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Abstract 
 

The population are living longer, and policymakers are redesigning their 

pension system to tackle the increasing pension’s gap that has emerged 

across all major economies. The Irish government is due to implement the 

State Pension, by introducing a nation-wide automatic-enrolment savings 

system proposed to commence in 2022, with the objective to increase the 

pension’s coverage amongst workers from the private sector. The aim of 

this research study was to discover how an automatic-enrolment system is 

likely to affect the pension gap in Ireland. Secondary data was used to 

present outcomes and experiences from two OECD countries that 

implemented the auto-enrolment system in previous years to explore what 

the expectations for Ireland are. In order to achieve the aim of this 

dissertation, a qualitative research design was adopted with semi-structured 

interviews and a Grounded Theory method. The findings suggest that 

despite the auto-enrolment to be a good step, it would not solve the Irish 

pension problem considering the low level of contribution it will impose; it 

would not considerably impact the pension gap.  

 

Keywords: Pensions, Ireland, Automatic-enrolment, Retirement, 

Savings, Private Sector. 
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Background 
 

  The Irish pension system is based on the Beveridgean system and is divided into 

three pillars (see Table 1 below).  The State Contributory Pension for citizens at age 

66 that pay Pay-Related Social Insurance, also enabling them to receive other 

benefits, they can as well avail of private pensions such as occupational pensions, a 

Personal Retirement Savings Account or a Personal Pension Plan in order to top up 

their benefits (Gallagher and Ryan, 2017, p. 517).  

Table 1: The Irish pension system (TILDA, 2012, p.5) 

Supplementary Pensions 

State Welfare Pension Occupational Pensions Private Pension 

Contributory and non-
contributory 
 
Generally flat-rate 
 

Public and private sector 
 
Contributions from labour 
income 

Voluntary 
 
PRSAs and RACs 

 
 

Gallagher and Ryan (2017, p. 517) explained that this system is supplemented with 

means-tested benefits for workers that have not made enough contributions to qualify 

for the State Contributory Pension. In Ireland, the private pension coverage is 

considered to be voluntary generally, although in the public service and the semi-state 

sector it is compulsory.  

The recommendation to implement the State Pension and introduce an Automatic-

Enrolment (AE) system occurred when the OECD Review in 2013 revealed that 

Ireland was at the lower end of the pension spending scale with over 90% of Defined 

Benefit schemes with a deficit and scheme wind-ups a regular occurrence, a severe 

“pension gap” had emerged. The OECD then suggested that Ireland should look at 
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voluntary private pension schemes as a way of tackling the pension gap (Gallagher 

and Ryan, 2017, p. 516).  

In 2014, the Irish Pension System stated that the main goal in Irish pension policy 

should be to increase coverage through the introduction of a mandatory or quasi-

mandatory earnings-related system. According to the OECD report, Ireland was one 

of only two member countries without a mandatory or quasi-mandatory earning related 

pillar for retirement savings (Irish Life, 2018, p. 2). Ireland is considered to be one of 

the European countries that protect their older population from the effects of poverty. 

People over age 65 nowadays are less likely to be at risk of poverty than they would 

have been ten years ago.  

The then Irish Minister for Social Protection, Leo Varadkar, stated in 2017 that a 

new pension system was needed, as the current system, in which many people 

depend entirely on the state pension, was “unsustainable” (European Pensions, 2017). 

Private pension coverage in Ireland has remained static since 2005 at circa 55% of 

those in employment. Some sectors of the services industry present inferior private 

pension coverage such as in hotels, catering and retail, affirmed Gallagher and Ryan 

(2017, p.518).  

TILDA relisted in 2012 the “Supplementary Pensions and Income of Ireland’s 

Retirees” report which The European Commission had estimated that in Ireland’s 

gross public pension expenditure was 7.5% of GDP in 2010 and that this would rise to 

11.4% of GDP in 2050 or 11.7% of GDP in 2060 (TILDA, 2012, p. 3). Pension policy 

is indeed challenging and controversial since it involves long-term decisions in the face 

of numerous short-term political pressures. However, public finance crises and the 

increase of the ageing population have reconfirmed the need for a pension reform. 
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Since the early 1990s much has been done to make pension systems adequate for 

the future. So far almost all the thirty OECD countries have made at least some kind 

of changes to their pension system and in sixteen of them have done major reforms 

that affected future benefits (Martin and Whitehouse, 2008, p. 1). 

This study focused on the auto-enrolment system expectations of achievement for 

Ireland, based on the pensions expert’s perspective in terms of implementation of such 

a regime in the country. Most of the existing research regarding pensions and the auto-

enrolment system has focused on the issues of the behavioural attitude among 

workers, specific schemes such as the Defined Benefit (DB) schemes and in particular 

industries-scheme participation. 

 

1.2 Research Question 
 

In light of the implementation of the state pension proposed to be introduced in 2022, 

a quasi-mandatory saving system in Ireland, the research question for this study was 

developed to explore what is likely to be achieved in Ireland within the new auto-

enrolment savings system. Therefore, the question that this research study aims to 

answer is:  

How an Auto-Enrolment savings system is likely to affect the pension gap 

when implemented in Ireland? 

 
 

1.2.1 Research Objective 
 

The research objective of this study is focused on the discovery of the expectations 

for Ireland when implementing an auto-enrolment savings system nation-wide, which 

will explore the experiences of two countries members of the OECD that had before 
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implemented the same regime in previous years. Thereby, the objectives of this 

research study are to learn: 

1. Automatic enrolment retirement savings system will potentially encourage long-term 

savings among workers from the private sector. 

2. Automatic enrolment retirement savings system will be more favourable to workers 

aged 20-29, compared to workers aged 40-49. 

3. Financial planners’ view about the automatic enrolment system to be implemented 

in Ireland and what their expectations in terms of achievement is. 

 
 

1.2.2 Rationale for the Research Proposal 
 

The reason for choosing Pensions as a topic for this dissertation is that pensions 

are not well understood or is considered to be too complicated by Irish people. Most 

of the Irish people are not aware of the schemes available, or the reform that is being 

put in place. There are so many terminologies around pensions that the experts in the 

pension industry also agree that this is too complex. With the introduction of the 

automatic enrolment savings system in Ireland, employees and employers will be 

facing a dramatic change in their financial life. 

There is something fundamentally missing in most of the Irish population: education 

on pensions. In as much as that information is absent from employees and employers. 

The lack of knowledge about pensions among workers and business owners was the 

main reason for this research topic to be chosen. Most people do not like to talk or 

even think about retirement as this subject reminds people that we will all be old 

someday; hence the retirement plan is left aside until all the family goals are achieved, 
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like buying a house for example. The topic was narrowed down to auto-enrolment for 

the reason that the expectations around the new system would address people’s 

inertia to save for retirement. Before the definition of the topic, the researcher 

contacted the Department of Employment and Social Affair by email, asking some 

questions to get a better understanding about automatic-enrolment. The questions 

sent are available in Appendix 6 in this dissertation. 

 

1.2.3 Dissertation Structure 
 

This dissertation is structured into five chapters, and below is a description to 

provide a brief understanding:  

Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Chapter one presents the nature of this project and the objective of this research, 

bringing up a brief understanding of pensions in Ireland, putting the research into 

context with the background, also justifying the research question for this dissertation. 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

The literature review chapter is divided into nine topics that highlight relevant 

theories focused on pensions from academic studies and reports conducting a detailed 

analysis. It also presents the importance of saving for retirement and the importance 

of having a pension.  

Chapter 3 – Research Methodology  

This chapter details the Methodology applied in this research. It is divided into 

eleven main topics that outline the research design, research approach, research 
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philosophy, research ethics, and limitations of the Methodology, the time horizon, the 

data collection and the design adopted in this research. 

Chapter 4 – Results  

Results chapter analyses and describes the findings obtained with the semi-

structured interviews. It translates the findings in a practical meaning, correlating the 

data collected with the research questions, and the main objectives of this research 

and the literature review.  

Chapter 5 – Discussion 

Chapter five outlines the discussion of this study’s interpretation, as well as 

analysing the findings of this study and answering the research question, conducting 

the conclusion of this study presenting an overall reflection of the findings.  
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

The aim of this chapter was to review the current literature, exploring previous 

research surrounding the adoption of an auto-enrolment system in two of the OECD 

country members, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. A literature review is defined 

by Lee and Lings (2008) as: 

‘The literature review is literally that, a re-view (or look again) at what has 

already been written about a topic. Where you demonstrate that you 

understand that which has been done before, and can point to where this 

existing research is deficient in some way’ (Lee and Lings, 2008, p. 80). 

 
Nine sections were presented in this chapter that assessed the key factors in terms 

of the implementation of an auto-enrolment system based on secondary data. This 

study discussed the primary outcomes that the AE system presented in these 

particular countries. The reason for choosing New Zealand and the UK to be explored 

in this research was that New Zealand was one of the first countries to introduce such 

a scheme with their “KiwiSaver” programme in 2007. As well as a country with a similar 

population size as Ireland. The United Kingdom had recently introduced an AE system, 

being already evaluated as a success by the Pensions Regulators. The UK had a 

similar pension scenario as Ireland currently have when the AE programme was 

implemented, with a proportion of private sector eligible staff participating in a 

workplace pension of 42% in 2012 (The Pensions Regulator, 2018, p. 10).  
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2.2 Why is it important to save for retirement? 
 

In standard economic models of savings, individuals rationally plan their long-term 

consumptions and savings needs; saving a portion of their earnings in working years 

to finance desired levels of consumptions for the rest of their lives (Ando and 

Modigliani, 1963 cited in Peksevim, Akgiray, 2019, p. 8). Traditional economists 

attribute low levels of retirement savings mainly to economic disincentives, such as 

taxation of pension savings or general lack of financial literacy. To address these 

problems, governments and policymakers have introduced policies, ranging from 

offering financial incentives (tax incentives, matching contributions, and state 

subsidies) to providing financial education for retirement plan participants, explain 

Peksevim and Akgiray (2019, p.8).  

The decision to start saving for retirement, and subsequent decisions such as when 

to start and what level of contributions to make, depend partly on the trade-off between 

the time value of money now and the wealth of money in the future (McGowan, Lunn 

and Robertson, 2019, p. 2). Economists do not agree about how much saving is 

appropriate, as they do not agree on the right level of post-retirement income. They 

believe that people should aim to have retirement income that is at least as high as 

the income they have when working (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008, p. 106). 

According to the traditional life cycling theory, individuals are competent in planning 

their consumption needs over their lifetime. When they are young, they tend to 

consume more than they earn, financing the difference by borrowing. The middle-age 

years is the accumulation phase, and they stockpile for retirement. During old age, 

people decumulate savings. To save appropriately, individuals must solve present 

value issues based on their approximation of unknown facts about the future such as 
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earnings, asset returns, tax rates, health status, and life expectancy (Mitchel and 

Utkus, 2004, cited in Brucker and Leppel, 2013, p. 2). 

Selnow (2004) cited in Brucker and Leppel (2013, p.3), explained why people tend 

not to plan well for retirement. First, the payoff for retirement saving is uncertain and 

distant. Second, the cost of retirement savings is preceding current consumption; thus, 

failure to save yields instant gain. Third, there is no immediate reward for doing the 

right thing, and no immediate penalty for not doing it. Last, there are no specific 

deadlines before which one is fine and after which one is in trouble. 

 

2.2.1 The Importance of Pensions 
 

The projected ageing of the Irish population will give rise to a significant increase in 

age-related expenditure, and the pension provision is expected to be the single most 

significant component. Besides, the consequence of demographic change is that the 

task of financing, increasing pension spending is expected to reduce to a diminishing 

share of the population, which by 2050 it is intended that there will be fewer than two 

workers per pensioner (Department of Social and Family Affairs, 2007, p. 5). 

According to the World Economic Forum (2017, p.6) savings of 10% to 15% of an 

average annual salary is required to support a reasonable level of retirement income. 

However, this will continue to be a challenge unless the importance of higher savings 

rates is better understood and communicated. Given the current long-term, low-growth 

environment, it is unrealistic for workers to expect that savings of around 5% of their 

paycheque each year of their working life will provide a retirement income comparable 

to their level of income while working (World Economic Forum, 2017, p. 6). 
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2.2.2 Reasons for Pension’s Reform 
 

One of the main reason for a pensions’ reform is the growing cost of paying, both 

in the past and projected into the future. In particular, population age highlights and 

intensify the fiscal cost of providing income in old age, explain Martin and Whitehouse 

(2008, p.2). “The reforms to pension paradigms share one important feature: pensions 

will in future automatically adjust to changes in life expectancy” (Martin and 

Whitehouse, 2008, p. 6). The long-term need to reform pensions is still present in 

many countries, especially given the ongoing trend of the population living longer. 

Many countries are increasing their retirement age, enhancing financial sustainability 

and pension adequacy (OECD, 2017, p. 21).  

 

2.3 Pension System Frame in Ireland 
 

Pensions are not the only savings route that people are considering for their 

retirement life. The evidence of this fact is that employees are working and saving to 

buy their own houses, and not having to pay rent when reaching retirement age or are 

investing in a new business that will generate income in the future providing stability 

for a healthy retirement life (Chartered Accounts Ireland, 2018, p. 43). The OECD 

reported that the Irish private sector is amongst the lowest for investing in pensions in 

Europe and the private sector employees have less pension cover in comparison to 

the public sector, states Chartered Accounts Ireland (2018, p.43).  

With 160,000 occupational pension schemes and just 1% of the population in 

Europe, Ireland is home to about 50% off all pension schemes in the EU. 

Notwithstanding this disproportionately high number of schemes, the proportion of 

employees in Ireland with supplementary pension cover, is low compared to those 
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countries that have mandatory/quasi-mandatory systems. Only 35% of the private 

sector workforce has such cover, despite the tax relief available (Government of 

Ireland, 2018, p. 14). The numbers proved that the working population in Ireland is not 

saving enough or is not saving at all for retirement. Workers from the private sector 

are relying on State Pension at retirement and will have an income of 34% of the 

average wage, affirmed the Government of Ireland (2018, p.14). 

Also, the Irish private pension system presents a gap in coverage by gender (10.3 

percentage points); the difference might be explained by the large gap in coverage 

between full-time and part-time workers. Full-time workers are more often enrolled in 

private pension plans than part-time workers (25.4 percentage point difference). 

Women in Ireland tend to be more often in part-time employment (in 37.1% of the 

cases) than men (11.5% of the cases), highlights OECD (2013, p.50). 

The contributions made by employees are deductible for income tax purposes, and 

tax relief is applied. The amount that qualifies for tax-relieve is limited to an age-related 

percentage amount of the employee’s remuneration (See Table 2 below). Since 2011, 

tax-relief contributions are subject to an annual earnings cap of EUR 115,000 and 

previously EUR 250,000. Employer contributions are deductible in computing the 

income for tax purposes of the employer’s business (OECD, 2014, p. 35). 
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Table 2: Tax relief on pensions contributions (OECD, 2014, p. 36)   

Age Limited Actual Allowed (%) Contribution Limit (EUR) 

Less than 30 years 15 15 250 

Between 30 and 39 20 23 000 

Between 40 and 49 25 28 750 

Between 45a and 54 30 34 500 

Between 55 and 59 35 40 250 

Over 60 40 45 000 

 

Since 1st January 2011, employees’ pension contributions no longer receive relief 

from Pay-Related Social Insurance (PRSI) and the health levy/Universal Social 

Charge. In addition, since 2012, employers do not receive any PRSI relief on 

employee pension contributions, according to the OECD (2014, p.36). The Irish tax 

system is the “Exempt, Exempt, Taxed” (EET) approach, exempts pension 

contributions and earned income of the pension fund investment from taxation but 

taxes withdrawal and pension benefits as income explain the OECD (2014, p.35). 

According to the OECD (2014, p.61), older people in Ireland rely heavily on public 

transfers (i.e. pensions and allowances) as their primary source of income. CSO 

(2012) reported that public transfers made up 63.4% of the household disposable 

income of Irish people aged 65 and over (up from 56.8% in 2004), compared with an 

OECD average of 59%. 

 

2.4 Demographic Changes in Ireland 
 

Ireland is facing the challenge of ensuring both the adequacy and financial 

sustainability of its pension system. Pension arrangements also have to comply with 
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the requirements of modernity, which means they should be able to adapt flexibility to 

demographic and labour market changes, states the OECD (2013, p.60). Ireland, like 

other developed countries, is facing demographic challenges which will see the 

number of pensioners more than double and the ratio of people of working age to 

pensioners fall to about 2.3:1 over the next 40 years. This also represents significant 

funding challenges with the Social Insurance Fund Forecast to accumulate a potential 

deficit of up to €400 billion over the next 50 years (Government of Ireland, 2018, p. 6). 

Ireland presents a wide range of population projections based on numerous 

demographic assumptions that reflect the difficulty in making long-term provisions. Net 

migration has been the most volatile component in Ireland’s population changes since 

the foundation of the State (Department of Social and Family Affairs, 2007, p. 4). The 

expected mortality within the population and the labour force are also substantial when 

determining the number of people that requires pension income in the future, as well 

as for how long they will need it. The population over 65 years old will increase by 59% 

by 2021 and by a further 142% by 2061, states the DSFA (2007, p.4).  

The age-structure of the Irish population is different from most of the other countries 

in the EU, and the Irish demographic situation is considered to be favourable over the 

medium term. The workers' ageing population in Ireland is projected to increase at 

around 29% by 2041, higher than it was in 2007 and will eventually fall back after that. 

Older workers are estimated to form a significant part of the labour force in Ireland, 

according to the Green Paper on Pensions (Department of Social and Family Affairs, 

2007, p. 5). Life expectancy for those aged 65 or over had a significant increase in 

recent decades. Average life expectancy, over a sustained period, rose by 12 months 

each 5 and a half years (Government of Ireland, 2018, p. 47). The OECD (2014) 

argued that if governments delay reforms aimed at ensuring the financial sustainability 
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of pension systems, the scale of the later adjustment needed will be more sudden and 

painful.  

 

2.5 Automatic-Enrolment (AE) Retirement Saving System 
 

Automatic-Enrolment (AE) is the retirement savings system where employees who 

do not have a private pension are automatically enrolled into a retirement savings 

scheme (Irish Life, 2018, p. 3). In Figure 1 it is possible to visualise how the AE process 

is designed, where the employer, the Government and the employee will contribute to 

one of the registered providers that will be chosen by the employee through the Central 

Processing Authority (CPA).    

 
 
Figure 1: The Auto-Enrolment Process (Irish Life, 2018) 

 
 

According to the OECD (OECD, 2014, p. 120) the automatic-enrolment has gained 

popularity in recent years as an alternative to compulsory enrolment. One of the first 
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OECD countries that introduced the AE system was New Zealand in 2007. The 

automatic-enrolment schemes are categorised in five main parameters that define 

coverage and contribution levels: the target population, the financial incentives, the 

default contribution rates, the window that will allow people to opt-out and to re-enrol 

them, and the possibility to take contribution holidays, states OECD (2014, p.122). 

Table 3 describes the parameters for New Zealand and the United Kingdom automatic 

enrolment at a national level. 

 
Table 3: Key features of nationwide auto-enrolment schemes in OECD countries 
(OECD, 2014, p.123).  

Country Year of 
Implementation 

Target 
Population 

Opting-
out 

Window 

Contribution 
Rate 

Financial 
Incentives 

Contribution 
Holidays 

New 
Zealand 

2007 New 
employees 

Opting out 
is possible 
within two 
months 

following 
enrolment 

Employee 
contribution:7% 
Employer 
contribution:2% 

The 
Government 
fully matches 
employees 
contribution 
up to NZD 10 
per week and 
“Kick-starts” 
each 
individual 
account with 
NZD 1 000 

After the first 12 
months of 

membership, 
automatic 

enrolled workers 
can stop 

contributing for a 
minimum of 

three months, up 
to five years at a 

time for any 
reason 

United 
Kingdom 

2012 Employees  
between the 

age of 22 
and State 

Pension Age 
who earn 
more than 
GBP 8 105 

per year 

Opting out 
is possible 

at any 
time; 

workers 
are 

enrolled 
back every 

three 
years 

From 2018 
onwards, the 

minimum 
contribution rate 

will be 8% 
including the 

employer 
contribution 

(minimum 3%), 
the employee 

contribution and 
the government 

tax relief; 
contributions are 

payable on 
earnings over 

GDP 5 564 up to 
a limit of GDP 

42 475 

Government 
contribution 
through tax 

relief 

Allowed in the 
sense that 

people can opt 
out at any time 

 
 

The OECD (2014, p.122), suggested that the Irish Government should consider 

each parameter carefully when implementing the auto-enrolment, to reach the 
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objectives of increasing pension coverage and ensuring sufficiently high contributions 

rates. 

 

2.6 Automatic-Enrolment (AE) System Proposal for Ireland 
 

The Government’s strategy to reform the pension system in Ireland is set out in the 

“Roadmap for Pensions Reform 2018-2023” which was published in February 2018. It 

outlines the actions that the Government will take to meet the needs of future 

generations of pensioners and deliver on the goals of sustainability and equity. Without 

reform, the long-term adequacy and sustainability of Ireland’s pension system could 

be compromised; given that, the AE system is being designed to supplement the State 

Pension system (Automatic Enrolment Programme Management Office, 2019). 

To achieve the main policy goal of reforming the Irish pension system to improve 

the adequacy of pensions, the OECD suggested that this could be achieved by 

increasing coverage in the funded part of the pension system. To reach this goal three 

options were presented: (i) introduce compulsory enrolment; (ii) introduce automatic 

enrolment; and/or (iii) improve the existing financial incentives, according to the OECD 

(2013, p.119). 

An Automatic-Enrolment system is being designed to be introduced in Ireland in 

2022, and the expectation is that it will apply to all employers that meet the criteria, 

even SME’s will have to apply these new rules and will have to consider an additional 

administrative and financial cost in their budgets. The same will occur with employees, 

where any additional money will be deducted from their payslip, even if a retirement 

plan has never occurred to them, confirmed Accountancy Ireland (2018, p.37). The 

rules are being developed by the Government for employees aged between 23 and 
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60 that earn over €20,000 per annum that is not already contributing to supplementary 

pensions, be automatic enrolled in the programme and will be able to choose from a 

range of retirement savings fund options from registered providers, stated the 

Department of Employment and Social Protection (2018, p.12).  

Employees will be free to leave the scheme, they will have the option to ‘opt-out’ 

under certain conditions, such as a minimum of a membership period (during months 

seven and eight of the membership), but they may suspend or temporarily stop their 

payment of contributions (Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 

2018, p. 7). The self-employed and employees that do not meet the criteria will be able 

to opt-in to the scheme. 

The employees that opted out will be re-enrolled after a certain amount of time that 

will be defined by the scheme. Chartered Accounts Ireland (2018, p.36) believes that 

employers and accountants will have to face a significant challenge preparing their 

workforce for across-the-board pension contributions, considering the number of 

employees in the private sector without any sort of pension scheme – one-third of all 

private-sector workers in Ireland. 

The scheme is being designed to encourage people to save for retirement, as once 

enrolled it might give the employees an extensive vision of the benefits a pension 

provision will have in the long-term. Irish workers will be automatically enrolled into 

this pension scheme unless they are already a member of their employer’s scheme 

and that scheme provides higher contribution levels or is a Defined Benefit scheme, 

explained Gallagher and Ryan (2017, p.518).  

The National Pensions Framework initially recommended the total contribution rate 

for a national auto-enrolment scheme at 8% of salary, however the recent OECD 
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report suggested that this contribution rate will not be sufficient to meet the needs of 

the retirees and advised a total contribution rate of 15% of salary instead, according 

to Gallagher and Ryan (2017, p.518). However, the Department of Employment Affairs 

and Social Protection (2018, p.7) declared that employee members of the system 

would initially contribute a minimum of 1% of gross earnings and the minimum 

contribution will increase each year by 1% up to 6% from the beginning of year six.  

Employers will match the members’ contribution up to an eventual 6% and will be 

deductible for corporation tax purposes. The State will also provide an incentive to 

save, the level of the incentive and how it might be paid is still not defined, but the 

suggestion is that the State will contribute €1 for every €3 saved by the member 

(Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 2018, p. 8, 9). Furthermore, 

the fact that the system will be “quasi-mandatory” is been seen as an advantage, 

where the option to opt-out will allow them to temporarily take a break from saving for 

retirement when they need to do so and re-enrol after a period of time (Gallagher and 

Ryan, 2017, p. 518). The automatic enrolment system could have a positive impact on 

the workplace pension if it follows the right directions.  

Jerry Moriarty, the CEO of the Irish Association of Pension Funds, stated that “the 

time is right for Ireland to implement an Auto-Enrolment savings system, as the 

situation is very similar to with the UK’s when they implemented the AE system in 

2012” (Handzel, 2017). According to Handzel (2017), it is expected that Ireland will 

follow the UK model to some extent, as the gradual phasing in of employees, starting 

with the largest companies and then slowly moving to the medium-sized and smaller 

companies over a number of years. The Department of Social Protection has also 

been looking at other systems, in particular, New Zealand, as it has a similar 

population size as Ireland. 
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2.6.1 Strawman Proposal 
 
 

In August 2018 the Government published a ‘Strawman’ proposal for an Automatic 

Enrolment savings system in Ireland. This proposal detailed a realistically plausible 

approach to deliver the auto-enrolment system in Ireland, which was based on 

extensive domestic research and analysis of systems internationally. It formed the 

basis of a national consultation process designed to help the Government improve the 

decisions in terms of the operational structure and design of the automatic enrolment 

system (Automatic Enrolment Programme Management Office, 2019). 

Strawman is a draft proposal designed to generate discussions of a policy idea, in 

this instance, to discuss the implementation of the automatic-enrolment savings 

system (Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 2018, p. 1). It 

discusses the pros and cons of an idea to get responses from the public and 

representatives groups that might change parts of what is being proposed or perhaps 

even alter it, explained the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

(2018, p.1). 

The Irish Government stated that the Strawman Proposal was published in order to 

comply with the commitment that was made under Action 2.1 of the ‘Roadmap for 

Pensions Reform 2018-2023’ and in order to support the design and development of 

the Automatic Enrolment (AE) system for Ireland (Department of Employment Affairs 

and Social Protection, 2018, p. 7). The feedback and comments about the AE system 

were received by email and by post until the 4th November 2018. In addition to this, as 

a formal mechanism, the DEASP hosted several consultations, where parties that 

were interested in sharing their views and ideas could attend the events  (Department 

of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 2018, p. 9).  
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2.6.2 Central Processing Authority (CPA) 
 

When enrolled, all employees will have access to a range of retirement savings 

products from approved providers, the access to these providers will be managed by 

the State through the ‘Central Processing Authority (CPA). The proposal has two 

options to be designed: Option (A) all providers, subject to meet some standards, 

apply to the CPA to be registered as an AE provider, offer a range of retirement 

savings products and be available for employees to choose them. Option (B) The 

Government might, through the CPA, tender for and select a shortlist of AE providers 

to offer a range of retirement saving products (Department of Employment Affairs and 

Social Protection, 2018, p. 3). 

 

2.7 New Zealand and the KiwiSaver 
 
 

In 2007, New Zealand implemented KiwiSaver – a voluntary superannuation 

system to sit alongside the government pension (The Australian National University, 

2019, p. 477). According to the Australian National University (2019, p.478), KiwiSaver 

was funded by a mix of individual and employer contributions, plus a government 

subsidiary, known as member tax credit. Membership is not limited to those in 

employment, and even children can join the KiwiSaver. New Zealand’s KiwiSaver is 

considered as the leading example of automatic-enrolment in private pension 

arrangements, according to OECD (2013, p.121). 

The Australian National University (2019, p.480) affirmed that KiwiSaver has been 

extraordinarily successful in signing up New Zealanders for retirement savings, 

despite its voluntary nature and political challenges, multi-party support has enabled 

the level of success to be achieved in terms of streamlining reporting and transparency 
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for investors and providing strong governance in the KiwiSaver market (2019). 

Besides, a particularly successful aspect of KiwiSaver is using the IRD as 

clearinghouse core collection of employer and member contributions, and allocation 

of those contributions to the appropriate funds. This has avoided problems found in 

Chile and Australia, where many individuals have multiple small sums in mislaid 

accounts, such as $AUD15 billion in Australia’s SG scheme are sitting in lost or 

unclaimed account (St John, Littlewood, Dale, 2014, p. 27). 

 

Graph 1: KiwiSaver Members Enrolment (Inland Revenue Data, 2018). 

 

 
Graph 1 represents the number of active or provisional members at the end of each 

financial year. Since 2009 the AE had significantly increased, and by the end of 2016, 

the total membership was at almost 2.65 million, nearly 80% of the eligible population 

(Inland Revenue Department, 2019). However, according to a seven-year 

multiagency, KiwiSaver evaluation steering group (Incorporating members from the 

Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment; the Treasury; the Commission for 

Financial Capability; the Financial Markets Authority; the Ministry of Social 
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Development; Victoria University of Wellington; Statistics New Zealand; the Inland 

Revenue Department and research companies and contractors), it is successful in 

achieving its policy goals in the short-term, with limited evidence to support wealth 

accumulation (IRD 2015). Since the fiscal costs of the government pension are 

expected to grow as the number of retirees grows, from an administrative cost 

perspective, New Zealand performed among the best in the OECD members (OECD, 

2011). 

 

2.7.1 New Zealand’s Economy 
 

Additional political rhetoric purposes that KiwiSaver was to improve national 

savings and to provide investment funds to promote business growth, the Minister of 

Finance then, Hon Michael Cullen stated that “KiwiSaver presented the chance for a 

new beginning for New Zealand in terms of saving and investing. It is the individual’s 

(...) opportunity for greater security in retirement. At the same time, it will significantly 

increase the flow of funds in New Zealand for investing in the country and overseas” 

(St John, Littlewood, Dale, 2014, p. 4).  

According to Morning Star (Murphy, 2019), KiwiSaver assets on their database 

presented a growth to more than NZ$54.6 billion at 31 March 2019 from NZ$50.2 

billion at 31 December 2018, leading the market share with more than NZ$13.4 billion. 

They affirmed that the March quarter saw markets turnaround from a weak December 

quarter. Returns of KiwiSaver funds commonly reflected the improvement of 

underlying market conditions and announced that all KiwiSaver funds made positive 

returns. According to the KiwiSaver Annual Report from 2018, the money was invested 

a different range of funds: 0% in commodities, 1% in Other, 5% in Properties, 14% in 

New Zealand fixed interest, 15% in Australasian equities, 18% in cash and cash 



Page | 31  
 

equivalents, 18% in International fixed interest and 29% in International equities (rates 

from 1 April 2017 to 31 March 2018).   

 

2.7.2 KiwiSaver Lessons and Experience for Other Countries 
 

Employers and the IRD have experienced extra compliance costs in the auto-

enrolment processes, but it had only mild opposition from the employers. Substantial 

incentives to get the scheme off the ground and attract people to remain enrolled may 

have led to reducing significant ex post with little impact on membership. The auto-

enrolment may have played a useful role in establishing acceptance of the scheme 

and far fewer net opt-outs overtime was experienced (St John, Littlewood, Dale, 2014, 

p. 28). 

The Australian National University (2019, p.485) highlights the distinguishing 

characteristic of the members who opted out as a similar level of the income, with the 

majority earning less than $30.000. The employer contribution may provide an 

additional incentive for employees to remain enrolled confirmed St John et al. (2014, 

p.28). Opting out is more widespread among younger workers (37% of aged 25-34) 

than older workers (25% of aged 55 or older), affirmed OECD (2013, p.121). Graph 2 

shows the number of members as at the end of each financial year that have opted 

out, presenting a significant fall from 2012 to 2015, and remained static since then 

(Inland Revenue Department, 2019).  
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Graph 2: KiwiSaver members opted out (Inland Revenue Data, 2018). 

 

 
New Zeland’s experience shows that having too many providers can be wasteful of 

resources and therefore costly to consumers, also setting up a tax-subsided scheme 

without attention to decumulation could be dangerous. Although the KiwiSaver’s rules 

have been regularly changed since its implementation, it would be difficult to get 

acceptance now of a loss of control over the accumulated savings in the scheme when 

people joined on the understanding they would have free choice over their 

accumulated lump-sums as stated by St John et al.,(2014, p.29). 

Although the KiwiSaver had achieved remarkable acceptance, there are still 

concerns that should be taken into consideration when analysing the results. In 2016, 

increasing media attention to the size and impact of the fees on the final outcomes of 

Kiwisaver appeared to be an issue. Surprisingly a new KiwiSaver not-for-profit indeed 

fund called ‘Simplicity’ was launched, with low fees expected to be $30 a year, plus 

0.30% a year fund management fee, highlights St John (2016, p.21). 

About one-third of those aged 17 or under are KiwiSaver members, and this is 

admirable, although not for providers. In the long-term, their accounts need continuous 
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savings to be commercially viable. Over 90% of those members make no 

contributions, and from the providers' point of view, the inactive accounts are 

administratively costly, affirmed St John (2016, p.24). Despite that KiwiSaver has been 

in place since 2007, there are many calls from the industry to make it compulsory. In 

the 2011 and 2014 elections, the Labour Party, the Maori Party and New Zealand First 

suggested that making KiwiSaver compulsory would create more household savings 

and solve New Zealand’s economic problems, confirmed St John (2016, p.26). 

New Zealand’s experience shows that it is essential to get the regulatory framework 

and the default arrangements right from the beginning. The KiwiSaver is a firmly 

established part of the New Zealand retirement income framework and has the 

potential to remind people of their need to prepare for retirement, declared St John 

(2016, p.28). Although its rules and conditions have changed since the introduction, 

the major focus of the auto-enrolment regime must be designed primarily to achieve 

meaningful amounts of extra income to supplement the state pension (2014). 

 

 

2.8 The United Kingdom and the National Employment Savings Trust (NEST) 
 

The United Kingdom introduced NEST in 2012, the new pension policy designed to 

improve pension coverage. It was designed specifically for the low paid through the 

automatic-enrolment system. It was rolled out on a phased basis according to the size 

of the employer, and from 2018 all workers that were eligible for the scheme were 

automatically enrolled into either an approved occupational pension scheme or the 

National Employment Savings Trust (Maloney, Maureen ; McCarthy Alma, 2016, p. 6). 

In 2012 when the auto-enrolment system was introduced, only 50% of workers from 

the private sector were enrolled in any type of pension scheme (Accountancy Ireland, 
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2018, p.36). The UK employees did not have a choice, whether they wanted a 

retirement plan or not. The auto-enrolment was forced upon employees and now the 

vast majority of UK employees have been saving money for their retirement, and they 

can now feel more financially secure, stated Accountancy Ireland (2018, p.36).  

In the UK, employers must enrol all their eligible staff into a qualifying pension 

scheme and make contributions.  This applies to those aged 22 and people under the 

state pension age, working in the UK and earning more than £10,000 per year. The 

employee has the choice to opt-out of the scheme within one month if they choose to 

(Ryder, 2018, p. 7). However, they will be re-enrolled by the employer every three 

years, and the pensions’ authorities remind them closer to the time to make sure the 

company will do it, highlights Ryder (2018). 

 
 
2.8.1 Key Factors of NEST 
 

According to Ryder (2018, p.9) by the end of March 2018, over 9.5 million people 

had been automatically enrolled into a pension scheme. Between the introduction of 

the automatic enrolment system in 2012 and April 2017, the proportional rate of eligible 

employees saving into a workplace pension scheme increased from 55% to 84%. 

Graph 3 shows the annual amount saved by eligible employees in 2017 of £90.3 billion 

compared to £78.6 billion in 2012. 
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Graph 3: Increase in saving (The Pensions Regulator, 2018, p.9). 

 
 
 

The proportion of the private sector eligible workers participating in a workplace 

pension scheme increased from 42% in 2012 to 81% in 2017, states Ryder (2018, 

p.4). Following the introduction of the auto-enrolment in 2012, there is a reversal in the 

low workplace pension participation for private sector eligible employees. In Graph 4 

the increase is evident, and the private sector in 2017 almost achieved the public 

sector’s rate with 81% and 92% respectively. 

Graph 4: Eligible employees participating in workplace pensions by sector (The 
Pensions Regulator, 2018).  
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More prominent employers engage a disproportionally large number of the UK’s 

workers, which means that they would benefit early from the automatic enrolment 

system. In the early months of automatic enrolment, just four employers accounted for 

over 100,000 workers who were enrolled in a pension scheme, affirmed by the World 

Economic Forum (2018, p.33). This fact could explain the massive numbers of 

automatic enrolment savings system in the UK, which had a considerably high 

increase since the implementation.  

 

2.8.2 Challenges of Auto-enrolment in the UK 
 
 

Despite the good impressions that the automatic-enrolment has made in the UK 

and the low opt-out rates presented, over 5 million people are ineligible for automatic 

enrolment since they do not meet the criteria of earnings or age of the programme; 

women, ethnic minorities and disable workers are disproportionally affected, a further 

4.5 million self-employed workers are also excluded (OECD, 2018, p. 23). 

The auto-enrolment presented some capacity-related challenges, including the 

need for advice, the need to introduce and explain a new legislative framework for 

pension professionals, payroll services and most crucially, pension schemes. 

Moreover, the programme was introduced during a period of reductions in employer 

pension provisions (World Economic Forum, 2017, p. 33). 

The key to success was getting the large players from the pensions and payroll 

industries to comply. Although they are relatively concentrated, they have a long list 

of small suppliers and getting to this list has proven difficult. Similarly, most employers 

already have financial advisors that were helping them either advising or conducting 

processes. Moreover, the payroll is typically outsourced to an accountant, bookkeeper 
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or bureau. Thus, when employers turned to their advisers for help with the auto-

enrolment, they had to be ready and knowledgeable to support those employers, 

affirmed World Economic Forum (2017, p.33). Can be noticed here in this particular 

experience from the UK the importance of having the financial planners participating 

in this study, as they are an essential piece to the implementation of the auto-

enrolment. 

 

2.8.3 The UK Pension’s Overview  

 
 

A large part of the older population in the UK is in bad health, disability is more 

widespread than in many other countries, especially among people from low socio-

economic backgrounds (OECD, 2017). With bad health being a significant factor to 

labour market exit, contributions towards pensions may decline in the future; currently 

the state pension in the UK is paying £168,60 per week (Department for Work & 

Pensions, 2019). 

The NEST pension scheme was created with a public service obligation even if the 

cost of maintaining the account is higher than the revenue derived from charges 

(Department for Work & Pensions, 2018, p. 10). The NEST pension scheme is the 

main defined contribution pension scheme in the UK in terms of members and is set 

to be the fastest-growing in terms of assets under management in the next five years, 

according to the Department for Work & Pensions (2018, p.10). 

 

2.9 Literature Review Conclusion 
 

The literature reviewed the pensions system in Ireland, the OECD evaluation of the 

Irish pension system and the details of automatic enrolment proposal. Experiences 
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and outcomes from New Zealand and the United Kingdom implementation of the 

automatic-enrolment programme in their pensions’ system was also discussed. The 

literature review presented the importance of saving for retirement and highlighted the 

demographic changes in Ireland, confirming the need for a pension reform. The 

literature outlined in this chapter helped the researcher develop the themes for 

questions that were used to gather primary data through semi-structured interviews. 

Even though there were not much literature published specifically about automatic-

enrolment, the research study highlighted the main points that were considered to be 

relevant for this dissertation. 
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY  
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

According to Saunders et al. (2016, p. 4), the term methodology refers to the theory 

of how research should be undertaken. Lee and Lings (2008, p.12) define 

methodology basically as how you are going to go about your research. To Erikson 

and Kovalainen (2016, p.16) methodology refers to organising principles, which 

provide the procedure for guiding the research process and research design. 

This chapter explains the methods and approaches adopted to achieve the 

objective of this study and presents the procedures undertaken for collecting data. In 

order to justify the assertions for this study, the research “onion” framework (Figure 2) 

presented by Saunders et al. (2016, p.124) was followed. Research onion is the 

diagram we use to depict the issues underlying the choice of data collection 

techniques and analysis procedures (Saunders et al., 2016, p.122). 

  

Figure 2: The research onion (Saunders et al., 2016, p.124) 
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3.2 Research Design 
 

Saunders et al. (2016), defines research design as the general plan of how the 

research study goes about answering the research question. It contains clear 

objectives derived from the research question, specifies the sources from which the 

researcher collected data, how the data was collected and analysed, and discuss 

ethical issues and the constraints the study encountered. It demonstrates that the 

research study has thought through the elements of the particular research design. 

Research can be designed to fulfil either an exploratory, descriptive, explanatory or 

evaluative purpose or some combination of these. An exploratory study is a valuable 

means to ask open questions to discover what is happening and gain insights about 

the topic, is particularly useful if the research study wishes to clarify an understanding 

of an issue, problem or phenomenon. The advantage of this design is that is flexible 

and adaptable to changes, states Saunders et al. (2016, p.175). 

Descriptive research gains an accurate profile of events, persons or situations, it 

might be an extension of a piece of exploratory research. It is necessary to have a 

clear picture of the phenomenon on which the researcher wishes to collect data before 

the collection of the data, explains Saunders et al. (2016, p.175). Studies that establish 

a causal relationship between variables may be termed explanatory research, 

affirmed Saunders et al. (2016, p.176) which emphasis is to study a situation or a 

problem in order to explain the relationships between variables. An evaluative 

research finds out how well something works. In business and management it is likely 

to be concerned with assessing the effectiveness of an organisational or business 

strategy, policy, programme, initiative or process. A research study may combine more 

than one purpose in its design, affirmed Saunders et al. (2016, p.176). 
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An exploratory research design was considered to be most suitable and applicable 

for this study, as the purpose of this paper was to explore experiences and outcomes 

from other countries to discover the expectations when deploying the auto-enrolment 

system in Ireland. An in-depth individual interview was carried out, and the interviews 

were semi-structured because of the exploratory nature of this study.  

 

3.3 Research Philosophy 
 

Research philosophy refers to a system of beliefs and assumptions about the 

development of knowledge (…) it is precisely what you are doing when embarking on 

research: developing knowledge in a particular field (Saunders et al., 2016, p.124). 

Saunders et al., (2016, p. 135), presents the five main philosophies in business and 

management research:  

Positivism: related to research that is independent and refers to the importance of 

what is posited (i.e. given). Positivist researcher might use existing theory to develop 

a hypothesis; also, the researcher should try to remain neutral and detached from his 

research (Saunders et al., 2016, p.136, 137). 

Critic Realism: focuses on explaining what humans see and their experiences. For 

critical realists researchers, the reality is the essential philosophical consideration; 

they see reality as external and independent, but not accessible through the 

observation and knowledge of it (Saunders et al., 2016, p.139). 

Interpretivism: emphasises that humans are different from physical phenomena 

because they create meanings. It argues that human beings and their social worlds 

cannot be studied in the same way as physical phenomena. The purpose of 
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interpretivist research is to create new, richer understanding and interpretations of 

social worlds and contexts (Saunders et al., 2016, p.140). 

Postmodernism: emphasises the role of language and power relations, seeking to 

question conventional ways of thinking and give voice to alternative marginalised 

views. It is complex, costly and socially constructed through power relations (Saunders 

et al., 2016, p.141). 

Pragmatism: supports that research starts with a problem, and aims to contribute 

practical solutions that inform future practice. Reality matters to pragmatists as 

practical effects of ideas and knowledge is valued for enabling actions to be carried 

out successfully (Saunders et al., 2016, p.143). 

The philosophy adopted for this research was Interpretivism since the aim of this 

study was to discover how an automatic-enrolment system is likely to affect the 

pension gap when implemented in Ireland. The research needs to make sense of the 

subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed about the theme being 

studied. This philosophical position is interested in how people, as individuals or as a 

group, interpret and understand social events and settings  (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 

2016, p. 20). As a qualitative research, it focused on human understanding and 

interpretation, an essential part of any analysis of qualitative materials, affirmed 

Erikson and Kovalainen (2016, p.20). 

 

3.4 Research Approach 
 

There are three different approaches that can be used to conduct research: 

deduction, induction and abduction. If research starts with a theory, frequently created 

from academic literature, and the research strategy is designed to test this theory is 
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then defined as a deductive approach, explain Saunders et al. (2016, p.145). It occurs 

when the conclusion is derived logically from a set of premises, where the conclusion 

will be true if all the premises are true (Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). The data collection 

will be used to evaluate propositions or hypotheses related to existing theory 

(Saunders et al., 2016, p.145). 

In contrast, the inductive approach starts by collecting data to explore a 

phenomenon and then the researcher generate theory, explain Saunders et al. (2016, 

p.145). There is a gap in the logic argument between the conclusion and the premises 

observed, the conclusion being “judged” to be supported by the observations made 

(Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). 

Abduction, on the other hand, begins with a “surprising fact” being observed 

(Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). The researcher will collect data to explore a 

phenomenon, identify topics and explain standards to generate a new theory or even 

modify an existing one; the researcher will also test the theory through additional data 

collection, according to Saunders et al. (2016, p.145). 

Within this research an inductive approach was believed to be the most suitable to 

be used, since the inductive approach is typically associated with qualitative research.  

This suited the aim of this study, which was to analyse the data collected to have a 

better understanding of the impact that an automatic-enrolment system would have in 

the Irish pension gap. In this study, the concept was the implementation of the 

automatic-enrolment savings system in Ireland, which the Government believed was 

the right approach to encourage the workforce to save for retirement. To follow the 

aspects of the inductive approach, this study used secondary data to present results 
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achieved in New Zealand and in the UK to explore what is possible to achieve in 

Ireland. 

 
3.5 Research Methodology 
 

Saunders et al. (2016, p.164) emphasise that the first methodological choice is 

whether the researcher will follow a quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods 

research design. In Table 4, Saunders et al. presents the methodological choice and 

its options. The qualitative method uses a non-numerical data collection and is often 

associated with an interpretive philosophy. Bansal and Corley (2010) point out that 

qualitative research is characterised by methodological variations, where the 

researcher has to use the method to demonstrate methodological rigour and 

theoretical contribution. In contrast, the quantitative method examines the 

relationship between variables that will be numerically measured and analysed, using 

a range of statistical and graphical techniques to show the results collected, this 

method is also associated with positivism and deductive approach, where the focus is 

using data to test theory, affirmed Saunders et al. (2016, p.166). 

Qualitative research design may use a single data collection technique, such as 

semi-structured interviews, and corresponding qualitative analytical procedure, known 

as mono method qualitative study. Also may use more than one qualitative data 

collection technique and corresponding analytical procedure, known as a multi-

method qualitative study, explain Saunders et al. (2016, p.168). 

Saunders et al. (2016, p.169) also present the mixed methods research approach, 

that allows the researcher to combines the use of quantitative and qualitative data 

collection techniques and analytical procedures. The research design may use a 
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deductive, inductive or abductive approach to theory development, declared Saunders 

et al. (2016, p.170). In mixed methods, quantitative and qualitative techniques 

combine a range of ways from simple, concurrent forms to more complex and 

sequential forms. 

Table 4: Methodological choice (Saunders et al., 2016, p.167). 

Methodological Choice 

 

                                   Mono Method                                                         Multiple Methods 

             
              Quantitative                      Qualitative                          Multi-method                 Mixed Methods            
                  Study                                    Study 
 
 
 
 
          Multi-method                      Multi-method 
           Quantitative                          Qualitative              Mixed methods                   Mixed methods 
              Study                                       Study                          (simple)                              (complex) 
 

 

To achieve the objective of this research, a mono-method was adopted with 

qualitative research method, using semi-structured (face-to-face) interviews to 

discover how an automatic enrolment system is likely to affect the pension gap when 

implemented in Ireland. The qualitative method was adopted as the topic of this study 

was evolving, dynamic, and the researcher had the opportunity to connect with 

participants to see the world from their viewpoint (Corbin and Strauss, 2015, p. 5). The 

time participants spent during the interviews was around 45 minutes; the interviews 

were recorded to allow the researcher to remain engaged with each participant. 
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3.6 Research Strategy 
 

In general terms, a strategy is a plan of action to achieve a goal. Strategy can also 

be defined as a plan of how a researcher will go regarding answering the research 

question (Saunders et al., 2016, p.177). The choice of research strategy was guided 

by the research question and the objectives of this study.  

In the Research methods for business student’s book, Saunders et al. (2016) 

present eight strategies: (1) Experiment is exclusively linked to quantitative research 

design; the purpose is to study the probability of a change in an independent variable 

causing a change in a dependent variable. (2) A survey is also exclusively linked to 

quantitative research design and a deductive approach, is frequently used to answer 

‘what’, ‘where’, ‘how much’ and ‘how many’ questions. (3) Archival and documentary 

research is the research that is designed to allow the researcher to have access to 

sources from around the world such as governmental, organisational, media 

documents and other data. (4) Case Study is an in-depth inquiry into a topic or 

phenomenon within its real-life setting (Yin 2014), it sets out to understand the 

dynamics of the topic being studied within its setting or context (Eisenhardt 1989; 

Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). (5) Ethnography is used to study the culture or social 

world of a group, and it means a written account of a people or ethnic group. (6) Action 

Research is an emergent and iterative process of inquiry that is designed to develop 

solutions to real organisational problems through a participative and collaborative 

approach. (7) Grounded Theory refers to the researcher’s choice of this strategy as 

a way to conduct the research and to the data collection techniques and analytical 

procedures that it uses. (8) Narrative Inquiry seeks to maintain chronological 

connections and the sequencing of events as told by the participant to enrich 

understanding and aid analysis. 
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Grounded Theory was adopted as a strategy for this research study. Corbin and 

Strauss (2015) define Grounded Theory as: 

‘A form of qualitative research developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) for 

the purpose of constructing theory grounded in data. Though the 

methodology was developed by two sociologists, its use is not limited to 

the social sciences. It has applicability to many disciplines for the following 

reason. It allows for identification of general concepts, the development of 

theoretical explanations that reach beyond the known, and offers new 

insights into a variety of experiences and phenomena’ (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2015, p. 6).    

In Grounded Theory, research analysis and data collection are interrelated. After 

initial data are collected, the researcher analyses that data and the concepts derived 

from the analysis form the basis for the next data collection. Data collection and 

analysis are in an ongoing cycle throughout the research process, affirmed Corbin and 

Strauss (2015, p.7). This design allowed the researcher to examine the topic and 

related performances from different angles in the new and emerging pension system 

that will be implemented in Ireland. 

 

3.7 Time Horizon 
 

When the research is being designed, a critical question has to be asked:  

‘Do I want my research to be a “snapshot” taken at a particular time or do I 

want it to be more akin to a diary or a series of snapshots and be a 

representation of events over a given period?’ (Saunders et al., 2016, 

p.200).                        
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There are two types of time horizon that are described by Saunders et al. (2016, 

p.200) as cross-sectional studies where a particular phenomenon involves the study 

at a specific time, it often employ the survey strategy and may be seeking to describe 

the incidence of a phenomenon or to explain the relationship between factors in 

different organisations. Longitudinal studies main strength is its capacity to study 

change and development; it may also provide the researcher with a measure of control 

over some of the variables being studied.  

Considering the limited time available to develop this research and conduct the 

study, it was decided for the use of cross-sectional time horizon. Furthermore, the auto-

enrolment system is due to commence in Ireland in 2022 and is still being designed by 

the Irish government. Therefore, this study offered viewpoints from financial planners 

that have the knowledge to evaluate the proposed auto-enrolment system.  

 

3.8 Sampling – Selecting Respondents 
 

According to Saunders et al. (2016, p.272), sampling techniques enable the 

researcher to reduce the amount of data that have to be collected by considering only 

data from sub-group rather than all the population. O’Leary (2005, p.87), defines 

sampling as “the process of selecting elements of a population for inclusion in a 

research study”. Several samples try to be representative; that is, the same distribution 

and characteristics allow findings to be generalised back to the population, 

acknowledged O’Leary (2005, p.87). 

There are two types of sampling techniques, according to Saunders et al., (2016, 

p.275). First one is probability sampling (or representative sampling), where the 

chance, or probability, of each case being selected from the target population, is 
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known and is usually the same for all cases. It is often associated with survey and 

experiment research strategies. The second one is non-probability samples, where 

the probability of each case being selected from the target population is not known, 

and it is impossible to answer research questions or to address objectives that require 

the researcher to make statistical inferences about the characteristics of the population 

(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2015, p. 276). 

 

Figure 3: Sampling techniques (Saunders et al., 2016, p.276) 

 
 

Following the sampling structure presented in Figure 3, non-probability sampling 

technique was adopted in this research, considering there are a large number of 

financial planners established in Ireland and the short time available to contact all of 

them, this technique was chosen based on the accessibility of the population. To 

achieve a successful result in this research study in such a short amount of time the 

self-selection sampling (volunteer sampling technique) was adopted. This study 
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requested the population selected to take part in the research study, and collected 

data from those who agreed to participate, according to Saunders et al., (2016, p.303).  

 
3.8.1 Participants 
 
 

The population selected to take part in this study were financial planners in Co. 

Dublin that are entitled to work with a personal retirement savings account. Therefore, 

110 of the 352 financial planners registered in Co. Dublin with the Central Bank were 

contacted by email. The sample size was determined given the location each financial 

planner was based, and the amount of time that would be required to reach each 

participant. Hence, the offices selected were located in central Dublin (Dublin 2, Dublin 

4, Dublin 6, and Dublin 8) areas. During the interview process, this research identified 

that having a different perspective of automatic enrolment would be extremely 

valuable. For this reason, a number of companies from the private sector were 

contacted, as employees of these companies would be the main target to be reached 

by automatic enrolment. Due to the short time available only one company from the 

private sector agreed to take part in this study, permitting one of its accountants to 

participate. 

The participants were kindly invited to participate in the current research, a sample 

email sent to each participant is available in Appendix 4 in this paper. In total 10 

participants took part in this research. The interviewees were nine qualified financial 

planners and one accountant. Table 5 presents a brief profile from the ten 

interviewees, in no particular order. However, no names were identified as their 

anonymity was guaranteed before the interview occurred, and a consent form was 

signed both for the respondent and for the researcher. Furthermore, in Appendix 5 is 

available a time frame with more details of the interviews. 
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Table 5: Participant’s profile 

Participants 
Time Working 

in Pensions 
Position in the Company Qualifications 

Participant A 5 years Principal QFA, BComm Hons. Banking and 

Finance 

Participant B 17 years Manging Director FCCA, AITI, QFA, Grad Dip and 

CFP 

Participant C 13 years Governance Risk & Control 

Pensions 

Business Degree and QFA 

Participant D 20 years Managing Director MA, PhD, QFA, Dip. Arb, MCIArb 

Participant E 20 years Managing Director BA, MA, QFA, FLIA, CFP 

Participant F 25 years Senior Manager QFA, RPA and B.Tech 

Participant G 3 years Pension Project Manager QFA 

Participant H 35 years Director FIIPM, Past President of the IIPM  

Participant I 20 years Managing Director MSc. In Financial Services, CFP, 

ICTA, FLAA 

Participant J 20 years Accountant – Private Sector MIATI, CPA 

  
 

In Table 6 Saunders et al., (2016, p.297) summarises the limited guidance available 

for different types of study, the research proceeded in accordance with the 

specification for semi-structured interviews, which requires a minimum sample size of 

5 to 25 respondents. 

Table 6: Minimum non-probability sample size (Saunders et al., 2016).  

Nature of Study Minimum Sample Size 

Semi-structured/In-depth interviews 5-25 

Ethnographic 35-36 

Grounded Theory 20-25 

Considering a homogeneous population 4-12 

Considering a heterogeneous population 12-30 
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The population was chosen, bearing in mind that workers need a financial planner 

to start a pension fund. Moreover, the researcher believed that the knowledge they 

have in this field was extremely invaluable and necessary to successfully complete 

this research study. 

 

3.9 Data Collection 
 

O’Leary (2005, p.98) stated that “Sherlock Holmes was right; the key to the whole 

research thing is ‘data’. The ability to answer a research question is highly reliant on 

getting your hands on, and make sense of, data”. Saunders et al. (2016, p.168) 

affirmed that in qualitative research data collection is non-standardised, so that 

questions and procedures may alter and emerge during a research process that is 

defined as naturalistic and interactive. Qualitative research has a variety of methods 

to collect data, such as interviews (individual or groups), observations and textual or 

visual analysis. The interview was considered to be the most appropriate method for 

this study to collect primary data, hence allowing more in-depth and relevant 

information to be gathered from the participants.  

Interviews were seen as being unproblematic, and an effective means to gather 

data, providing that access to appropriate respondents could be gained, states 

Saunders et al. (2016, p.389). For O’Leary (2005), interviewing is a method of data 

collection that involves researches seeking open-ended answers related to a number 

of questions, topic areas, or themes. Conducting an interview in a research study has 

pros and cons, O’Leary (2005, p.114) highlights that the interview process can (1) 

allow the researcher to develop rapport and trust; (2) provide rich, in-depth data; (3) 

allow for nonverbal as well as verbal data; (4) be flexible enough to the researcher 

explore tangents; (5) be structured enough to generate quantifiable data.  
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However, O’Leary (2005, p.144) also highlight the cons and the challenges the 

researcher may face in managing the process, such as (1) resisting the urge to lead 

the respondents; (2) facilitating honest and open responses even though the 

interviewees may want to ‘impress’; (3) figuring out attributes such as race, gender, 

ethnicity, class and age of interviewer and interviewee alike might affect the process; 

(4) the potential for communication miscues; (5) difficulties of working with a large or 

geographically dispersed sample. 

This research study used an interview guide with 14 questions to conduct the 

interviews. To cover different areas in the research topic, the questions were divided 

into four themes. A face-to-face interview was the method of data collection in this 

research study. To collect the data, the researcher asked the participants for 

permission to record the interview using a recording device (mobile phone) before 

starting the interview. 

 

3.10 Ethical Considerations  
 
 

Saunders et al. (2016, p. 239) state that ethics refer to the standards of behaviour 

that guide the researcher conduct regarding the rights of those who become the 

subject of the project, or are affected by it. Erikson and Kovalainen (2016, p.64) point 

out that research ethics covers the ways in which research is conducted and reported. 

In addition, more complex issues, such as research bias, ways of quoting other 

authors and researchers. This research was developed in accordance with the Ethical 

Approval of Dublin Business School and the follow principles cited by Saunders et al. 

(2016) were applied to this research study: 
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Respect for others: the rights of the participants were recognised and guaranteed 

in this research study, giving them the option to refuse to answer any question they 

would feel uncomfortable to answer. 

Avoid harm: any form of harm was avoided in this research study, the 

communication with participants was respectful and objective. Also, no compensation 

or pressure was put on participants to persuade them to engage with the research. 

The participants kindly agreed to take part in this study. 

Confidentiality and anonymity of participants: anonymity was assured to 

participants, neither their names nor their company’s name would be identified in the 

dissertation. Participants were identified as Participant A; Participant B; Participant C 

and so on, ensuring the anonymity. 

Informed consent: all participants in this dissertation signed the consent form 

allowing the research study to make use of the contents collected in the interviews to 

be applied to this research study.   

Responsibility analysing the data: all the data collected on this dissertation were not 

altered, and the results were not falsified. The findings were reported fully and 

accurately, irrespective of whether they contradict expected outcomes. 

Compliance in the management of the data: the data collected on this research 

study were only and exclusivity used on this dissertation. Therefore, the data recorded 

would be destroyed after the conclusion and submission of this dissertation. The 

transcripts were kept on a password protected and encrypted laptop. 
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3.11 Limitations of Methodology 
 

This study was part of a full-time Masters Degree dissertation, and the process was 

developed over three months, which was a limitation on gathering a large number of 

participants. Considering that most of the potential participants were not available or 

were already engaged in other projects. These were some of the reasons given by the 

population during the contact process to justify the negative response. A mixed-

method approach might have tackled this limitation; using a quantitative and qualitative 

method might have the potential to achieve a considerably larger number of 

participants. 

Choosing the sampling population was also a limitation in this study that was 

primarily designed to be quantitative. However, the research had to be redesigned, 

and the sample size was narrowed in order to allow the researcher to reach the 

respondents in the time frame available to write this paper. Whereas in the quantitative 

method, a survey would be used as a data collection method, allowing the respondents 

to be reached more broadly. On the other hand, the qualitative method with face-to-

face interview, meeting the respondents in person pose difficulties given the 

geographical size of the sample selected. Apart from these limitations, this research 

did not identify any other limitations at this stage. 
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Chapter 4: RESULTS  
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter presents the data analysis and findings obtained from the primary data 

collected through 10 face-to-face semi-structured interviews and discusses the 

themes in connection to the research question and objectives. The 14 questions were 

divided into four themes to allow the collection of the data to be more structured, hence 

providing a better comprehensive knowledge when analysing the results. The 

questions used in the interview with the financial planners are available in Appendix 

1, the questions used in the interview with the participant from the private sector are 

available in Appendix 2, both of which are available at the end of this dissertation. As 

this study opted for an inductive approach, the earlier stage of the analysis was not 

enhanced with literature (Braun and Clarke 2006). An explanation of how the data 

were processed and coded is also included in this chapter. Saunders et al. (2016, 

p.568) affirmed that qualitative data are likely to be characterised by their richness and 

fullness, based on the research study opportunity to explore a subject in as real a 

manner as is possible. Direct quotes from the participants were included in the 

analysis to provide a background to their opinion related to the questions debated 

during the interview. 

 

4.2 Data Analysis  
 

According to Corbin and Strauss (2015), qualitative analysis build upon natural 

ways of thinking. The purpose of the analysis is to reduce the amount of data a 

researcher has to work with by delineating concepts to stand for data (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2015, p. 76). To analyse the data collected in this study, Thematic Analysis 
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was adopted, as this is often thought of as a generic approach to analysing qualitative 

data, stated Saunders et al. (2016, p.579). Thematic analysis was selected mainly 

because of its flexibility, as it is not tied to a particular philosophical position (Saunders 

et al., 2016, p.579). The analysis was developed manually. No software was used to 

create codes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a relatively 

straight-forward form of qualitative analysis, which does not require the same detailed 

theoretical and technical knowledge that other approaches require. 

 

4.3 Coding and Processing the Data 
 
 

This research followed the Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide through the six phases 

of analysis, which emphasises the importance of the analysis not being a linear 

process of merely moving from one phase to the next. Instead, it is more a recursive 

process, where movement is back and forth as needed, throughout the phases (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p.86). 

The data was collected through face-to-face interviews and recorded on an 

electronic device (mobile phone). At the end of each interview the recording was 

transferred to a personal OneDrive account to guarantee a saved backup. The 

transcripts were generated with the assistance of a software called Panopto, where 

the use of artificial intelligence transcribed the recordings. Nevertheless, the 

researcher manually reviewed the transcripts, listened to the audio multiple times to 

correct it as not 100% accuracy was obtained by the Panopto software. This way, it 

covered phase one of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide which was familiarising the 

researcher with its data. In addition, before starting the analysis, the researcher read 

each interview transcript and highlighted the main parts, identifying patterns to be 
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analysed and the data was organised into meaningful groups. Each data item was 

given equal attention, as highlighted in phase 2 of the guide. 

Phase 3 was about searching for themes, which was defined when all the data was 

coded and organised. The different codes identified in the data set enabled the 

researcher to create the analysis. After reviewing the data, the themes were carefully 

refined, to assure the validity of each theme in relation to the data set, which is phase 

4 of the guide, the satisfactory themes were then defined, determining what aspects 

of the data each theme captured. The themes presented in this chapter were identified 

considering the relationship between the data collected to the research question and 

the objectives of this research. Table 7 shows each objective linked with its theme. 

Table 7: Objectives and themes 

    

 
 

The analysis was produced in accordance with the data gathered from the 

interviews, linked with the literature review, finalising the six phases of the Braun and 

Clarke’s (22006) guide of thematic analysis.  

 

AE system will potentially 
encourage long-term savings 

among workers from the 
private sector

• Theme 2: Pension 
coverage in Ireland

• Questions: 5, 6, 7, 8 

AE system will be more 
favourable for workers age 
20-29 than for workers age 

40-49

• Theme 3: AE system 
experiences from 
OECD countries

• Questions: 9, 10, 11,  

Financial Planner's 
expectations about AE 

system being implemented 
in Ireland 

• Theme 1: AE system 
proposal for Ireland

• Questions: 1, 2, 3, 4

• Theme 4: Overall 
suggestions regarding 
pension system

• Questions: 12, 13, 14
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4.3 Theme 1: Automatic-enrolment System Proposal for Ireland 
 

Theme one presents the financial planner’s responses regarding automatic 

enrolment proposal for Ireland, which highlights the expectations and beliefs of the 

interviewees in terms of what can be achieved in Ireland with the auto-enrolment 

system. The questions on theme one aimed to identify if auto-enrolment it is the right 

approach for Ireland’s pension system and if the time proposed to introduce such a 

regime was considered suitable. As well as the challenges potentially posed for Ireland 

and the participant’s opinion in terms of the opting-out option.  

 

4.3.1 Is an Auto-enrolment system the right approach for Ireland? 
 

It can be interpreted from the majority of the participants that automatic enrolment 

system has the potential to be the right approach for Ireland’s pensions system. 

Participants agreed that the Government have to do something to somehow force the 

population to understand the importance of having savings for retirement. However, 

they also pointed out their concerns regarding the auto-enrolment system not being 

very clear in terms of how it will work, in particular the tax benefits of automatic 

enrolment and how a predicted financial crisis could impact the roll out of automatic 

enrolment, as mentioned by two of the participants. For this reason, they believed that 

if a financial crisis really happens, the auto-enrolmen could be postponed because the 

Government would not like to be blamed if something goes wrong. 

“I think I much prefer to see an ISA system here, something you could put 

in up to ten thousand, most would end up putting into pension anyway in 

this category and go take your spare money, take out of your pocket put in 

a ISA and you never tax again” – Participant A.  
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“Absolutely, definitely. No doubt about it, is much to lose at the moment, is 

too easy for people to shrug their shoulders not to engage, so I would 

implement it in the morning without hesitation” – Participant B 

 “I think it is depends we do not quite know how it will to work yet, we have 

a decent current structure that works well for those who are involved with it, 

and we do not yet know how the two systems are going to coexist or not, so 

the current regime of income tax relief on your contributions is a 40% tax 

break. The auto-enrolment are proposing 25% off, do they abolish the old? 

I suspect not, is too embedded” – Participant D.  

“I do think it is a good idea. I think people need to be more educated on 

pensions and I think auto-enrolment is one way to do that” – Participant J 

(Accountant) 

“Bringing auto-enrolment right now we have a housing crisis, which means 

that whereas people are worried about lack of pension coverage from 20, 

30 onwards, they also are looking at lack of affordability of rent today” -  

Participant I. 

 
4.3.2 Implementation in 2022  
 

In terms of 2022 being the right time to introduce the AE, the majority of participants 

agreed that 2022 is the right time to introduce automatic enrolment, but in their opinion 

they did not believe that the government would have the necessary structures in place 

to implement by 2022. Nevertheless, all participants seemed that they wanted it to 

happen and happen sooner rather than later.  Participants also believed that because 
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the proposed implementation has being ongoing for so long that it needs to be a 

success when implemented.   

 “I am not really sure why they waited to 2022. I think it should have been 

done sooner, but maybe there are factors that I am not, we are not aware 

of that they have to do” – Participant C. 

 “It is not going to happen in 2022 in a fit, and I think everyone realizes it is 

just talk, talk, it is sort of nowhere close…we are nearly in 2020, I think it is 

coming down the tracks, but 2022 I think is extremely optimistic. I cannot 

see it happening in 2022.” – Participant E.  

 “I do not think it will start in 2022. I think it is got so many moving parts and 

problems, I think you could see it rolling out to beyond 2022. Another 

problem is, there is a fear now that the economy's overheating, that there is 

a recession coming in 2020 or 2021” – Participant F 

“It will take a few years to implement, but at the same time we should not 

be dragging our heels over some decisions. We need to make decisions 

and get moving. So the right timing as far as I am concerned, as soon as 

possible and 2022 when it was announced seemed ambitious, but doable 

and it just feels like we are dragging” – Participant G 

 

4.3.3 The challenges that potentially will pose for Ireland 
 

The participants pointed out the challenges they believed the auto-enrolment 

system would pose. Participants were concerned with the additional costs that SME’s 

would face, whereas the large companies already have a pension scheme set up for 

their staff. SME’s might be reluctant to comply with the new auto-enrolment system 
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due to not having the expertise within the company to maintain the automatic 

enrolment system, therefore they may need to incur an extra cost to outsource the 

automatic enrolment system. Considering contributions will start at 1% up to 6% in six 

years, there was concern that employers may reduce the number of employees due 

to increased costs or even reduce the wages of current employees to cover the extra 

employer pension costs. 

“There are two big ones, the tax relief and the fact that you are putting an 

extra cost on the employer” – Participant E. 

“If it works right, if it works well, I do not think there is a challenge. I think it 

is actually all very positive if it works. The problem Ireland has is, our 

population is getting smaller. Families are getting smaller” – Participant F.  

 “I think the big issue will be people are far more focus on saving for a house, 

so basically, and that in some degree can be a pension and we all know, 

the houses crisis price like here, and you know people are working just to 

keep going” – Participant A. 

 “I think there is lots of challenges there and just even getting the systems 

up and running, and how it is going to all link together, even from both sides 

of it. So from an employer's side, they are going to have to obviously 

educate their staff who are running either, obviously it is going to come out 

of the payroll, so they are going to have to educate their staff that are doing 

payroll and how to deduct this money and they are going to have to educate 

their employees on where they should invest their pension” – Participant J 

(Accountant). 
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4.3.4 Option to opt-out 
 

When asked about the opt-out option the majority of the participants had the same 

opinion, 7 to 8 months was not considered enough time for people to get used to 

having the pension contribution deducted from their salary, but the majority of the 

participants agreed that workers have to have the option to opt-out, after all, it is their 

money. It was believed that the more power the employees have, the more they would 

be encouraged to remain enrolled in the auto-enrolment system.  

“It is too short period because you have learned nothing, so as an investor you 

are learning, you experienced nothing” – Participant A 

“If people do not see the benefits of having a pension they will not want to 

continue or if they have less disposable income due to high living cost they 

will want to opt out ” – Participant C. 

“People have to give the option to opt-out. I saw something recently in New 

Zealand. In New Zealand, 40% of members opted-out. So that is dangerous, 

seriously dangerous, but you cannot force people” – Participant D.  

“There are a lot of reasons why opt out may be higher than we would like. 

My fear, with the cost of living, cost of rent, trying to live in Dublin, which is 

the main problem” – Participant F. 

 “I think if you look at the experience in different countries, having a regime 

where you can opt-out rather than opt-in is much more successful and I think 

that is the whole heavy economics behind it” – Participant G.  

“If I was actually framing this, I do not think I would allow people out, I would 

extend the periods that they are forced to be in the scheme” –Participant H. 
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4.4 Theme 2: Pension Coverage in Ireland 
 

Theme two focused on the statistics numbers from the CSO survey of Q1 2008 and 

Q3 2018, relating to occupational and personal pension coverage to discover the 

reasons for the pension coverage not having significantly increased between these 

periods. Also, to discover if the automatic enrolment system would be more beneficial 

for employees aged 20-24 compared to workers aged 40-50, as well as learn from the 

interviewees if age 23 would be appropriate to auto-enroll workers in Ireland. Likewise, 

their opinion regarding companies’ compliance with the automatic enrolment system.  

 

4.4.1 Pension coverage statistics between 2008 and 2018. 
 

In terms of the slight increase of pension coverage between Q1 2008 and Q3 2018, 

participants pointed out the factors they believed to be behind the statistics, the overall 

answers were related to the bad recession Ireland went through between 2008 and 

2012; the lack of education in pensions and the fact that pensions sometimes gets a 

bad press. 

 “if you go back to two 2008 and years that followed 2008, I think the 

numbers probably did go down because we kind of had a rough landing in 

terms of downturn that came and collapse in the property market area, 

particularly a lot of businesses were downsizing trying to cut costs and pay 

levels had been cut” – Participant B.  

“Probably the biggest reason, is that there is a lack of understanding, they 

are very complex, it should not be as difficult to understand, we are doing 

something wrong in the industry by the way we are I suppose, promoting 
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pensions, that is the big problem I think, that is the single biggest problem 

is just a lack of awareness, a lack of understanding” – Participant E. 

“I think the whole attitude towards pensions is just the same and it is just 

sort of plodding along and a lot of it is probably down to education” – 

Participant G.  

“The main reason is I suppose the bad press that pensions have received 

over that period of time, in particular I suppose defined benefit schemes 

being wind up early and being wind up in deficit” – Participant H. 

 
 

4.4.2 Auto-enrolment would benefit more the young generation 
 

Concerning the participants’ answers about who they think would benefit the most 

with an automatic enrolment system in terms of age, the majority of them believed that 

it would be more beneficial for younger employees. There were, however, some 

factors that could be a barrier to keep them enrolled in the scheme, such as not having 

much disposable income, and saving for a pension is not their priority. 

“Yes it is more beneficial but it is hard to sell them…is it the great time to 

start a pensions? Absolutely. But again, they are saving for a house or 

saving to travel. This is not a priority” – Participant A.  

“I think younger people do not really see the benefit at the moment and they 

will not see it because they want to spend all their disposable income on 

holidays and going out, and that's the mind frame in at that age… they do 

not have that huge amount of disposable income and what they do want to 

do is not be saving for the pension” – Participant C.  



Page | 66  
 

“Yeah very much so yeah, I think the average age when people start 

pension in Ireland is 37, I read somewhere recently, that is too far, too late 

to start” – Participant D. 

“I think younger people need to be encouraged to save and to think about 

the future while they think it is years and years away. It is not. It comes 

around very quickly and I think they need to be encouraged at a younger 

age that they should be paying into a pension” – Participant J (Accountant). 

 

4.4.3 Age proposed to auto-enrolment system  
 

This question aimed to discover if the age proposed to auto-enrol workers was 

considered appropriate to start a retirement savings account. Most of the responses 

agreed that age 23 was considered to be the right age, taking into account that at this 

age people are finishing college and starting into their first job. However, there was 

two participants with very distinct opinions, where one participant believed age 23 is 

too young, advising that the enrolment age should be between 25-28, the other 

participant stated that nobody should be excluded. 

“They had to pick an ag2e and I think 23 is probably after you finish college 

first serious job” – Participant C. 

“Oh absolutely, 100% there is no argument. I think everyone is in agreement 

that, I know of in the industry that auto-enrolment is a good thing, and that 

the age is a good thing, the opt-out is a good thing. All this is positive, so 

absolutely” – Participant E. 

“I don't see why, what is the advantage to do that, it is going to be a certain 

amount of administrative costs to doing it because you have to exclude 
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people and then make sure to pick them up when they pass their 23rd 

birthday” – Participant G. 

“There might be an argument for saying 23 it is too young to be quite honest, 

there might be an argument for saying we push it out to 25 or maybe even 

28, but I would not go beyond that” – Participant H. 

 

4.4.4 Companies compliance with the new regime 
 

The last question in theme two was concerned with employers complying with the 

new rules that will be imposed with the automatic enrolment system. Participants had 

different opinions, but the majority presented concerns about SME’s. According to their 

view, the auto-enrolment will generate extra costs to all employers, and most of the 

SME’s do not hold sufficient resources or have a structure similar to that of big 

companies to make auto-enrolment happen, as well as their margins being very tight. 

“I think the majority companies will comply, I do not know if you ask the 

revenue commission if everyone comply with the tax laws, there is always 

people that slipped of for one reason or for another” – Participant B.  

 “I think bigger companies would be fine because they have a process in 

place and they know they are going to get audit and is just one of the things 

they have to do, but I do think there will be a risk for people that are in 

smaller or more rural areas and with smaller businesses, they are afraid to 

rock the boat”- Participant C.    

“I think I am not sure what the repercussions will be for employers who do 

not comply, but I think the way around it for employers will be, okay we will 

just pay our employees less. So it is not really solving the bigger picture, I 



Page | 68  
 

think it is a good idea, absolutely, but there is a lot of challenges in it for 

employers. I think for small businesses it is going to be impossible, it is going 

to be high, quite high” – Participant E.  

“No they have to, there will not be an option here. They have to comply with 

it (…) The issue is if they already have a company pension scheme that is 

optional, then they say no this is the structure we have. We do not want 

another structure” – Participant H. 

 

4.5 Theme 3: Automatic-enrolment System Experiences from OECD Countries 
 

In theme three, the research provided some outcomes and experiences of New 

Zealand and the UK that successfully implemented the automatic enrolment system, 

to explore the possibilities of achieving the same results in Ireland. Also to analyse the 

UK structure to compare with Ireland’s proposal. As well as to learn if the Irish 

population would interpret the automatic enrolment system in the same way as was 

seen in New Zealand, as a soft compulsion.  

 

4.5.1 Soft compulsion 
 

The first question in theme three was about the impression that automatic enrolment 

system would have among employees in Ireland. The research pointed out that 

despite the KiwiSaver in New Zealand being considered as a leading example of 

automatic enrolment, it was viewed as forcing workers to be enrolled in a scheme that 

they could not afford. Education around pensions was the majority suggestion from 

participants to prevent being viewed as a soft compulsion, in other words, the 

Government should promote the automatic enrolment system before the 
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implementation to make sure employees and employers will understand the benefits 

behind it. 

“Oh yeah, absolutely, I mean that would be the automatic assumption for a 

lot of people, that our pension funds is just the government, they all seeing 

it as a tax almost. But I think again it just comes down to marketing and 

promotion, how to promote, and the fact that it is, by having an opt-out 

clause, I think I would not worry too much about that” – Participant E.  

“I think people tend to pick up any of these things as a negative on 

themselves because show might as well known give out and so there is that 

piece. I think what the government needs to do is they need to be very clever 

about explaining the benefits” – Participant G.  

“The employers will see the benefit of it, people that are working 15, 20 

years will see the benefit for but anyway below the age of 39 will not see a 

benefit. Reality is, especially those in their 20s do not see, those in their 30s 

have other priorities and those in their 40s and will be more aware of it and 

will appreciate it and those in their 50s will most likely already be fully 

engaged in a concern” – Participant H 

 

4.5.2 Minimum earnings to be auto-enrolled 
 

Question two on theme three was concerned with the employees earnings 

proposed for Ireland’s auto-enrolment system. The research highlighted the UK’s 

system structure and asked participants opinion whether they considered the earnings 

proposed of €20,000 per year for Ireland to be good. Interviewees had varied opinions. 

However, a common subject among the participants was that workers on €20,000 per 
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year would probably be working part-time, paying higher rents, just left college or 

starting a new job. Another point that was mentioned from all the participants was the 

complexity of the pensions system in Ireland and in some cases employee do not get 

the best advice on which investment is better. 

“Each person will be different, guys are on 20,000 are living in home with 

his parents to survive or he got a family or turn on a basic to save” -

Participant A 

“Have to start somewhere and 20,000 sounds like a fair reason enough for 

me, I just question what message that give to people that are earning above 

20K. I do not know what message are the State saying: Do not worry, the 

state pension will be there for you” - Participant B.  

“I think it is a little high (….) I think the method the department used in the 

consultation was really good. I think that was the right method to use to try 

and come up with something, a sensible figure, but I cannot figure out how 

they picked 20 thousand” – Participant G. 

“I think 20,000 is too low. It is way below the average industrial wage, for 

example I probably increase the salary net as well, the salary cap maybe to 

30,000” – Participant H. 

 
 
4.5.3 UK results would be achievable for Ireland 
 

The amount saved in the United Kingdom since the implementation of automatic 

enrolment in 2012 was presented to the interviewees to learn if it would be possible to 

achieve similar results in Ireland. There were some issues pointed out that potentially 

would be a barrier to Ireland reaching similar results as the United Kingdom. Issues 

such as the fact that for Irish people to buy a house is a priority and they would consider 
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property as their pension. However, it was stated by one participant that considering 

the population of the United Kingdom, the results were not as good as it looks. 

“I do not think we can replicate what happened in the UK because is a 

different model, they have no housing crisis, we had housing crisis. It is easy 

to get a mortgage in the UK, you do not need 10% down as much” – 

Participant A. 

“So you might think that 90 billion is a lot in 5 years, for a population of the 

UK it's not going to solve the problem” – Participant I. 

“Yes, if the tax incentive the same place for paying into your pension, if it's 

made as easy and low cost for employers to do it, and there is education for 

employees to see the benefit” – Participant C.  

 “If you want the same result you kind of have to mirror it exactly. I'm actually 

really impressed that it's up that high. That would be a massive success in 

Ireland” – Participant F. 

 

4.6 Theme 4: Overall Suggestions Regarding Pension System 
 

Considering the participants’ experience and knowledge in pensions, the research 

explored their suggestions and opinions in terms of what should be taken into 

consideration when deploying the AE system in Ireland. Theme four also focused on 

gathering any additional comments about the topic, as well what they would do 

differently in the pensions reform.  
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4.6.1 Respondents considerations of AE deployment 
 

Overall answers were concerned with the existing pension system in terms of what 

the government would do with this system. The tax break was also mentioned, 

participants considered to be more generous in the existing system than the tax 

proposal for the AE system.  

“I suppose the first thing is just get people to accept that they need to take 

responsibility for their own future and instead of like at the moment, one or 

two people more or less do not have no provision for pensions” – Participant 

B 

“How it is promoted is very important, and it became more the hopes and 

the benefits on insufficient saving is critical because at the moment we are 

not promoting a vastly better system, so all we are doing here is we are 

forcing people into it” – Participant E.  

“I think one of the big things that is really important to take into account is 

the fact that pensions are long term investments” – Participant G.  

“I believe that when we are looking at going forward with salary increases, I 

think is equally important to say okay I have got to increase my level of 

contributions” – Participant I. 

 

4.6.2 Suggestions for Ireland’s pension reform 
 

Participants were asked what they would do differently in the pensions’ reform. 

There were different suggestions and points of view, however, in general, the one 

piece of information that came from almost all respondents was the fact that pensions 

are too complicated and should be simplified. 
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“If I was doing the pension reform I would have the state run pension 

adviser, not for prime just basically cost nothing (…) you put a planner in 

the place, the technology basically, this is what you should be doing, this 

machine will taking out” – Participant A 

“I just think I would be try to simplify the way that maybe might look at more 

pension (…) the narrative around pensions probably needs to change even 

the use of the terminology and the word if you think the word pension is bad 

when you get into the technical aspects of pensions, there is a lot of 

terminology that people do not understand” – Participant B. 

“I think we should also help small to medium companies, that they can get 

grants for education, that they should be training courses for them that does 

not cost them because, or that they get this as tax write off, because bigger 

companies have the staff, can afford the money, they make millions” – 

Participant C. 

“I think the auto-enrolment if they keep this method is going to work very 

well and will bring a lot more people(....) is not going to massively increase 

the life style of poorly paid people retirement, because twelve grand a year 

will be supplementary by a little bit not by much” – Participant D. 

“There should be pretty much one structure for everyone and it should be 

very simple, it should be very accessible and very transparent, and it 

honestly can be done” – Participant E. 

“The best change they can do is, do not charge commissions. If I give 

advice, you have got to get paid” – Participant F. 
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“I think pension simplification, and when I talk about simplification, it is 

exactly that return. Just make it really, really simple (…) people would run a 

mile I think when they hear tax, because they cannot understand tax it is 

just, it is complex” – Participant G. 

“I think whether it is auto-enrolment or whether it is company pension 

schemes I would allow people to access some money earlier than 68 which 

would again, I think maybe attract people in and attract people into thinking 

that you are just not locking this money away from 40 years” – Participant 

H. 

“Some of the critical area are those that are earning a lower level of income 

and there is very little tax incentive for them to make contributions because 

they get a low, they pay a relatively low level of tax. However, what I would 

do is I would give a magnified a very large tax incentive” – Participant I. 

“I think that I would give employers the option to pay on behalf of employees 

or not. I would not force them to, so I do like the auto-enrolment that you are 

forcing employees to pay into a pension, I do think it is a good idea and I 

think everybody should have a pension. But I do not think you should put 

that overhead cost onto the employer” – Participant J (Accountant). 

 

4.6.2 Additional comments 
 

To end the interview the last question asked was if the interviewees had any 

additional comments to this research study that was not mentioned during the 

interview, the only participant that added an observation was Participant G. 
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“How will auto-enrolment fit with the private pension industry? So auto-

enrolment is set up for certain ages and criteria and you have to contribute 

14% but within the consultation it also says if you are already paying into a 

private pension 14% or more, you do not need to go into auto-enrolment 

because you have your pension sorted already. So how are they going to 

even know if you have a pension already? So that is one question I have. Is 

the CPA going to know if you just tick a box and say yes, I have a pension, 

I am grand and are they actually going to monitor it or investigated because 

I do not know how they are going to do that?”  
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Chapter 5: DISCUSSION 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter discusses the findings from chapter four with a more in-depth analysis 

of the primary data collected combined with the secondary data, to enable the 

research question to be answered, as well as to achieve the objectives of this paper. 

However, the final analysis does not generalise to all financial planners and private 

sector companies in Co. Dublin, due to the sample size achieved in this study. 

Furthermore, this chapter discusses the limitations of this paper that should be taken 

into account for any further research about the auto-enrolment system. 

 

5.2 Findings Discussion 
 

The aim of this research study was to explore the financial planners’ experience in 

the pension’s industry to discover how an automatic-enrolment saving system is likely 

to affect the pension gap when implemented in Ireland. Furthermore the three 

objectives of this paper were (1) to discover if an auto-enrolment system would 

potentially encourage long-term savings among workers from the private sector; (2) if 

AE system would be more favourable for workers aged 20-29 compared to workers 

aged 40-49; (3) to explore the financial planners’ expectations regarding the automatic 

enrolment system being implemented in Ireland. The findings from the 10 participants 

in this study fit into the literature review, objectives, and the research question of this 

paper, in a way where auto-enrolment being implemented in Ireland was affirmed by 

the participants that the government has to enforce a pension as people are not 

choosing to have a pension. The objectives of this paper linked to the findings in how 

a long-term investment would be composed starting a contribution of 1% up to 6% in 
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6 years, which shows that it will not have a considerable effect in the long-term. As 

stated in the literature review, it was recommended by the OECD (2014) a contribution 

of 15% would be needed to have an adequate savings amount. In addition, auto-

enrolment does not mean that it will generate a satisfactory pension fund for 

retirement. However it might inspire workers to contribute more than what will be 

imposed by the government as it is expected that once employees are enrolled it might 

give them an extensive vision of the benefits a pension provision will have in long-term 

life (Gallagher and Ryan, 2017). 

 The results linked back with a piece from the literature review which states that 

Governments and policymakers have introduced policies offering financial incentives 

such as tax incentives, matching contributions, and state subsidies to provide financial 

education for retirement plan participants (Peksevim and Akgiray 2019). The findings 

showed that the overall pension fund would increase with an AE system, but if there 

is no incentive for employees; if it is not low cost; and if there is no transparent 

communication, people will not trust and would come out of the scheme as soon as 

they can. Pensions are fundamentally tax-breaks, if there is no tax incentive people 

will not stay enrolled and will do other things with their money, such as private wealth. 

Depending on how it will be structured, employers and employees may find a way to 

avoid the auto-enrolment. 

Previous theory and researches had focused on specific pension schemes and 

behavioural attitude towards auto-enrolment, which was not the focus of this paper. 

Nevertheless, it seems to have a correlation between the demographic changes stated 

in the literature review by Martin and Whitehouse (2008), which highlighted that “the 

reforms to pension paradigms share one important feature: pensions in future will 

automatically adjust to changes in life expectancy”, which links with the data collected, 
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supporting the need of the pensions’ reform in Ireland. Considering people are living 

longer and the population is getting older the State Pension might not be sustainable 

to cover all the retiree population in Ireland in the next decade. At the moment people’s 

priority is saving for a house or property, and this could be seen as their pension where 

the asset can be sold for a profit. However, it all depends on how the economy will be 

at the time, if another financial crisis happens, as is being predicting, the property will 

not have the same value if the economy is overheating.  

A fundamental finding from the semi-structured interviews was the concern 

regarding the message the Government will be communicating to people when 

implementing the auto-enrolment system. Participants highlighted the importance of 

the message not to be something that is being imposed on them. Instead, the 

government should educate employees and employers to see the benefits of pensions 

and make it easier for them to understand, as pensions are too technical with many 

terminologies. The fact that there will be a criteria to enrol workers into the automatic 

enrolment system, it could be expected to replicate what happened in the United 

Kingdom where over 5 million people were out of the scheme in 2018 because they 

did not meet the criteria of age or earnings, plus 4.5 million self-employed people also 

stayed out of the scheme (OECD, 2018). This reinforces the findings where 

participants highlighted the importance of the message that the government will send 

to people. 

 

5.3 Objectives Discussion 
 

5.3.1 Objective 1: AE system will potentially encourage long-term savings system 

among workers from the private sector. 
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The intention behind this objective was to discover if the implementation of the new 

regime would stimulate workers to save for retirement; questions from theme two were 

addressed to explore objective one in this dissertation. According to the Pensions 

Roadmap (2018, p.17), many people would like to begin saving for retirement. 

However, the complexity of the system and the lack of confidence in their knowledge 

of pensions prevents them from starting. This can be confirmed with the findings from 

the data collected in this paper, where respondents pointed out the complexity of 

pensions and the various terminologies, which can be difficult for employees to 

understand and not to engage. Most of participants believed that people have other 

priorities and buying a house in Ireland is usually the central reason for saving. The 

priority of Irish people to own a house was addressed back to the Famine, as a cultural 

factor and highlighted that it is embedded in their DNA.  

Auto-enrolment has to be attractive in terms of tax relief to encourage employees 

to stay enrolled in the scheme. Where the current system is offering 40% tax relief, 

auto-enrolment will only offer 25%, which would likely make employees opt-out from 

the scheme. However, the fact that the contribution will start low at 1% and will 

increase up to 6% in six years, the findings appointed that workers might not really 

notice the deduction in their wages, as it would be the value of a cup of coffee.  

It can be concluded that the auto-enrolment has the capability to encourage 

employees to save for retirement. The initiative was considered valuable, but the 

message that will be sent by the Government has to be clear, education should be the 

government’s strategy before the implementation of the automatic enrolment to 

guarantee full understanding from both employee and employer about AE system, this 

education should be very simple to be effective. 
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5.3.2 Objective 2: AE system would be more favourable for workers age 20-29 than 

workers age 40-49 

 
According to the CSO (Pension Coverage 2018 - Central Statistics Office, 2018) 

workers, age between 20-24 had 16.3% of supplementary pension coverage in Q3 

2018 compared to 70.9% of workers age between 45-54. Knowing this, objective two 

of this dissertation aimed to discover if the automatic enrolment system would be more 

beneficial for younger workers. Considering the proposal to enroll workers from age 

23, the findings showed that workers from this age would see more benefits from auto-

enrolment than workers aged 40 to 50. However, it is hard to convince workers in that 

age group, as they do not have enough disposable income to afford a pension fund 

on top of all the other expenses they have. To address this objective, questions from 

theme three were applied. 

Bearing in mind that employees in their 20s had just finished college, most of them 

are in a part-time job, maybe still living with their parents. Therefore, to start saving for 

retirement may not be one of their top priorities, although they would have an 

advantage of about 40 to 45 years to build up their pension pot until they get to 

retirement age, where workers in their 40s would have about 25 to 28 years (as the 

retirement age will increase) of contributions only and they would have to contribute 

more to build up the same pot as the 20-year-olds would have saved. The results 

showed that if a 40 years old employee had not joined the company scheme, and is 

totally relying on the state pension, there is no guarantee that the state pension would 

be there for them when they get to their retirement age.  

Auto-enrolment was believed to be targeting the lower paid and the part-time 

employee, but, to catch the 23 to 40-year-olds in order to make this fund work, it was 

suggested that it has to go to the higher risk of the investment, and the cycle of the 
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markets should be explained. Over time the positive outcome will outweigh the bad. 

Theoretical and empirical evidence concerning individual investment decision-making 

suggests that individuals are more risk-averse and have more diverse reasons for 

saving than their employers. Therefore, they are expected to allocate their planed 

assets more conservatively, resulting in lower accumulated assets to fund retirement 

(S. Gordon, S. Mitchell, M. Twinney, 1997, p. 45). 

 

 

5.3.3 Objective 3: Financial planners’ expectations about the AE system being 

implemented in Ireland 

 
 

The main purpose of this objective was to explore the financial planners' experience 

in pensions to discover their expectations around the implementation of AE in Ireland. 

To gather this information, questions from themes one and four were designed to 

approach this objective. According to the OECD (2014, p.64), additional private 

pension savings would need to deliver a replacement rate of 17% in Ireland to fill the 

retirement savings gap, i.e. around half of that delivered by the mandatory public 

pension systems. Therefore, the auto-enrolment system would be expected to tackle 

this gap. 

The findings indicated that financial planners were concerned about the execution 

of the auto-enrolment, where there are still some uncertainties to be addressed that is 

not very clear yet. Also, it was highlighted that there might be an increase in employers 

hiring more people to work part-time than full-time as the pension contribution will be 

another administrative charge for companies. The expectation of employees opting-

out from the scheme after being auto-enrolled was considerably high between the 

respondents considering that most people pay high mortgages or rent, childcare, 



Page | 82  
 

public transport and other expenses. This could result in families or employees in their 

20s or 30s that will always push pensions to the bottom of the pile.  

The young generation wants everything now, and participants argued that it would 

be fascinating to see the young people that “want everything now” having a pension 

pot that will not be accessible for 30-40 years. The expectation is that this would give 

them a greater understanding of the longevity of time. If the government does not 

educate people in terms of the necessity of saving for retirement to enable them to 

have a reasonable standard of living at retirement age, the automatic enrolment 

system will not be as effective as the government thinks it will be, and the gap will 

continue to increase. 

Overall, the expectations were good regarding the implementation of auto-

enrolment system. The findings showed that it would not solve the problem completely. 

One of the reasons cited was the option to opt-out in 7-8 months, which was 

considered not to be enough time, people would learn nothing about the need to save 

for retirement and workers will not see the benefit of it, as well as not having the time 

to get used to having the contribution deducted from their pay cheque.  

 

 

5.4 Research question: How the auto-enrolment saving system is likely to 
affect the pension gap when implemented in Ireland? 
 

 
The research question to be answered in this dissertation was how an auto-

enrolment savings system is likely to affect the pension gap when implemented in 

Ireland. The research was developed to analyze the secondary data collected from 

literature published in regards to auto-enrolment implementation in OECD countries. 

However, the primary data collected enabled the current dissertation to identify from 

the interviews that, the majority of the participants appreciated the government 
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initiative in introducing the automatic enrolment system to make people realize that 

the state pension is not sustainable and might not be there for them when they get to 

retirement age.   

The findings pointed out that the idea of an auto-enrolment system was positive, 

but it should not be seen as an imposition on employees and employers, as this could 

make the government miss the opportunity for Ireland to tackle the pension gap. To 

have better acceptance, it was suggested not to use the word “pensions” and instead 

use the word retirement savings account or give the message of retirement saving for 

a replacement income. For the simple reason as people do not like the word pension, 

they find it too complex.  

It was found that it is essential to know what the economic conditions will be at the 

time of the introduction of the automatic-enrolment system. If it is not favorable, there 

is a possibility that the government could postpone the implementation. Besides, 

companies that already have an optional membership pension scheme would 

potentially be telling its employees that the automatic enrolment is happening and 

there will be no other option rather than contribute for a pension. It, therefore, would 

be better to have all employees in the company pension scheme and not having a 

range of pension structures within their business. Also, with the automatic enrolment, 

companies would have no control over these funds, no control in the operation of this 

pension scheme and would not dictate the benefits. It was believed that employers 

would not be pleased if they would be going through with the process of auto-enrolling 

their staff, and after eight months employees decide to opt-out. Nevertheless, 

participants were confident that workers might remain enrolled after all the paperwork 

that companies would have to do. 
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Equally, there might be employers that would see a cost-saving opportunity with 

auto-enrolment and could wind up their existing pension scheme and enroll all staff 

into the auto-enrolment system. Moreover, the findings appointed that the long-term 

impact of auto-enrolment may reduce annual salary; it should allow for more modest 

levels of inflation growth in the long-term. Because income growth right now is being 

driven based on rent, houses and living increases. 

 

 

5.4 Recommendation for Future Research 
 
 

This research study would recommend future research to be done in companies 

from the private sector that already have their own pension scheme to discover what 

criteria there are for employees to join the company pension scheme. As well if these 

companies would enrol the employees into the auto-enrolment system rather than give 

them the chance to join the company scheme. Furthermore, the employer’s opinion 

regarding having another pension structure in their company where they would have 

no control of where the money would be invested. This recommendations were 

identified from the interviews, where it was informed by the interviewee from the 

private sector that to join the company’s pension scheme, there was a criterion that 

was related to the qualifications that the employee holds. Which was considered by 

this study an interesting point to be investigated to discover if this could be seen as a 

disadvantage or even some form of discrimination against the employees. 

 

5.5 Limitations of the Research 
 

The researcher believes that this paper could have included in the interview, 

questions about the contributions proposed for automatic enrolment, which was found 
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essential to enable this study to analyse the impact that 1% up to 6% would have in 

the pension gap in the long-term. Conversely, to not having this piece of information 

was recognised as a weakness in this study. As well as, the literature review could 

have analysed what proportion a 23 year old would accumulate contributing 6% 

comparing the proportion a 40 year old would accumulate contributing 6%, which 

would have a better view of the impact auto-enrolment would have in the pension gap. 

Despite the weaknesses identified in this paper, there were strengths that have to 

be taken into consideration, such as the exceptional welcoming the topic of this paper 

received from the participants. This was due to pensions usually not being seen as a 

topic that students would choose for an investigation. Which reassured the researcher 

of the importance of educating people about retirement even as early as primary and 

secondary education. Furthermore, the knowledge in pensions that was shared by the 

participants was immensely rewarding to conduct this research study and is definitely 

a strength for this paper.   

 

5.6 Conclusion 
 

The Irish Government is due to implement the automatic-enrolment system in 2022 

with the aim of increasing pension coverage towards workers in the private sector. 

Auto-enrolment earned prominence as the OECD countries introduced the system and 

managed to increase the pension coverage and the savings by eligible employees. 

However, the findings of this paper pointed out that some relevant factors were seen 

as a disadvantage when implementing the new system. The opt-out option was not 

considered as a good mechanism for the system, which would not enable the 

employees to see the benefits of it in such a short amount of time. As well as the 
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earnings criteria were not in complete agreement between participants if it was 

appropriated or not, as nobody should be excluded. 

It can be concluded from the findings gathered from the semi-structured interviews 

that auto-enrolment was believed to be an excellent first step to encourage people to 

save for retirement. However, it was not seen as the solution to solve the pension’s 

problem in Ireland, due to the level of contribution proposed this was considered to be 

too low to have a significant impact on the pension’s gap in long-term investment. It 

was clear that auto-enrolment would target the low paid, the part-time workers, the 

workers in their 20s-30s and those that have no pension provision made. But, it was 

not believed that this target population would have enough disposable income to 

remain enrolled in the scheme to affect the pension’s savings. In the long-term it is 

expected that with wage increases and changes in circumstances the auto-enrolment 

would achieve the same proportion as achieved in other countries. Finally, it can be 

concluded from the findings from this research that the expectations from financial 

planners were that auto-enrolment has the potential to be a success. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide an Questions 
 

Introduction: I would like to thank you for agreeing to participate in this study, and I 

hope not to take much of your time. As I informed you previously all the information 

you provide will be treated in the strictest confidence, and neither your name nor 

company’s name will be identified in the dissertation. Also, I would like to remind you 

that you have the right to refuse to answer any question. The purpose of this study is 

to learn how the Auto-enrolment system is likely to affect the pension gap when 

implemented in Ireland. Considering that some countries that introduced AE in 

previous years presented good results, such as New Zealand with the KiwiSaver and 

the UK that since the implementation in 2012 managed to increase the pension 

coverage in the private sector. The private sector is the most vulnerable and not only 

in Ireland, however the implementation of the State Pension with AE is being designed 

to make sure every employee will be covered in a pension scheme. So, learning from 

other countries experience this study aims to discover what can be expected for 

Ireland. 

- How long have you been working in pensions? 

 

Theme 1: Automatic Enrolment (AE) System 

1. In your opinion AE is the right approach for Ireland’s pension system? 

2. Do you believe that 2022 will be the right time to introduce the AE system in 

Ireland? 

3. What do you think would be the challenges that AE system will potentially pose 

for Ireland? 

4. Employees will have the option to opt-out from the scheme after a certain period 

of time. In your opinion how would this affect long-term pension investment 

among workers from the private sector? 

 

Theme 2: Pension Coverage in Ireland 

5. In April this year the Central Statistics Office (CSO) relisted the Pension Survey 

from Q3 2018 related to occupational and personal pension cover which 
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appointed that 56.3% of all workers had pension coverage in that period. In Q1 

2008 was 53.6%. Comparing the rates in this ten years gap there is not much 

increase in pension coverage for those schemes. In your opinion, what you 

believe to be the reason for this?  

6. In the same survey from CSO employees between 20-24 years old are the lowest 

regarding pension coverage. Do you believe that the AE system could be more 

beneficial for younger workers than for workers aged 40-50? Why? 

7. The AE system is being designed to automatically enrol workers for a pension 

scheme from age 23, do you consider appropriate the age proposed for workers 

be automatic-enrolled? 

8. Private sector employers in Ireland are not obliged to provide a pension scheme 

for their staff but they should facilitate payments into a pension scheme. When 

the AE system will be implemented all employers will have to follow the rules to 

avoid penalties. Can you see any issue regarding companies not to complying 

with the rules that will be implemented? 

 

Theme 3: AE system in OECD countries 

9. The KiwiSaver in New Zealand is considered as a main example of auto-

enrolment in private pension arrangements; it has achieved remarkable 

acceptance, low administration costs, and wide transparency. Nevertheless there 

are still concerns, such as being viewed as “soft-compulsion”, forcing workers that 

cannot afford it to be in the scheme. Do you believe workers in Ireland would see 

the AE in the same way? 

10.  The UK introduced the AE system in 2012 for workers at least age 22 earning 

more than £10.000 per year. However, in Ireland is being designed for workers 

age 23 earning more than €20.000 per year. Considering the difference in the 

hourly rate in both countries, what is your opinion about the proposal for Ireland 

in terms of earnings?   

11. The annual amount saved by eligible savers in the UK was 90.3 billion in 2017 

and over 9.5 million people had been automatic enrolled in a pension scheme by 

the end of March 2018. Between the introduction of the AE system in 2012 and 

April 2017 (only 5 years) the overall proportion of eligible staff saving into a 
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workplace pension increased from 55% to 84%. In your opinion, do you believe 

that is possible to achieve something similar in Ireland and how long to achieve? 

 

Theme 4: Pensions in General 

12. Working with pensions for... years, what have you learned or what do you believe 

is important to take into consideration when deploying the Automatic-Enrolment 

system in Ireland? 

13. Is there anything in Ireland’s pension reform that you would do different?  

14. Do you have any additional comment or information that you believe is important 

to add to this study? 

 

That’s the end of the interview. 

It was lovely to talk to you. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions for Participant from the Private Sector 
 

1. Does the company that you work for provide a pension scheme for employees? 

2. Does the company encourage the employees to join the pension scheme?  

3. Is there any information or any communication being sent to the company about 

auto-enrolment?  

4. Is there any preparation in the company for auto-enrolment? 

5. How do you think that your colleagues that have no pension provision made 

would see the auto-enrolment? 

6. In your opinion auto-enrolment is the right approach for Ireland's pension 

system?  

7. The employees will have the option to opt out from the scheme after a certain 

amount of time. In your opinion, how will these affect the long term pension 

savings among workers from the private sector?  

8. What would you do different in the pension reform?  

9. Employees between ages 20-24 have the lowest pension coverage in Ireland. 

Do you believe that auto-enrolment would be more beneficial for younger 

workers than for workers age 40 and 50? 

10. Do you have any additional comment, any information you believe is important 

to add in this study? 
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Appendix 3: Information Sheet and Consent Form 
 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 

PROJECT TITLE: How an Automatic-Enrolment savings system is likely to affect the 

pension gap when implemented in Ireland? 

My name is Maira Fabiana Grosso, I am working in a project that is part of the requirement to 

conclude my MSc. degree in International Accounting and Finance, in Dublin Business School 

(DBS). I am being supervised by Dr. Elliott Jordan-Doak and the project has been approved by 

the Research Ethics Committee. 

In this study you will be asked to participate in an interview and will be answering questions 

about what your expectations of the Automatic-Enrolment system be implemented in Ireland 

and how it will likely affect Ireland’s Pension gap.  

I can assure you that no identification will be requested and confidentiality and anonymity is 

guarantee. You have the right to omit or refuse to answer any question, and you can decide to 

stop being a part of the research study at any time without explanation required from you. You 

have the right to ask that any data you have supplied to that point be withdrawn/ destroyed.  

TIME COMMITMENT 

The interview would take around 40 minutes. You have the right to have your questions about 

the procedures answered (unless answering these questions would interfere with the study’s 

outcome.  A full de-briefing will be given after the study). If you have any questions as a result 

of reading this information sheet, you should ask the researcher before the study begins. 

CONFIDENTIALITY/ANONYMITY 

The data will not contain any personal information about you or your company, however, the 

data will be processed and will be used in my dissertation project that further will be published. 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 

I will be glad to answer your questions about this study at any time.  

Your participation is very important to allow this research be successful concluded. However, 

you have the right to not take part in this research, your decision is entirely voluntary. 
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By confirming and signing below, I would like to emphasize that you are agreeing that: 

 

1. You have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet; 

2. Questions about your participation in this study have been answered satisfactorily; 

3. You are free to refuse to answer any question; 

4. You are taking part in this research study voluntarily (without coercion).  

 

Please confirm your agreement to take part of this research: 

 

          Agree                   Disagree 

 

 

_________________________________  

Participant Name 

 

 

_______________________________  

MAIRA FABIANA GROSSO (Student) 

 

 

_________________________________      

Date  
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Appendix 4: Email Sent to Participants 
 

Dear xxxxxxxx, 
  
My name is Maira Grosso and I am currently working on a dissertation for my MSc. degree in 
International Accounting and Finance, in Dublin Business School (DBS). The project has been 
approved by the Research Ethics Committee and I am being supervised by Dr. Elliott Jordan-
Doak. 
  
I would like to kindly request your participation in this project, the topic of which is "How an 
Automatic-Enrolment savings system is likely to affect the pension gap when introduced in 
Ireland". Your company was chosen because we believe your participation would be of great 
value for the study owing to the vast experience in this area.  
  
The aim of this project is to discover the expectations of what is likely to occur in Ireland, more 
specifically in the private sector which is the most vulnerable in terms of pension coverage 
when these system will be introduced.  
  
This project will attempt to consider the outcomes and results from countries that have already 
introduced the auto-enrolment system, such as New Zealand, Italy and the United Kingdom 
and to determine how the automatic-enrolment system is likely to impact the pension gap in 
Ireland. 
  
I can assure you that no identification will be required and confidentiality and anonymity is 
guaranteed. However, the data will be processed and will be used in my dissertation that will 
be published.  
  
Your participation in this project is very important to enable me to achieve the aim of the study. 
  
Please reply to this email if you would like to take part in this project and we can arrange a 
date and time that best suits you. 
  
Best regards. 
  
Maira Grosso 
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Appendix 5: Interview Time Frame 
 

Participant Position Date Duration Gender 

Participant A Principal 15th of July 32:39 Male 

Participant B Managing Director 15th of July 37:29 Male 

Participant C Governance Risk & Control Pensions 16th of July 54:05 Female 

Participant D Managing Director 18th of July 38:52 Male 

Participant E Managing Director 20th of July 49:21 Male 

Participant F Senior Managing Director 22nd of July 01:01:54 Male 

Participant G Pension Product Manager 22nd of July 40:36 Female 

Participant H Director 6th of August 51:32 Male 

Participant I Managing Director 7th of August 31:04 Male 

Participant J Accountant 15th of August 28:32 Female 
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Appendix 6: Response to Questions Sent to Automatic-Enrolment Department 
 

 
Response to questions regarding AE  

 
In August 2018 the Government published a ‘Strawman’ proposal for an Automatic 

Enrolment (AE) retirement savings system in Ireland. This proposal detailed a 

realistically plausible approach to delivering Automatic Enrolment in Ireland and was 

based on extensive domestic research and analysis of systems internationally. The 

Strawman was not to be read as a confirmation of what form AE will ultimately take 

but a high level draft intended to generate and prompt discussion and improve ideas. 

The Strawman proposal formed the basis of a national consultation process designed 

to help the Government improve the decisions that will need to be made in terms of 

the operational structure and design of AE.    

 
1. With the introduction of the AE system in Ireland is expected that most people 

will rely on the state pension, how this will affect the Government financial 

provisions?  

The Government’s strategy to reform the pensions system is set out in the Roadmap 

for Pensions Reform 2018-2023, which was published in February 2018.  The 

Roadmap outlines the Government’s commitment to preserving a strong State pension 

as the bedrock of the Irish pension system. Therefore, the AE system will not substitute 

existing State pension provision, but is being designed to supplement it.  

To meet the needs of future generations of pensioners and deliver on the goals of 

sustainability and equity, the Roadmap contains a number of actions designed to 

ensure that upon retirement everyone will be guaranteed an adequate basic standard 

of living and be secure in the knowledge that this will remain the case for the remainder 

of their lives.  Without reform, the long term adequacy and sustainability of the Ireland’s 

pension system could be compromised. Therefore, the reforms set out in the Roadmap 

will ensure a more equitable basis for the calculation of the contributory State 

pensions, will deliver clarity regarding the age at which State pensions can be drawn 

down and will provide greater confidence regarding pension value over the long term.  
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2. AE is being designed for people that really need a retirement savings fund 

that so far have not made any provisions (for many reasons) to guarantee good 

quality life on retirement. What is expected to happen with employees that might 

opt out of the AE system and does not invest in any other pension scheme 

either?  

Given that the AE system is designed to supplement the existing State pension 

system, people who decide to opt-out of AE would qualify for either the State Pension 

Contributory on the basis of their social insurance record or the State Pension Non-

contributory on the basis of a means test. However, while the State Pension is 

designed to provide a basic and effective protection against pensioner poverty, it is 

not designed or intended to secure a high level of pension adequacy. For this reason, 

the AE system will be designed to automatically re-enrol those who opt-out on a 

periodic basis. This will allow those who opt-out to re-evaluate the benefits of personal 

retirement saving if their personal circumstances have changed in the intervening 

period.    

 
3. The CPA will have 4 registered providers that the member will have the option 

to choose which one they prefer. In Co. Dublin current there are 352 investment 

managers registered in the Central Bank that are allowed to work with personal 

retirement savings accounts. Will these financial advisers be affected with the 

introduction of the AE system?   

The AE system is not designed to substitute existing pension provision. In addition to 

supplementing what is currently available in the form of the existing State pension 

system it will also complement, rather than replace, existing private pension provision. 

   
4. At the moment in Ireland the private pension is going throw a crisis as only 

35% of the private sector are enrolled in a pension scheme. With the AE system 

what is the target to achieve?  

The policy objective of AE is to encourage long term saving amongst those who may 

otherwise suffer an unwanted and significant reduction in living standards at 

retirement. The target population for AE is defined by the eligibility criteria, such as the 

age and earnings threshold and the nature of their employment, i.e. whether or not 
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they are employees or self-employed. While there is no specific target set in respect 

of AE, it is anticipated that the rollout of AE will assist in realising the long term 

pensions policy aim of increasing the overall supplementary pensions coverage rate 

to around 70% of those working who are aged over 30 (National Pensions Policy 

Initiative, 1998). 

    
 5. The AE system is being designed to increase the retirement coverage in 

Ireland, but the state pension is currently paying €248 weekly. It is known that 

this rate is not sufficient to maintain an adequate lifestyle. Is the AE system only 

being proposed to increase the uptake in pensions and to force the population 

to educate themselves more about pensions?  

The rate of supplementary pension coverage in Ireland has remained relatively static 

over the last 20 years. While the State pension provides a reasonable basic level of 

income and guards against poverty in retirement, if measures are not taken to address 

this low rate of supplementary coverage, many future retirees will experience 

unwanted reductions in living standards when they reach retirement.    

AE will see a transition from the current and purely voluntary supplementary pension 

system to one which will, subject to certain parameters, automatically enrol employees 

into a quality assured retirement savings system, with freedom of choice to opt-out. 

This approach is designed to address people’s inertia to save for their retirement 

arising from the perceived complexity of retirement savings products. The policy 

objective, then, of AE is to encourage long term saving amongst those who may 

otherwise suffer an unwanted and significant reduction in living standards at 

retirement.    

 

Automatic Enrolment Programme Management Office  
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection  
20 June 2019  
 


