa, 2009), but also to reinforce it (Hacker, 2005). Institutionalism 
must ‘take capitalism seriously’, understanding how economic processes and 
interests structure policy-making, while also understanding capitalism itself 
as a set of inter-related, institutionalized practices (Streeck, 2011). This per-
spective clearly bleeds into the institutionalism of heterodox economics, 
which challenges the notion of self-organizing markets (see Chang, 2002). 
But we must avoid the functionalist implication that institutions simply 
evolve as the materiality of capitalism adapts to technological change and 
resource availability. It is power-wielding, strategic agents, with ideological 
commitments, who act through institutions, whether to disrupt or reinforce 
their routines (Hay and Wincott, 1998).

1.4.2  The Argument, in a Nutshell

Population ageing is a real phenomenon which clearly affects dominant 
pensions practices in the UK. However, it is not an existential threat: UK 
pensions provision became more generous, and more universal, amid rapidly 
increasing life expectancy. Yet pensions policy-makers have in recent years 
behaved as if population ageing is such a threat. This is in part due to the 
dominance of neoliberal ideas about individual self-sufficiency, the priv il-
eging of private economic interests, and the limits to welfarism. In interact-
ing with pensions provision underpinned by private employers, or financed 
on a pay-as-you-go basis by current taxpayers, the extension of morbidity, 
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and therefore greater preponderance of non-workers in retirement, is seen as 
a drag upon profitability and growth.

Financialization is related to but distinct from the process of neoliberaliza-
tion. On the one hand, pensions policy has been driven by the growing 
power of financial service providers, now dominant within UK pensions 
provision (although many new providers have emerged in response to public 
policy decisions). On the other hand, however, and more generally, finan-
cialization denotes the new temporality that has driven pensions policy and 
practice in the UK in recent decades. A fixation on short-term financial met-
rics—as a measure of both economic success and security—undermines the 
critical role of public and private institutions in anchoring pensions provision 
across time, maintaining the approximate value of entitlements, as generations 
change and forecasts of the future fail to materialize. The failure of the 
present to resemble the past’s imagined future—of which population ageing 
is an example, alongside myriad social, economic, and technological shifts—
is seen to undermine the very possibility of collectivized pensions provision, 
when in fact the future’s inevitable failures are part of the fabric and rationale 
for pensions provision within all capitalist economies.

Policy-makers’ perverse responses may have insulated the UK’s ‘pensions 
system’ from failed futures, to some extent—but since pensions provision is 
part of the way capitalism in general manages generational churn, they have 
also served to intensify these failures. Imagined futures fuel financializa-
tion—and their imperfect realization unravels it. Individualizing pensions 
provision is the worst of all possible responses to pensions financialization. 
In subjecting greater numbers of people to investment risks, requiring a 
more direct, intimate form of engagement with financial services providers, 
and producing ever more complex accumulation and decumulation pro-
cesses, means more people will be directly and materially affected by the 
failure of the future. The mechanism we use to insulate ourselves against 
future failure—pensions provision—will instead become the instrument of 
harm, ironically bringing to life the imagined inter-generational conflicts 
which the champions of individualization often claim they are seeking to 
alleviate.

However, we should avoid the simplistic assumption that the state is 
becoming increasingly absent from pensions provision. It remains the most 
important provider of defined benefit private pensions—and this will con-
tinue for generations to come. More generally, while policy-makers have 
resisted the rather statist set of solutions proposed by Adair Turner’s Pensions 
Commission, the state is nevertheless acting to enforce and encourage indi-
vidualized and financialized pensions provision in various ways. To some 
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extent, pensions policy—still falling to some extent within the imaginary of 
the welfare state—is intent upon resolving a perceived crisis, in innovative 
ways. For the most part, the state’s interventions are paradigm-reinforcing; 
alas, the paradigm is the crisis. Yet as the cracks in financialized pensions 
widen, the state is being called upon, and will continue to be called upon, to 
support private provision. The champions of welfare retrenchment imagine 
the boundaries of state intervention are becoming more rigidly demarcated, 
but this will prove to be just another failed future. The shape that pensions 
statecraft will take in the decades ahead is far from settled.

This is in part because the shape that the UK’s economic model will take in 
the decades ahead is plagued by uncertainties—which are symptomatic of 
significant and ongoing shifts in the worldwide organization of capitalism, 
and the UK economy’s place (and that of its constituent territories) within it. 
Pensions provision is a creature of capitalism, in that it arises in large part 
from industrial relations: the ‘golden age’ of collectivized pensions was not 
an aberration, but rather well suited to the UK’s extant accumulation regime. 
What model of capitalist development will emerge from circumstances in 
which productivity gains are meagre, profits unstable, and business models 
depend on a highly flexible labour market? Or indeed from the wide-ranging 
implications of COVID-19? Pandemics notwithstanding, policy has in many 
ways been driven by these economic realities—yet it has not equipped UK 
pensions provision to be adequately resilient in this regard. The 2008 finan-
cial crisis served to intensify the individualization, and imperilment, of pen-
sions provision. The economic crisis associated with COVID-19 may not.

It is essential that we understand the role of capital markets in the 
de materi al iza tion of savings, and eventual rematerialization as a retirement 
income. This is why, as suggested above, the notion that UK pensions provi-
sion has ‘been financialized’ is somewhat misleading; UK pensions provision 
has been undergoing a degree of financialization for a very long time, and in 
many ways serves as a key progenitor of financialization within other capital-
ist institutions. Yet providers of pensions saving vehicles cannot choose how 
to dematerialize pensions saving as capital with complete autonomy—and 
they certainly cannot dictate the returns they will generate in support of 
rematerialization. The process of pensions individualization is characterized 
by a creeping, and occasionally sudden, shift in the balance of power from 
pensions providers to investment intermediaries. This may be problematic in 
itself, but also speaks to a wider trend of pensions provision increasingly 
being organized and operated in accordance with capital markets’ pursuit of 
future returns, rather than pensions provision’s management of future fail-
ures. To date, policy-makers have responded by ‘liberating’ individuals from 
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some of the lingering features of ‘institutional’ investment: if control is illu-
sory, individuals might as well fail on their own terms. There are signs that 
policy-makers have sought to reimagine a role for pensions capital in the 
construction of a new developmental path, yet they have not yet challenged 
the financialized impediments that constrain a progressive future in this 
regard.

1.4.3  Outline of the Book (and Preview of Its 
Recommendations)

Chapter 2 offers a historical overview of UK pensions provision and pen-
sions policy, describing in detail the experiment with ‘liberal collectivism’ 
and its unravelling during the 1980s neoliberal revolution. It also introduces 
key aspects of more recent developments, and helps to situate pensions 
developments in the UK in relation to wider economic trends such as dein-
dustrialization and finance sector expansion. Chapter 3 provides a compara-
tive perspective on pensions provision, surveying key dimensions of, and 
reforms to, pensions provision across ‘the pensions multiverse’. It builds 
upon Chapter 2’s distinction between collective and collectivism to situate 
pensions provision within the temporal management of capitalist relations. 
Importantly, it argues that the main ways of categorizing pensions systems 
within both academia and officialdom fail to adequately capture the nature 
of pensions provision (and therefore its relationship to capitalism) as a 
mechanism for managing failed futures.

Chapter 4 considers in more depth the demise of collectivist private pen-
sions in the UK. As well as outlining the transition from the ‘golden age’ of 
defined benefit provision, and the essential differences between defined 
bene fit and defined contribution provision (which are often significantly 
understated), the chapter accounts for the main approaches to pensions 
regu la tion, efforts to salvage collectivism amid the disappearance of defined 
benefit schemes, and the ever increasing demands upon the state to manage 
the defined benefit’s demise. Chapters 5 and 6 move on to the emergence and 
entrenchment of individualized private provision, principally via the 
Pensions Commission and auto-enrolment. They focus on two key contra-
dic tions: firstly, between the expectation of greater individual engagement 
with workplace pensions provision, and the reliance of post-Turner policy 
on inertia; and, secondly, between the intent to revitalize pensions provision 
as a dimension of universal welfare provision, and the reliance in practice on 
delivery via financial services providers. Chapter 5 looks specifically at the 
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individualist ontology underpinning defined contribution provision, and 
Chapter  6 considers the state’s role in managing—or reinforcing—these 
contra dic tions (including the recent ‘pension freedoms’ reforms, and the 
role of tax relief in incentivizing pensions saving). Chapter 8 is distinguishable 
from earlier chapters insofar as, in focusing on the investment environment, 
it demonstrates the limitations of pensions policy in shaping how pensions 
provision functions in practice. That said, it also details several attempts in 
recent years to shape how private pension funds are invested. Moreover, it 
demonstrates the role of pensions provision in shaping capitalism, rather 
than simply responding to it—albeit a role increasingly abdicated in the 
context of defined contribution provision, as the time horizons of 
 investment practice are inappropriately applied to unanchored pensions 
provision.

While much of the book veers towards fatalism in depicting (explicitly 
and implicitly) the development of UK pensions provision in recent decades 
as driven by a dysfunction capitalist regime and associated ideologies, in 
combination Chapters 2 and 7 show us that alternative futures are possible. 
The history of pensions provision is, after all, and at root, the history of 
expected futures that failed to materialize. Chapter 8, as well as summarizing 
the book’s main arguments, therefore offers a series of proposals for policy 
and practice, some more modest than others. Although the state pension is 
largely outside of the scope of the book’s analysis, it is clear that the state is 
uniquely placed to act as the temporal anchor of pensions provision, and 
that a significant uplift in the proportion of people’s retirement income 
accounted for by the state is warranted. There is also a strong base for the 
nationalization of struggling defined benefit schemes, including the Pension 
Protection Fund (PPF) (and perhaps some defined contribution schemes). 
This is not necessarily because defined benefit provision is beyond salvaging, 
but because nationalization would represent an opportunity to capitalize and 
reconstitute an earnings-related state pension, at the boundaries of public 
and private provision. For continuing defined benefit schemes—especially if 
the above reforms are not enacted—there is a case for making it easier to 
adjust scheme retirement ages. However, this would only be permissible on 
the basis of clear, specific evidence that scheme demographics have radically 
changed, and should be introduced only on the basis of much tighter eligibil-
ity rules for the PPF. In practice, the likelihood of retirement age changes 
would be limited, but the possibility of change should the life expectancy of 
scheme members rise unexpectedly would assist the long-term planning of 
sponsoring employers.
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Within defined contribution, three key, immediate reforms are required. 
Firstly, increase the scope of auto-enrolment, to ensure the scheme mitigates 
rather than reflects labour market inequalities based on gender, ethnicity, 
disability, class, etc. This would mean higher contributions from employers, 
and public credits for employees (and self-employees) unable to access 
employer contributions. Secondly, large-scale CDC provision must be sub-
stantively supported by government, with new expectations on employers to 
share investment risks with their employees—even where this contravenes 
current pensions law. Thirdly, introduce public annuities, either through a de 
facto nationalization of the annuities industry or, more modestly, by estab-
lishing a state-owned annuities provider to compete with private providers 
(in the way that the National Employment Savings Trust competes with the 
private sector for customers during the accumulation phase). This third 
reform would essentially build upon already forgotten recommendations of 
the Pensions Commission. A more radical solution to the problems of 
defined contribution would be for the state to establish a notional defined 
contribution scheme (increasingly popular across Europe) in place of private 
pensions saving, and establishing the state as a temporal anchor for the bulk 
of private pensions saving.

Across defined benefit and defined contribution provision, we must move 
towards abolishing pensions tax relief, the benefits of which skew heavily 
towards the highest earners. This would ideally be part of wider reforms to 
the taxation of income and wealth, which would increase greater fairness in 
how the already retired are taxed. Incidentally, the removal of pensions tax 
relief would help to justify the ‘freedoms’ now afforded to defined contribu-
tion savers to keep their savings invested rather than converting them into a 
retirement income. Abolishing tax relief should not be done to raise revenue 
(or reduce revenue foregone); instead, the benefits to the Exchequer should 
be recycled into new forms of fiscal support for collectivist pensions provi-
sion such as CDC. Insofar as pension funds remain reliant on generating 
returns in capital markets, much stronger action is required to strengthen 
their ability to protect members’ interests in relation to investment inter-
medi ar ies. Yet this agenda will be inherently constrained by the need to 
access particular asset classes to satisfy cashflow and regulatory require-
ments, and indeed paradigmatic thinking on what constitutes members’ 
financial interests. We need to think more imaginatively therefore about new 
locally rooted and democratically organized investment vehicles which 
would route pension funds away from conventional investment practices. It 
is clear that these suggestions—even the least radical—are based on a much 
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more expansive view of the state’s role in ostensibly private pensions provi-
sion, which will be resisted by many. However, as the book explores, the state 
is already intimately and increasingly involved in private pensions provision, 
in compensating for the failures of financialization and neoliberalization. 
The question is whether this continues in a fairly ad hoc manner, with many 
perverse implications, or instead is rationalized as part of a more sustainable 
pensions settlement in the UK, better reflecting the unique and in dis pens-
able temporality of pensions provision.


