
Based on research carried out by 
Aon, trustees tell us that a lack 
of time, resources, knowledge 
and information impede their 

ability to do a good job. � ey also worry 
about their collective ability to make 
informed and timely decisions and 
implement them e� ectively.

So we decided to see how we could 
help address these concerns. We explored 
ways that trustees can improve scheme 
governance by putting in place the right 
structure, the right processes and the 
right people to run the scheme.

Step 1 – Behavioural research
We worked alongside behavioural 
insight agency Behave London 
to carry out research into how 
boards work – particularly, the 
way they make decisions.

Our ‘Better Boards’ report is 
based on research with pension 
scheme trustees and members 
of the public. � e research 
investigated the cognitive biases 
that can a� ect group decision 
making by posing a series of 
questions and problems. 

Step 2 – Understand how 
behavioural science can help 
with decisions
� e � ndings highlight some 
interesting points and questions 
for trustees.

1. Do you prioritise the 
priorities? 
Eighty-� ve per cent of those 

surveyed have a long-term strategy, 
but 10 per cent of those reported that 
long-term matters are o� en deferred on 
meeting agendas. � is creates the risk 
that important strategic issues are ignored 
or transient market opportunities missed 
in favour of progressing more routine/
compliance items.  

In the report, we explore the cognitive 
tendencies that underpin this behaviour. 

2. Where to start?
As the day wears on, our brains become 
tired; the theory is we should tackle 

the most di�  cult or newer decisions at 
the start of the day. � is feels counter-
intuitive and for many, a trustee meeting 
is like a journey; you start the next 
meeting where you � nished the previous 
one. High on the agenda tend to be the 
last meeting’s minutes, the matters arising 
from that meeting, and the usual routine 
and compliance business. Only once 
these are completed do many trustees 
attempt to address newer or more 
strategic items.

But following the behavioural insight 
here, we should turn this meeting 

agenda on its head and 
start the day with the more 
strategic items while we 
have the most brainpower, 
picking up more routine or 
comfortable items later.

3. Do you allocate enough 
time for the unexpected?  
Typically we see people 
underestimate how long 
tasks will take, with packed 
agendas and trustees 
struggling to make it to the 
end, reduced lunch breaks, 
start times brought forward 
and end times pushed out 
and still … we regularly 
carry items forward to the 
next meeting!

4. Do you focus on the 
quick wins?
We also tend to 
disproportionately prefer 
rewards that come sooner 

How can trustees become 
more e� ective?

 Aon’s Susan Hoare explores the challenge facing many trustees: how to balance 
delivering day-to-day actions alongside achieving their scheme’s long-term objectives
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and costs that come later. If we are not 
careful, this drives our priorities. � is is 
called a ‘present bias’; we want to bank 
the ‘quick wins’ and this gives us a huge 
amount of grati� cation. It is a technique 
that many busy people use to feel they 
are making at least some progress. � e 
danger is that we continually prioritise 
these items and never address the longer-
term, more strategic and less immediately 
gratifying ones. 

5. How can you ensure all voices are 
heard? 
Survey participants were asked how 
willing they were to speak up in groups. 
Trustees were more likely to speak up 
than the general public even if they 
were not being encouraged to voice an 
opinion, or were in disagreement with 
the consensus. 

In practice though, being the lone 
voice can be daunting. � e research states 
that ‘A wise chair would do well to seek 
dissenting opinions...Social validation 
that opinions are welcome and sought is 
a powerful tool for reaching good group 
decisions’. 

Your chair should encourage a range 
of views to ensure that everyone shares 
their opinion and the board reaches well-
rounded decisions. Equally, you should 
question your advisers to ensure that the 
suggestions they make are right for your 
scheme; our ‘10 questions to help you 
challenge your advisers’ has advice on 
this.

6. Devil’s advocates can help 
� e value of a devil’s advocate is well 
understood: a person who challenges 
decisions and forces the group to answer 
di�  cult questions, making the decisions 
more robust. Our concern was that where 
the devil’s advocate did not naturally exist 
on a board, someone role-playing the 
devil’s advocate would be less impactful. 
� erefore, we looked to see whether 
assigning more than one person to the 
devil’s advocate role had an impact.

� e research showed clearly 
that plural dissenting voices have a 

bigger in� uence on the other board 
members than a single one. If trustees 
are encouraged to break o�  in pairs 
to discuss issues and feed back their 
thoughts, all members of the group can 
consider their arguments and draw an 
informed conclusion. 

7. Beware the status quo 
‘Status quo bias’ leads people to stick 
with the current position. � e research 
says that ‘we tend to be tempted to follow 
whatever choice someone has laid out...
We assume that because it pre-existed, 
there must be a reason for it’. � e best 
examples of this in action are default 
investment choices, which tend to hold 
the majority of members; and automatic 
enrolment, where far fewer people opted 
out than was expected.

But the status quo is not always best; 
you should question the current approach 
and how it might be improved. A good 
chair will provide a ‘psychologically 
safe’ environment that encourages more 
trustees to challenge the status quo. Our 
behavioural checklist for chairs has tips 
on how to avoid behavioural biases when 
planning and chairing meetings.

8. Too much choice can paralyse 
Too many choices can overwhelm people 
and prevent them making a decision. 
Breaking complex tasks into smaller 
ones can help. If exploring potential 
solutions can be separated from making 
the ultimate decision, it can deliver better 
results. 

Step 3 – Structure meetings to deliver 
the best results 
� e way meetings are run can hugely 
impact their ability to drive good 
decisions. Trustee meetings tend to 
be quarterly – making it all the more 
important that they are e�  cient, e� ective 
and comprehensive.

Our Trustee Meeting Framework 
helps trustee boards to get the most 
from their time. Using lessons from 
behavioural science, it provides a 
suggested meeting structure that:

• Sets out the optimal order for items to 
be covered
• Structures discussions to off set things 
such as cognitive depletion – the state 
of mind that leads us to stick to ‘default’ 
decisions when we are tired or hungry
• Suggests how to table items for 
discussion…and how you can still deliver 
results when time runs out

Step 4 – Make the most of the time 
between meetings
Trustees have competing demands on 
their time, and meetings tend to be 
infrequent – o� en quarterly at best. 

� ese pressures make it important 
that trustees optimise the time in between 
meetings. Scheme progress should not 
stop just because you are not convening 
as a trustee board.

Creating sub-teams to move actions 
along between meetings; reporting back 
on progress; and preparing for the next 
meeting – all of these will help to move 
your scheme forward outside of your 
regular meeting schedule.

Doing all of these things well 
enables schemes to manage the risks 
they face, as well as capitalising on any 
opportunities. In doing so, they will go a 
long way towards meeting the regulator’s 
expectations on 21st century trusteeship 
and governance. 

� e tools Aon has developed are 
designed to help trustees balance 
delivering routine and compliance items 
with tackling the actions that will deliver 
their longer-term strategy.

� e research, and the trustee tools 
developed as a result of the � ndings, are 
all available at aonhewitt.co.uk/trustee-
e� ectiveness.
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