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Pension benefits are critically important for workers 

when deciding whether to accept a new job or to stay with their current 

employer. In fact, sixty-eight per cent of workers in a multi-country 2018 

study stated that pension benefits were a critical factor, and eighty-four 

per cent of respondents reported that they wanted to utilize company-

based retirement planning services. Further research states that 

pensions are a priority for the millennial workforce, something that was 

perhaps unexpected by many.

In this paper, we'll discuss what future employees will want in pension 

terms and how we can create better targets and objectives for pensions 

based on expectations about the future of work. We’ll talk about what 

the responsibilities in pension management are, not just in the sense 

of compliance, but in terms of impact on the future, people’s lives and 

economic development. We’ll discuss what we might be able to do to 

develop healthy, well-performing pensions that have an ethical and 

long term purpose in mind, and how to develop a clear framework for 

making pension decisions. 
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Pensions and the Future of 
Work: The Hunt for Talent

Pension benefits are critically important for workers when deciding whether to accept a job 

to stay with their current employer, according to recent global research. In fact, sixty-eight 

per cent of workers in a 2018, 10-country study by Accenture stated that pension benefits 

were a critical factor, and eighty-four per cent of respondents reported that they wanted 

to utilize company-based retirement planning services. 1  Younger workers will switch jobs 

with increasing frequency in order to get what they want, resulting in lost talent investments. 

At the same time, a 2016 report by the World Economic Forum suggests that increasingly, 

people will work past age 65 to secure adequate resources for retirement, in part because 

they haven't planned ahead, 2  and in part because government-provided flat-rate pensions 

and unemployment benefits  are well below subsistence needs for a single adult in most 

countries around the world, including Canada and the UK. 3 

In order for companies to attract the right talent and keep them for the right length of time, 

pension decision making processes need to adapt to what pundits believe will be the future 

of expectations for workforces. The challenge is that this may not take the form that we 

expect, and adaptation to the future of work is likely a necessary shift for most companies. 

In this paper, we'll discuss what future employees will want in pension terms and how we can 

create better targets and objectives for pensions based on expectations about the future 

of work. We’ll talk about what the responsibilities in pension management are, not just in 

the sense of compliance, but in terms of impact on the future, people’s lives and economic 

development. We’ll discuss what we might be able to do to develop healthy, well-performing 

pensions that have an ethical and long term purpose in mind, and how to develop a clear 

framework for making pension decisions. 

What is most important is to dig deeper into the true challenges of creating a future-proof 

pension plan, and not just take the path that’s easy in the short term.  

1   https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20190711005002/en/Multi-Country-Survey-Finds-Workers-Cite-
Pension-Retirement
2   World Economic Forum. (2016). The Future of Jobs. Geneva: WEF.
3   Rubery, J., Grimshaw, D., Keizer, A., & Johnson, M. (2018). Challenges and contradictions in the ‘normalising’ of 
precarious work. Work, Employment and Society, 32(3), 509-527.
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What Future Employees Will Want in Pension Terms

Organizations of the future need to be able to position themselves strategically in 

competitive labour markets by being able to respond to inelastic supply, and therefore a 

high level of demand for key employees. 

This is especially true in a globalized labour market where workers can transcend borders 

when it comes to the delivery of specialized skills and experience. 4  With some jobs are 

being outsourced to the developing world because of advances in telecom and Internet 

technologies that ease the burden of distributed labour engagement, the need for 

employees with definitive skills is actually on the rise, and therefore workers are becoming 

more choosy, especially when they know that there are better options around every corner. 

In other words, companies need to increase their ability to connect with new employees 

through broad job advertising and social network development, but they also have to 

appeal to target workers through the delivery of employment support such as better 

salaries, transportation or relocation bonuses, flexible work arrangements, and pensions. 5

Nonetheless, with respect to talent management, while CEOs and senior executives are 

purported to perceive people as paramount, but they have not necessarily backed this idea 

in practical terms. 

According to a recent article, while people are seen as a company’s “most important asset … 

[CEOs] have not behaved accordingly when it comes to developing their business strategies, 

their organization designs, and their talent management practices.” 6  What this means is 

that there is a lack of alignment between what leaders believe ought to be done to support 

their team, and what human resource managers know will work, and this includes pensions. 

While it is heartening to know that the similarities that CEOs and human resource managers 

share about their workforce is the relative importance of people, the differences between 

the executives’ and human resource managers’ perceptions are significant, and the reality is 

that executives’ decisions matter most when it comes to pensions. 

4  Czaika, M. and Haas, H. (2014). The globalisation of migration: Has the world become more migratory? International 
Migration Review, 48(2), 283-323. 
5  Campbell, R. (2018). The cost of choice: should we be free to choose when it comes to our pension? The London 
School of Economics and Political Science (LSE)).
6  Lawler, E. (2017). Organizations Should Put Talent First. Huffington Post, 22 January. Retrieved from http://www.

huffingtonpost.com/ed-lawler/organizations-should-put_b_14323730.html.
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A Focus On Profits Over People Doesn’t Serve Companies

How we can create better targets and objectives for pensions based on expectations about 

the future of work?

A recent article from Forbes has reported that members of the Business Roundtable, an 

association of over 180 chief executive officers of America’s leading companies, have signed 

a statement prioritizing people over profits. 7  One of the tenets of this statement is to offer 

real retirement plans, ones that account for true human needs after years of service to 

companies.

The reality is that, in the world of work, it is important to understand that each individual 

needs to be psychologically engaged in order to ensure that they are committed and 

motivated to achieve on the job. What members of the Business Roundtable recognize is 

that without attention paid to the psychosocial environment of a workplace, there is a lower 

likelihood that the company will be able to reach its goals and objectives.

Pensions, in a psychologically safe company, therefore become a means by which to 

stimulate organizational change. This can have the result of shifting the organizational 

culture over the short and the long term, and will encourage both employers and employees 

to remain committed, and therefore build the company from the inside out. Individuals need 

to receive support so that knowledge is retained in the firm, and so that the company can 

continue to build collaborative networks that share resources. This requires companies to 

keep their employees fulfilled both extrinsically and intrinsically. In short, employees have to 

feel as if they are part of a family, and their contribution valued, for performance to continue 

to take place. 8

Some companies prefer to offer performance based bonuses as a means to incentivize 

employees, rather than pensions, which they would receive no matter what outcomes they 

achieve. In other words, company leaders believe that profit incentives work to motivate 

better than pensions.

7  https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2019/08/20/top-ceos-sign-a-radical-statement-prioritizing-
employees-over-profits/#44555385581b
8  Spasova, S., & Vanhercke, B. (2018). The ‘Generosity’ of Pensions for Workers in Hard Jobs: In Need of a Nuanced 
Debate. ETUI Research Paper-Policy Brief, 12.
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Contrary to most people’s assumptions, however, this just isn’t true.

Trying to provide profit-based incentives to employees doesn’t work in most cases, and 

companies would be better off creating pension plans. For example, creating bonuses for 

individual team members, as noted by leading field researchers, does not result in desired 

outcomes, and can in fact lose companies money. As noted in the literature for example, 

paying performance bonuses, can “camouflage rent extraction might lead to the use of 

inefficient pay arrangements that provide suboptimal incentives thereby hurting shareholder 

value.” 9  In other words, when there are individual financial rewards at stake, there are few 

methods to discourage what amounts to internal fraud to increase individual employees’ 

benefits, because employees don’t feel safe. This skews company cultures and values, as 

well, and leads to the worst case scenario.

A pragmatic application of pension management, in this way, is that it is necessary for 

an organization to create an environment in which its employees are encouraged and 

facilitated to feel safe and secure, in a way that results in more focused employees. 

This can, over time, result in an adaptive, productive, and innovative organization.

Responsibilities in Pension Management

The simple answer to the question of what your responsibility is in pension management is 

that we need to give people faith in the future. 

More than anything, that’s what people are looking for from their company or organization 

leaders. They want to know, at the end of the day, that there’s a better future ahead, and 

that you have their best interests in mind. What the responsibilities in pension management 

are, not just in the sense of compliance, but in terms of impact on the future, people’s lives 

and economic development, are to provide a means for them to focus on their job, rather 

than on their ability to pay their mortgage, their level of stress, or a requirement to achieve 

something challenging every time they sit down at their desk. 

9  Erickson, M., Hanlon, M., & Maydew, E. (2006). Is there a link between executive compensation and financial 
reporting fraud. Journal of Accounting Research, 44, 113-143.
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Performance is important to employees, but perhaps not as important as a motivator as 

companies perceive. That’s why compensation policies, including pensions, to need to 

be able to connect all team members together in their work experience, and to this end, 

financial rewards should be tied to employees’ commitment to the company, rather than 

to their day to day progress. 10  In order to meet the needs of future workers, the goals and 

objectives of an effective pension program are to create support systems which integrate 

not only financial reward but also employee motivation tactics linked to security, rather 

than to performance alone. A pension strategy for the firm needs to include “achievement, 

recognition, work itself, responsibility, advancement, and professional growth [and that 

there is a] positive correlation between job satisfaction and an employees’ mental well-

being, commitment to the job, and motivational factors.” 11  This creates the foundation for 

internal alignment and a means by which for employees to feel rewarded in their job on a 

psychological level. 

In order to develop healthy, well-performing pensions that have an ethical and long 

term purpose in mind, therefore, it is necessary to look at pension planning from a holistic 

perspective rather than based on the interests and needs of a small group of stakeholders 

at the top of the organization.

A stressed workforce in which people feel that they would have to compete for money, or 

where their pension compensation is at risk in economically unstable times, would not be 

good for the long term growth of the business. Instead, standard pension rewards that make 

employees feel as if they are recognized for their skills and commitment are good ways of 

providing rewards for positive activity in the organization, and is a tried and tested way of 

building capacity and collaboration.

Making Pension Decisions for the Future Of Work

As organization leaders start to think about pensions for a future talent landscape, they 

need to manage things differently.

10  Grant, A. M. (2012). Leading with meaning: Beneficiary contact, prosocial impact, and the performance effects 
of transformational leadership. Academy of Management Journal, 55(2), 458-476.
11  Milkovich, G., Newman, J., & Gerhart, B. (2014). Compensation (11th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Irwin.



9

PENSIONS AND THE FUTURE OF WORK: THE HUNT FOR TALENT

/12

As noted by the World Economic Forum, talent is no longer a long-term issue that can be 

solved with tried and tested approaches that were successful in the past. Instead, proactive, 

reactive, and innovative pension management is an urgent issue. The following tenets need 

to be addressed in order for pensions to be aligned with the future of work. 

1. Adaptive Human Resources Strategies. Human resource management needs to become 

more strategic and therefore, when it comes to pensions, the HR team has to have a seat at 

the table in order to provide insights that can help organizations align their business, talent, 

and pension management strategies to maximize available opportunities and adapt to 

transformational trends in our shifting workforces around the globe.

2. Communication and Pension Training. The future of work, notes the World Economic 

Forum, is marked by a need for increased training in the use of all benefits including 

pensions, at all levels. This is a missing link that affects a range of industries, not just blue 

collar jobs: people do not understand how their benefits work and even why they have them 

in the first place. 

One common flaw in plan delivery is that plan sponsors fail to clearly explain to their 

employees the purpose, objectives and rules of the plan and employees’ responsibility 

to optimize their benefits. Setting up a plan and delegating its administration to a 

service provider or consultant is not enough. The plan sponsor should make sure 

employees know about the tools available to help them plan their finances and meet 

their retirement goals. Canadian courts have not been kind to employers who have 

neglected to adequately advise employees of the nuances of their plans and their 

benefits and risks. By contrast, gaining an understanding of how employees perceive the 

value proposition of pension and benefit plans can give directors invaluable information 

for use when creating or changing the structure of employee compensation, and of 

pensions and benefits in particular. Seeking input from employees, internally or from 

the market, can help the organization win buy-in for changes and identify potential 

implementation hurdles. 12

12 Sweatman, S. (2017). 20 Questions Directors Should Ask about Pension Governance. Toronto: Canadian Institute 
of Chartered Accountants.
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Leaders need to explore optimal training programs for employees at all levels of the 

organization, and work with HR to make sure that these are working for everyone. 

3. Portable Pensions. Given the complexity of the working world, the future of work will 

be marked by more rapid changes in talent, as they move on to different companies. This 

means that, according to the World Economic Forum, businesses will need to collaborate 

on talent issues, rather than compete, in order to be strategic, and this includes portable 

benefits packages. Businesses should work with industry partners to pool resources in order 

to maximize benefits, and work more closely with governments to look at where there will be 

options to increase and match RSP contributions, for example. 

The future of work is also flexible. Leveraging flexible working arrangements and online talent 

platforms means, according to the World Economic Forum, that physical and organizational 

boundaries are blurring, and in turn this means that organizations are going to have to 

become significantly more agile in the way they think about managing people’s work and 

about the workforce as a whole. For pensions, this means that many programs will need 

to cross geographical boundaries and become agile to the needs of different working 

communities and cultures. 

4. Data Analytics. Organizations will need to build a new approach to pension planning and 

talent management, where they will increasingly rely on both internal and external data to 

understand best practices, and to plan for their own futures. This means that organizations 

will need to seek out data sources that match their needs, with the assistance of a pension 

management consultant or their accountants, and create metrics that work over the long 

term. 

5. Ethics, Privacy, and Transparency. Talent diversity means pension diversity. The World 

Economic Forum shows that gender, age, ethnicity or sexual orientation are perceived to 

be well-known barriers to benefit equity in developed countries around the world, and this 

needs to be addressed all the while keeping privacy intact. In addition, as diversity issues 
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are addressed in the workplace, investment issues related to pension choice are also being 

brought to light. Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) factors, according to the 

Financial Services Commission of Ontario (FSCO), ought to be considered when it comes 

to pension planning, including the way a company or industry interacts with the physical 

environment, the impact of a company or industry on a community or society, and how a 

company or industry and the countries in which it operates are governed. 

All of these issues, according to the World Economic Forum, will become more and more 

important to future workforces, and therefore a company ought to determine the underlying 

ethical boundaries of its pension practices. 

The Future is Now

We know that pensions matter to people, but the realities are our workforce and our 

organizations are changing more quickly than ever before. That’s why the future of work 

requires us to think ahead, and make strategic plans now, so that we can ensure that the 

right people are on board to help us create exceptional, growing businesses. 

Creating a future-proof pension plan is possible. What future employees will want is the 

ability to collaborate with their organizational leaders to choose the right pension package 

for themselves, and to port that pension if and when they leave. This means that new 

responsibilities in pension management need to take into account ethical and long term 

goals, rather than short term internal wins. 

In order to develop healthy, well-performing pensions that have a future purpose in mind, 

organizations need to partner with their employees to explore what matters to them, delve 

into their data, and deliver a talent-friendly solution. 
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Marris + Miller provide risk and actuarial advisory services to certain private and 

public pension plan sponsors and may not be available to provide risk advisory

or similar services to other plan sponsors.

No part of this publication may be copied or redistributed in any

form without the prior written consent of Marris + Miller.

Follow us on Twitter
@MarrisMiller

Connect with us on LinkedIn
linkedin.com/company/marris-miller

To change your mailing address
Marris + Miller Clients and Other Recipients

support@marrismiller.com

Marris + Miller Partners

partner_connections@marrismiller.com

To provide feedback or request copies
publications@marrismiller.com

Nov 2019

Copyright © Marris + Miller. All rights reserved.

Marris + Miller publications meet the Forest Stewardship Council® chain-of-custody 

standards. The paper used in this publication is certified as being produced in an 

environmentally responsible, socially beneficial and economically viable way. 

Printed in Canada.


