Pension Fund Committee
30 September 2022
Item 5
COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY UPDATE
Introduction
1.

This paper provides the Committee with the feedback on the consultation on the draft
Communications Strategy.

Recommendation
2.

The Committee are asked to:
a) note and provide comments on the feedback to the consultation on the draft
Communications Strategy, and
b) subject to any comments from the Committee, to endorse that Officers publish the
Communications Strategy to come into force with immediate effect and begin
implementing the strategy to meet the Fund’s communication objectives.

Background
3.

The Committee were presented with a draft Communication Strategy at the June 2022
and Officers are grateful for the helpful feedback the Committee provided.

4.

After providing their comments, the Committee, endorsed that Officers publish the
Communications Strategy on its website and begin a consultation process with key
stakeholders.

5.

The consultation was open to all categories of members and was also shared
electronically with all employers.

6.

The draft Communications Strategy, which was consulted on, is attached as Appendix
A to this paper. The aim of the communications strategy is to underpin the Fund’s
vision that its members ‘understand, value, and engage with their LGPS pension, whilst
planning their journey to retirement.’

7.

In-order to achieve this vision, the Fund has identified six core objectives, along with a
supporting set of sub-objectives, which will work together to achieve the overall aim.
• Our communications are always clear and with explainable definitions and
terms, we avoid pension jargon where possible, and plain English is used.
• Our communications are evaluated, and feedback is used to measure their
effectiveness.
• To encourage engagement and interest in member’s pensions, we will ensure
that the services we offer are accessible, intuitive, attractive, and engaging.
• We will introduce, proactively market, and promote the member self-serve
portal, where possible, in all our core communications, to encourage members
join and use the service.
• We will improve understanding of the Fund and enable members to make
informed choices about their pension.
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• We commit to clear and transparent communications regarding the Fund’s
investments, including Responsible Investment (RI).
Feedback Summary
8.

The Fund received 35 unique responses from a mixture of members and employers.
There were no skipped questions (i.e. all responders answered all of the questions
available). 16 pieces of anecdotal/observational written feedback were captured (all
of the observational feedback responses are attached as received at Appendix B).

9.

Overall positive or neutral feedback to the set questions was extremely high (typically
above 80%). Only 3% of feedback was explicitly negative.

10.

The table below summarises the responses to 2 of the set questions:
Question
Positive Neutral
What do you think of the Communications
83%
14%
Strategy?
Do you think the Communications Strategy will
83%
14%
help to better serve members?

Negative
3%
3%

Next Steps
11.

The view from officers is that there is nothing in the feedback to merit any
amendments to the strategy document or delay its implementation.

12.

The Committee are asked to note and provide any comments on the feedback to the
Communications Strategy consultation.

13.

Subject to any comments from the Committee, Officers will publish the feedback on
the Fund’s website and the Communications Strategy will come into force with
immediate effect.

14.

The Strategy will be formally reviewed annually and feedback and an annual review
of delivery against its objectives will be reported both to the Local Pension Board and
this Committee.
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Introduction
Who we are
The Cheshire Pension Fund (‘the Fund’) is a regional pension fund, in the North-West of
England, who administer the statutory Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS) on behalf
of people working in Local Government and for other qualifying employers within the
county.
The Fund is administered by Cheshire West and Chester Council.
The purpose of our communications strategy
As we strive to provide a high quality and consistent service to all members and
stakeholders, our communications strategy is key to meeting this aim. We will regularly
ensure the work we undertake as part of the strategy is measured for success, quality, and
consistency.
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Why have we renewed our communications strategy?
We want to assure our members that we will communicate effectively.
We want to ensure that all stakeholders are clear about our vision, objectives and the
ways in which we will deliver them. Ensuring that the objectives are consistently and
appropriately delivered.
The strategy will aim to provide value for money on all communications activities we carry
out. We will ensure that we use services that provide not only value for money but also,
reliable, and effective services which members can be confident in.
l

Our digital first ambition*, through the introduction of a member self-serve portal, called
‘My Cheshire Pension’ is where active and deferred members can access their own
records including personal details, length of service, their death grant nomination, and
use the portal as a means of contacting the Fund.
The portal will; provide the Fund with savings, free up staffing resources, reduce postage,
and will also reduce our carbon footprint through printing and posting fewer items.
The portal will be supplemented by improvements to the fund’s website, in particular
through feedback from our members on how it can better serve them.

l

l

We will ensure, that where we tender for communications work, we look for the best
service, not necessarily the cheapest and that it provides the best outcome for all parties.
We will ensure that services provided are befitting for all members and cost efficiencies
are appropriately balanced across all member types.

*Digital First means that we will look to communicate via digital methods as standard. For
those members who choose to opt out of receiving electronic communications, we will
continue to correspond with them using the method they prefer.
We will use best practice, ensuring that we always look to the industry as well as peers for
insights on success, and failure, to learn and deliver for our members. We will also strive to
be a benchmark for other Funds, and our peers within the Pensions industry as a whole.
The objectives have considered our member types and will constantly be monitored to
ensure that they best represent the majority audience, as well as observing changing
environments, and taking member feedback into account to ensure we provide all members
with a high-quality service.
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Executive Summary
The aim of our communications strategy is to underpin the Fund’s vision that its members
‘understand, value, and engage with their Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS)
pension, whilst planning their journey to retirement.’ In-order to achieve this vision, we have
six core objectives, along with a supporting set of delivery vehicles which will work together
to achieve the overall aim.
We will launch a member self-serve portal (My Cheshire Pension) in 2022/3 for Active
members and 2023/4 for Deferred members. Roll out to Pensioner members will then be
considered, this will also fall in line with changes to payroll which will support online activity.
This will provide members with an easier way to interact with their benefits and allow them
to take a greater ownership of their Local Government Pension. This will be a key area of
communication and development in 2022 and 2023 as member engagement will be vital to
the success in the take up of My Cheshire Pension.
Our key audience will always be our members; Active, Deferred and Pensioners. However, we
have many other audiences and recognise their vital input and support – not limited to but
including Employers, Committee, (and) Board members, prospective members, Unions, and
Press.
A key risk that needs to be mitigated is that pensions as a subject matter is often viewed as
‘complex’ or ‘boring’ or ‘confusing’.
We also recognise that a key risk is the internal Subject Matter Expert (SME). This is an area
that will provide key subject matter, it will need to be appropriately and carefully managed to
ensure consistency across our communications material(s).
We know that pensions aren’t a subject that most people will actively engage with on a
regular basis, if at all. In fact, a study by Capita confirmed that of their 2,000 respondents,
72% were not engaged with their pensions and 61% were confused by their pension. We also
know from our own survey for Active members, in December 2021, that 86% want to know
more about their Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS) pension. So, whilst the subject
matter itself is a risk, we find some mitigation in the fact our members want to know more.
Our communication channels will continue to evolve as we plan to launch My Cheshire
Pension (MCP) for active members in 2022/23. Digital will become our default by choice;
however, we will support all major channels including post, telephone, and email. We will
look to develop other methods where appropriate, for all member types. We will actively
encourage our website as the first port of call for basic information, forms, and member
education. The website will be re-developed (2022/3/4) to ensure that this is a key pillar in
our communications offering.
We will always evaluate our communications work using success measurements amongst
other forms of objectivity, from business as usual, to ad-hoc campaigns, to ensure that
whatever we deliver is effective and well received, and if not, that we learn lessons, for
future work.
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Regulatory Framework
This strategy has been produced in accordance with Regulation 61 of the Local Government
Pension Scheme Regulations 2013.
The full regulations can be accessed here – The Local Government Pension Scheme
Regulations 2013 (legislation.gov.uk)
The regulatory framework that we follow is the baseline minimum for which we will offer
communication services. We will aim to always go above and beyond this baseline where
possible.

Stakeholders and typical communications
Fund Members are defined as –
l

l

l

l

Active, those who are currently contributing into the fund and employed by a fund
employer.
Deferred, those who were members of an employer who paid into the fund but are not
yet drawing a pension.
Pensioner, those who were contributing into the fund and are now retired and claiming
their pension, or their dependents.
Prospective Active members – these are member who are considering joining an
employer of the Fund. They would become full active members upon joining.

Committee and boards – Not limited to, but including Pension Fund Committee, Local
Pension Board, Investment Sub-Committee and Employer Consultative Forum.
Employers – Any organisation which has been admitted into the Fund and has members
who contribute towards their Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS) through the Fund.
We currently have over 300 employers within the Fund.
Unions – Any union which represents members and employers, and who we actively
recognise and engage with in-order to discuss appropriate matters and opinions.
Stakeholders – Any person who has a vested and legitimate interest in the Fund. This
is not limited to, but is likely to include: Councillors, MPs, HM Revenue and Customs, the
Pensions Regulator (tPR), the Pensions Ombudsman (tPO), Money and Pensions Service, and
other such professional agencies.
Press – Any journalist, publication both in print and online who has an active and legitimate
interest in the fund and the activities it carries out.
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Objectives
When setting our objectives, we have kept members at the forefront of what we do. In late
2021, we conducted a survey amongst Active members which gave us both qualitative
and quantitative information, helping us to understand what worked well and areas for
improvement.
The survey in 2021 told us the following.
Active members want to know more about their Local Government Pension Scheme
(LGPS) Pension (86%); They do not fully understand their Annual Benefit Statement (ABS –
estimate of benefits at normal retirement age) (64%);
Members underuse our website (with only 48% having used it);
Women are more likely to interact about their pension than men (73%);
Younger generation interaction remains low (9%).
As a result, the main areas for development were identified as Annual Benefit Statements
(ABS), Retirement interaction and support, and providing more general support for all
members but specifically – a younger demographic, and also encouraging more men to
engage with their pensions.
We will commit to holding regular surveys for all member types, where possible and
relevant, to inform the work that we undertake.
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Our vision
Our objectives should always be striving towards the overarching vision that members:
understand, value, and engage with their Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS
pension), whilst planning their journey to retirement.

Our core communication objectives are:
l

l

l

l

l

l

Our communications are always clear and with explainable definitions and terms, we
avoid pension jargon where possible, and plain English is used.
Our communications are evaluated, and feedback is used to measure their effectiveness.
in-order to provide the service that best supports our members
To encourage engagement and interest in member’s pensions, we will ensure that the
services we offer are accessible, intuitive, attractive and engaging.
We will proactively market and promote the member self-serve portal, where possible, in
all our core communications, to encourage members join and use the service.
We will improve understanding of the Fund and enable members to make informed
choices about their pension.
We commit to clear and transparent communications of the fund’s investments, including
Responsible Investment (RI).

The objectives within this strategy are to be achieved in the next one to five years (202227), notwithstanding any unforeseen external or internal pressures which render them
unachievable or delayed. They are dependent upon employer and other stakeholder
support, as well as member involvement.
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We will aim to achieve our core
objectives through the following
delivery vehicles:
l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

Regular focus groups (with all member types,
where possible and appropriate).
Regular webinars for members (delivering
‘focus’ sessions on particular subjects or
‘meeting the expert’ sessions and ask your
most pressing question(s)).

ing
Com y
earl
2023

Regular engagement with employers (at least
one per year), and other stakeholders; where
relevant and appropriate.
Deliver engaging content, both online and in
person.
Increase our digital content for members and
employers.
Provide all member types with effective tools to
understand their pension and the choices available to them.
Member and employer surveys to measure the satisfaction levels from members.
At least one survey per year and at least one full member survey every 18 months.
National awards entry and recognition to validate the communications including
independent assessment and measurement of effectiveness of our communications
Proactive media relations, within the industry, locally and wider afield. Sharing positive
news from within the Funds activities.
We will promote Responsible Investment (RI) through a series of informative and
engaging documents. We will also ensure that our content around this subject is easily
available to any Fund member or member of the public.
Review, and redesign Annual Benefit Statement (ABS), so that it becomes easier to
understand for members and is then used as a benchmark by peers.
Providing a communications activities report on the work in the calendar year, and their
successes, which will be part of the Fund’s Annual Report.
Develop and deploy My Cheshire Pension (MCP) as a primary means of communications
between members and the Fund, the aim is that we encourage members to use this
function first, as it’ll provide the quickest possible way to access their data.
MCP will evolve each year, based on member use and technological developments.
We will look to improve the communications aspect and ensure that members have a
seamless experience, improving the overall customer experience. Member feedback will
be assessed annually, and actioned, where appropriate, to provide the best possible user
interaction for members.
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Communications channels
Communications channels should be varied with the ability to meet the majority of our
audiences. Communications channels in the last twenty years have shifted away from
traditional methods of telephone and letters (via post) to email and online delivery (selfserve).
We will continue to offer the following methods, without ruling out the need to add
additional methods or withdrawing methods that are no longer necessary:
l

Website and online services

l

Digital delivery via video and webinar functionality

l

Self Service (via My Cheshire Pension) – from 2022-23

l

Emails

l

Telephone service*

l

Letters delivered via post*

l

Roadshows / Pensions in Person*

l

Social Media will be kept under review

Resources
Some items will be carried out in business-as-usual activity – such as annual reports and
Annual Benefit Statements, and some will require a defined input in-order to be realised –
such as a webinar on a set subject or a video on a set subject.
Where possible, the Fund will take the lead for costs and organisation. There will be no
costs to members for the activities we provide. There will be no additional financial cost to
employers for this activity. However, it will require some resource support. We will ask that
employers take responsibility when we provide materials, events and other items that will
benefit members – such as sharing the materials and ensuring members have access to
them.

9
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Key risks, issues and dependencies
With any communications activity there will always be a risk that it doesn’t achieve the
primary aim. We will always be mindful of our audiences and manage risks appropriately to
best serve our members.
The key risks identified in this strategy are as follows:
l

l

Members do not want to engage with their pension.
Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) leave the business and are not replaced in a reasonable
timeframe, leaving communications work exposed to delays.

l

Employers do not engage with Fund or are unable to support the work being offered.

l

The cost of the work outweighs the benefits by too much.

l

l

When spending money on communications work, externally, we ensure the effective use
of public money in delivering a set outcome.
Internal resource constraints (when required to carry out additional communication work,
alongside business as usual).

l

External influences such as Covid-19, geo-political issues, and technology developments.

l

Staff turnover.

l

Stakeholder pressures.

l

Overarching business objectives may need a greater support, I.e., Valuation, McCloud.

Risks are mitigated through a Risks Actions Issues and Decisions (RAID) risk log. A RAID log
is regularly reviewed and updated to ensure all key areas of risk are properly investigated
and actioned where appropriate. This allows a full governance of the work being
undertaken and proposed and keeps an appropriate overview.

Evaluating our work
Every piece of communications work we carry out, from Annual Benefit Statement (ABS)
distribution to ad-hoc campaigns to lunchtime webinars, will need to be evaluated. This
means that we will take views from our staff, employers (and their staff), and crucially from
members. We will also seek other stakeholder feedback where possible and relevant.
Evaluating our work will also provide key intelligence on what areas we have improved and
what areas we can then look to further improve.
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Our commitment
We will commit to:
l

l

l

always seeking feedback from an activity, where possible.
always being transparent with that feedback, where possible, and sharing this on our
website.
always seeking to improve the services we provide and offer, to members and key
stakeholders.

For every major piece of work we do, as outlined in our objectives, we will commit to
seeking feedback.
We will not seek feedback on ‘business as usual’ activities. However, we will routinely
review and recognise where improvements can be made and implement them as soon as
feasibly possible.

Annual evaluation
We will commit to proving an annual evaluation review in which we will take stock of
activities and results. We will look at the overall communications strategy and review what
has changed and what potentially needs to be added or removed, in-order to provide a
better service for members.
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WRITTEN RESPONSES TO COMMUNICATION STRATEGY CONSULTATION
Q - Are there any key areas you think we have missed?

•

•

More interactive items for members if you're going to be more digital would be a no
brainer. Online tools to work out how to retire and what you'd need etc etc.

•

Is robust and looks like a good plan for members of all types.

•

How are you going to record the email addresses for all pension fund employees

•

Its disappointing that "Roll out to Pensioner members will then be considered,...." . In
many ways pensioner members are a lot more engaged than other member types as
for the latter groups it's a topic quite low on their priority list until they get nearer to
pension age. I understand you want to change that position, but I think you would have
more chance of success by starting with pensioner members first and then grow from
there.

•

I haven’t got a clue what it’s all about

•

The online portal sounds interesting. I hope it’ll provide more cover for employers when
faced with basic but time-consuming questions.

•

This document needlessly explains a CPF Communications Strategy, but has no detail
of projects, items, or events that will be implemented, and particularly when any actions
or projects will happen. This document merely repeats much of past years waffle about
“communications”. In past years, the Communications Strategy in the Annual Report
has shown little regard to actual projects or events to genuinely improve
communications for members:
The 2018/2019 issue listed eight key projects (pp 173-174).
The 2019/2020 issue was a total word for word “cut and paste” version of the
2018/2019 version yet published 12 months later none of these eight key projects were
even updated or reported on (pp 180-181).
The fact that this “cut and paste” version was then accepted by the CPF Committee,
CPF Board, and senior CPF managers, and published in the CPF Annual Report is
worrying.
Since then, the 2020/2021 issue listed no projects at all (pp 200).
Now, this 2021/2022 draft also has no actual projects listed. This will be published twothirds of the way through the new 2022/2023 financial year, so clearly little will happen
in 2021/2022, and shows no projects with dates for 2022/2023
We need to make sure there’s a regular flow of information to employers as, while the
aim is no doubt to push people towards the self-serve portal wherever possible,
employers will have regular internal communications going out to staff. This is an ideal
opportunity to push out key messages about the pension, particularly around any
important deadlines or updates.

Page 253 of 320

Pension Fund Committee
30 September 2022
Item 5 Appendix B
•

The reliance on admission bodies to inform pension members of developments within
the LGPS should be sent directly from the fund. That way if there are any technical
questions members can contact the specialist to advise them on any queries.

•

I've skimmed rather than read in detail - but couldn't see info on the usability of comms
tools provided for employers. We successfully use MI now, but I know our Payroll
Manager finds the process of MI uploading a little clunky/cumbersome. Not a huge
issue, but good to refine these where possible.

•

Employer access to assist employees with pension queries. Pensions 'frighten' some
people
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Q – Any General Comments?
•

I like the document, easy to read and follow.

•

I have found it very difficult to contact Cheshire Pension Fund in the past so it's good
to see you have ambitions to make things easier. I think this seems ambitious though
as you have had your phone line switched off for the last 12 months! It would be good
to start with the basics and have a phone line running again first. Also from previous
experience I have waited weeks for replies to emails.

•

Lovely document, well laid out for the layperson to pick up and put down. Tells me your
ambitions and how you think you will get there. Look forward to seeing results for my
employees.

•

More digital content would be better than paper

•

The way employers need to report the pension figures is over complicated and has
caused major headaches for Parish Councils need to report the pension figures is over
complicated and has caused major headaches for Parish Councils

•

This will be really helpful to engage members in understanding their pension particularly like the my pension online option that you are planning to roll out.

•

There used to be a magazine for 'Cheshire pensioners'. These days there's nothing
and any comments are just ignored or dismissed. It's a lot of money to be responsible
for on behalf of a lot of people who have no say (for example how it's invested)

•

It's already covered in the strategy, but some of our staff are harder to reach and don’t
always engage digitally so, while a digital first approach will create many benefits, we
need to make sure these staff don’t feel excluded and can access the same level of
information about their pension.

•

We're looking forward to the member portal. I think people will find that so helpful.
We've already circulated your first 'warm up' email about that one. Certainly, the plain
English aspect is so important too - and really helps members (and helps us to help
members.) The strategy looks nicely presented/engaging too...thanks

•

The possibility of available and timely one-to-one (by phone) personal communication
would be a benefit for many pension holders (and employers) - rather than
communicating digitally. Sometimes people have what they might think are 'silly'
questions, that a 'database' or website cannot provide answers to.

•

There is no mention of interaction with members through an Annual General Meeting
which seems a surprising omission as that one regular meeting could harvest a lot of
constructive feedback in one go. Members would also welcome the personal
interaction with the people who actually run the Fund which would make it feel less
impersonal. Also, "....Regular focus groups (with all member types, where possible and
appropriate)" The qualification here makes it feel a little woolly as if you will only have
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focus groups if you really have to rather than being proactive and having a schedule
of focus groups, at least as an experiment to see if they produce worthwhile feedback
•

This 12 page document is an overlong theoretical description of communications by
CPF, a large LGPS with 100,000 members, and valued at nearly £7 billion. It is 2022,
and communications is already well understood by all, especially by local government
employees. This “description” of a Communications Strategy should be just an
Appendix of two pages, not 12 pages of theoretical discussion. It contains no actual
plans or projects with dates. Page 4 correctly identifies how members find CPF
messages complex, boring and confusing. This is a perfect example of just that. CPF
publications and website items have done little to encourage serious involvement of
members, by presenting publications with trivial content, simplistic graphics, and even
a wordsearch in the 2022 Cheshire Chat. Members already receive quality
communications from their banks, shops, funds, clubs, the government, NHS, etc.
Members of CPF are well aware of other good communications using emails and a
properly functioning website. Other parts of CWAC such as Planning, Electoral Roll,
and Committees, already operate proper web based systems and processes by email.
Instead this CPF document is a jumbled wish list: • Page 6 identifies that the current
website is underused, as unsurprisingly it is written about the fund not for members. •
Page 7 identifies that the RI statement is important. CPF do members want to know
about how the fund invests for climate change, energy, community, and housing

•

Page 8 is a long list of 14 “delivery vehicles” but without any relative priorities,
resources, or dates for implementation in which calendar or financial year. • Widely
used modern communication methods are not mentioned, such as an AGM for
members, secure webpages for members discussions, or using member emails for
speedier communications. • Page 9 incorrectly suggests communication are by emails
when CPF has never asked pensioner members for our email addresses • Page 10
states as a key risk without any evidence that “members do not want to engage with
their pension”. I suggest that members do want to engage, but CPF stifles that by
offering no mechanisms such as web-based discussion pages. • Page 11 highlights
past surveys. CPF have conducted several, have not published the feedback, and
have ignored the results of these surveys (such as support for an AGM). In my opinion,
CPF must publish all feedback to this consultation on the Communications Strategy on
the CPF website. Also to have any real credibility a Communications Strategy must
have far more actual detail on projects and dates, and: • Be far shorter, with the jargon
removed, and simply published as an Appendix to the main plan of proper activities
and projects. • Publish a list of current projects, and future projects, in date order. •
Contains start and end dates for projects, or phases • Publish the reviews and
evaluations of every project or phase • Keep all of this up to date on the CPF website
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