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Background: The Pension Transition at Solent
Solent University has initiated the withdrawal of academic and professional services staff from public sector defined benefit (DB) schemes (notably LGPS and TPS), and intends to replace them with a new defined contribution (DC) arrangement administered via AVIVA.
Mercer, a global pensions consultancy and a business of Marsh McLennan, was contracted by Solent University to design and deliver this transition. Staff presentations were jointly branded by Solent and Mercer, and Mercer representatives were described publicly as “pension experts.”
Key Concerns About the Mercer–AVIVA Relationship
Mercer’s role raises significant questions regarding conflict of interest, transparency, and impartiality:
	Concern
	Summary

	Commercial Partnership
	Mercer and AVIVA have long-standing relationships. Mercer offers governance and investment services within AVIVA’s workplace pension infrastructure, including roles in fund design, platform management, and fiduciary oversight.

	Potential Financial Benefit
	It is unclear whether Mercer receives fees, commission, or strategic value from AVIVA in connection with pension transitions like Solent’s. No disclosure of any such relationship was made in materials presented to Solent staff.

	Single-Provider Recommendation
	Mercer presented the AVIVA option without showing staff any alternatives, nor conducting a comparative appraisal of other providers. This raises the question: was Mercer promoting a partner product rather than offering impartial advice?

	Dual Role Conflict
	Mercer advised the University on scheme strategy and presented “pension information sessions” to staff. This dual role is inherently conflicted, as it blurs the line between client advocacy and staff-facing guidance.

	Misleading Framing
	Mercer’s branding in presentations implied independence. No verbal or written disclaimer explained that Mercer was paid by Solent and potentially linked to AVIVA. This presentation may have led staff to misunderstand the impartiality and purpose of the information session.


Regulatory Relevance
These concerns are relevant under both FCA and TPR oversight frameworks:
	Regulator
	Relevance

	FCA (Financial Conduct Authority)
	Mercer may have engaged in financial promotion without adequate disclosure of bias or conflict (FCA Principle 7 – “clear, fair, not misleading”).
 Mercer presented as a “pension expert” without disclaiming that it was not providing regulated financial advice, potentially breaching FCA Conduct of Business rules (COBS 4–10).
Any undisclosed incentive from AVIVA could constitute a breach of inducement rules (COBS 6.1A).

	TPR (The Pensions Regulator)
	TPR oversees workplace scheme governance and employer duties in pension selection and communication.
The University’s failure to present comparative outcomes or downside risks in Mercer-led materials may violate TPR expectations for clear member communications.
The scheme selection process, if driven by a conflicted consultant without open procurement or benchmarking, raises questions about employer prudence and scheme suitability.


Formal notifications have now been submitted to both the FCA and TPR outlining these concerns and referencing the materials provided to staff.
Implications for Staff and Collective Negotiation
The Mercer–AVIVA link is not an abstract governance issue — it directly affects staff outcomes:
· Staff pensions are being downgraded from secure, inflation-linked DB schemes (TPS/LGPS) to high-risk DC plans. 
· This transition is being facilitated by a consultant who may have a financial stake in the provider being recommended. 
· No evidence has been shown that Mercer or Solent compared alternatives or tested the long-term value of the AVIVA scheme for staff. 
· Staff were not told Mercer was being paid by the University (over £100,000) to promote this scheme during the information sessions. 
The process lacks transparency, fails the fairness test, and places staff retirement futures at risk — all while preserving better pension terms for some senior managers (response to FOI Request 2860).
Recommendations for UCU Branch Action
1. Publicly question the impartiality of Mercer’s role, especially in staff forums and consultation updates. 
2. Demand disclosure of: 
Any payments or commissions Mercer receives from AVIVA; 
The procurement basis for selecting AVIVA; 
Whether alternative providers were formally considered. 
3. Circulate this briefing note to staff to clarify why this is a governance, equity, and financial wellbeing issue — not just a structural one. 
4. Escalate through the governance channels of Solent University, including Academic Board and HR Committees, requesting an independent review of the procurement process. 
5. Support continued complaints to FCA and TPR, and seek trade union legal advice on whether staff were misled during this process. 
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