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Background and context  

Pension reforms are taking place in most Member States, often becoming a continuous 

process. In this context, it is becoming increasingly difficult for European citizens to 

understand how the changes affect them and how they should respond, all the more 

given the often complex nature of pension regulations.  

As Spain is in the process of (re)designing its pension communication policy, it organises 

this Peer Review on the right to retirement pension information.   

This Peer Review is carried out under the ‘Peer Review in Social Protection and in Social 

Inclusion’ Programme in the context of PROGRESS.1 PROGRESS is the EU employment 

and social solidarity programme which aims to financially support the implementation of 

the EU objectives in employment, social affairs and equal opportunities. This programme 

supports the implementation of the Open Method of Coordination in the field of social 

protection and social inclusion (the so-called ‘social OMC’) by, amongst other things, 

organising exchanges on policies, good practices and innovative approaches and 

promoting mutual learning.  

This discussion paper fosters the Peer Review meeting which will be held in Madrid on 

the 2nd and 3th of July 2013. Part A provides an overview of the related European policy 

developments. Part B reveals the numerous policy challenges regarding information on 

pension rights. Finally, some tentative conclusions are formulated. The synthesis report 

will provide a more in-depth analysis with special focus on the lessons learned and the 

policy messages stemming from the Peer Review meeting.  

                                                           
*  Prepared for the Peer Review in Social Protection and Social Inclusion programme coordinated 

by ÖSB Consulting, Applica and the Institute for Employment Studies (IES), and funded by the 
European Commission. © ÖSB Consulting, 2013 
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Part A:  Overview of the related policy developments at            

European level  

1. The policy framework at European level  

1.1  European modernization of welfare states 

The European Commission supports and complements the Member State’s policies in the 

fields of social inclusion and social protection. The Europe 2020 strategy for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth sets five headline targets, including at least 20 million 

fewer people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion and increasing employment of 

the population aged 20-64 to 75 %.2 To support efforts to reach these targets, the 

European Union has identified seven flagship initiatives, among which the Platform 

against Poverty and Social Exclusion3 and the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs.4 Through 

its Social Investment Package (SIP) the European Commission provides guidance to 

Member States to modernize their welfare systems.5  

1.2  Pension goals and reforms  

Pension systems must enhance growth in Europe, while sustaining the living standards of 

elderly Europeans and providing protection against poverty.6 However the social 

protection function of pensions faces challenges such as demographic ageing, the 

sustainability of public finances and the impact of the financial and economic crisis.7 

Reforming pension systems and increasing employment rates are now necessary more 

than ever for improving Europe’s growth prospects.8  Regarding the mobility of pensions, 

the European Commission promotes the development of pension tracking services across 

the EU, similar to those that already exist in some Member States.9 

1.3  Closing the gender pension gap  

European pension systems are challenged by social evolutions such as increasing single 

or cohabiting households, growing divorces and  family separation. Furthermore, certain 

(not all) non-marital partnerships, including same-sex couples, have obtained legal 

recognition. In some member states, civil marriage is also open to same-sex partners. 

The traditional model of the male single breadwinner, which has inspired several pension 

systems, is no longer accurate.  

The above-mentioned social developments especially influence those pension schemes 

that are (partly) based on derived rights, affecting women in particular. Women’s 

pensions tend to be lower compared to that of men.10 Moreover, the risk of poverty 

tends to be higher among older women, also because they live longer. Various 

differences between men and women in amongst others employment, pay, contributions 

and career interruptions or breaks lead to gender differences in both statutory and 

supplementary pensions.11 Closing the gender pension gap is therefore one of the key 

challenges for pension reforms, as highlighted in the European Commission’s White 

Paper.12  

1.4  Transparent and clear pension communication  

In accordance with the Europe 2020 Strategy, the European Commission’s Green Paper 

“Towards adequate, sustainable and safe European pension systems” proposes ways to 

improve coordination of Member States’ initiatives.13 Safer, more transparent pensions 

with better awareness and information is one of the priorities for modernizing pension 

policies in the EU.14 Especially since pensions have become more and more complex, 

(partly) shifting responsibility and choice to individuals, it is essential that European 
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citizens understand the information in order to make well-informed decisions. The 

Commission consequently argued the necessity to improve transparent and clear 

communication facilitating informed decisions.15 The subsequent White Paper presents a 

strategy for adequate, safe and sustainable pensions in the long term.16 This agenda 

focuses on creating the conditions for a high level of labour force participation of men 

and women throughout their lives and enhancing the opportunities to build up safe 

complementary retirement savings. Pension information is essential to (EU initiatives in 

support of) the Member States’ efforts in developing complementary private retirement 

savings.17  

1.5  Answer: protection and information 

Moreover, 2012 was the European Year for active ageing and solidarity between 

generations.18 Relating to supplementary pensions, the 2012 Social Europe Guide on 

demography, active ageing and pensions underlines the need for better consumer 

protection and information.19 Pension statements and tracking services are highlighted 

as an area for possible improvement, as they could demonstrate the benefits of working 

longer by providing citizens across the EU with accurate and up-to-date information 

about their pension entitlements and with projections of their income after retirement 

from statutory and occupational pension schemes.20  

2. Thematic links to earlier policy debate  

2.1  Information on changes, rights and choices 

This Peer Review builds on and adds to the lessons learned in previous reviews. In 2008, 

a Peer Review on public information on pension systems and pension system changes 

was held in Poland, with ten peer countries in addition to the host country.21 This Peer 

Review covered three main aspects in particular, namely: (1) information on changes in 

pension systems, (2) information on pension rights and (3) information on choices in 

pensions.  

2.2  Information and advice  

A threefold governmental responsibility as regards the provision of pension information 

emerged, namely (1) alerting people to choices and responsibilities, (2) informing them 

on the choices on offer and (3) advising them on new policies.22 However, these roles 

may conflict, leading to a potential loss in credibility. In this respect, it is particularly 

important to distinguish between information and advice. Accordingly, the Peer Review 

suggested also third-party information sources (e.g. consumer groups, NGO’s, sectorial 

organisations, social partners,…) to ensure the provision of politically unbiased 

information. In terms of the media used for pension information, no general best 

practice recommendations were provided, other than that campaign and information 

provisions should focus on those communication methods that people tend to trust and 

use anyway.23  

2.3  Risks, downfalls, choices 

Some European pension reforms might shift more responsibility and risk to beneficiaries, 

especially in those Member States where occupational pensions are considered a (future) 

constitutive element of the income replacement ratio. Therefore, beneficiaries must be 

duly informed about the types of risks related to both the contribution and the pay-out 

phase. Regarding the content of the information, pension pay-out projections were found 

to be an important topic.24 The relative risk linked to various pension schemes also 

needs to be clarified. For consumers to make sound choices, they need to take all 

relevant risk factors into account, such as longevity, fluctuations in purchasing power 
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and working profile changes. It also turns out that people need more information about 

the relative merits of lump-sum payments and different types of programmed 

withdrawal.  

Comprehensive pension communication involves three levels:  

(1) Macro-level targeting the general population;  

(2) Meso-level involving specific target groups with different needs regarding pension 

communication (e.g. sectors, women,…); and  

(3) Micro-level targeting a specific individual. 

2.4  Pension illiteracy  

The complex financial nature of pensions emerged to prevent people often from 

understanding the information at their disposal. High levels of regulatory uncertainty 

may reduce the willingness of people to improve their ‘pension literacy’. Tackling 

financial and pension illiteracy may however not guarantee that people will make rational 

choices in the end due to so-called ‘myopia or short-sightedness’. Nevertheless, rational 

decisions require a unified overview of one’s pension options. Therefore, public 

authorities might need to coordinate their activities and standardize the information 

provided by private pension actors. Finally, the 2008 Peer Review underlined that 

different types of information may be needed for different groups in accordance with 

one’s gender and/or economic, occupational and educational background.25  

Part B:  Information on pension rights – policy questions  

The second part of this discussion paper reveals the numerous policy challenges 

regarding pension communication. Rendering pension systems more sustainable while 

assuring a decent standard of living to the elderly Europeans is not an easy fix. However, 

as pension systems change, they become more difficult to understand. The complexity of 

pension systems frequently turns out to be both the origin and the main reason for 

communication difficulties.26 Pension reforms are an ongoing process in several Member 

States.  

First, European pension communication policy will be discussed in general (1.). Possible 

policy options will be presented, with attention paid to bottlenecks, risks and tensions 

with regard to pension communication. As Spain is under Peer Review, subsequently an 

outline of both the current and the envisaged (future) Spanish pension communication is 

provided (2.), followed by a tentative SWOT-analysis (3.).  

1. European pension communication policy  

This first part sets the European pension communication scene in general. Since main 

policy questions seem to be similar for all Member States, in principle no reference will 

be made to national contexts, apart from some good practices. After drawing a picture of 

four main policy questions (1.1), the so-called ‘pension communication rose’ is 

introduced (1.2). This rose visually represents inherent policy tensions regarding 

simplification, technical correctness, transparency and legal responsibility. After outlining 

the transcending pension legitimacy (1.3), attention is called to financial and pension 

(il)literacy (1.4).  

1.1  Four main policy questions  

From previous pension communication research it emerged that the main pension 

communication questions seem to be the same irrespective of the financing method and 

the nature of the pension (whether statutory, occupational, mandatory or voluntary).27  
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These four main policy questions present themselves to policy makers:28 

 What do Member States communicate? (extent of information)  

 How do Member States communicate? (manner of communication)  

 To whom do Member States communicate? (communication targeting)  

 What is the legal value and the authenticity of the communication?  

This division is somewhat biased since these four questions are intrinsically interrelated. 

The technicality of the message (the ‘what’-question) evidently aggravates a successful 

communication, meaning the recipient has actually understood the sent message. The 

methods or means of communication (the ‘how’-question) can partially overcome this 

technicality. Furthermore, the level of understanding of the receiver is a crucial factor in 

this regard (the ‘to whom’-question). Any communication – even not communicating – 

creates (legitimate) expectations, therefore information needs to be correct. 

Consequently, the issue of the legal value of the communication arises.  

1.1.1  Extent of the information29 

The first main policy question (‘what?’) concerns the extent of the pension information. 

From the perspective of the sender, a so called ‘area of communicative commonality’ 

needs to be created by the sender, meaning  the sender and receiver share a common 

view, interest, understanding or knowledge about the communication. Therefore, the 

sender must consider the content of the message he or she wants to send and its 

relevance for the receiver.  

Benefit statements informing possible beneficiaries about their possible pension rights 

are widespread among Member States. Pension rights are brought about quite differently 

in the various European countries. General information on pension regulation and 

calculation of pension benefits is provided by most Member States. In some countries a 

prospect, forecast, estimate or simulation of future pension benefits is possible. The 

following scenarios may for example be simulated: pay-out in lump sums or annuities, 

indexed or non-indexed annuities, yearly or monthly annuities, taxed (net) or non-taxed 

(gross) amounts, retirement age,… Concerning the retirement age, the pension benefit 

may be simulated at the retirement age and/or at an earlier or deferred retirement age. 

In Sweden the pension information also includes incentives to postpone retirement for 

certain scenarios. 

There is a growing consensus that pension simulations and projections can be a useful 

tool for retirement planning.30 However, pension projections give rise to various 

questions. How can the benefits of pension projections outweigh the possible 

misunderstanding or confusion? How can financial and pension illiteracy be tackled so 

pension projections truly become a useful tool for European citizens? Given the relatively 

low level of financial literacy, how can government and pension professionals 

communicate about the risks of various retirement saving options? Should relative 

and/or absolute numbers be used? Do round numbers provide an accurate impression? 

How to convey a certain level of uncertainty? Should recommendations to promote 

proactive retirement provision be included? Should visual aids like diagrams and symbols 

be used?  Online simulating tools are quite popular (e.g. the Polish 

http://.mojaemerytura.zus.pl/) Simulation tools are either specific, meaning based on 

personal data, or general. In the latter case, fictitious data are used to provide a general 

idea of possible pension benefits.  

http://.mojaemerytura.zus.pl/
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1.1.2  Manner of communication31 

The second main policy question regarding the manner of the communication deals with 

the perspective of the sender. The form of the communication is of the utmost 

importance to ensure that the receiver understands the message. Therefore, the sender 

must determine in what manner to reach the receiver in the best possible way to make 

sure that he or she understands the message. This question is closely linked to the level 

of understanding of recipients. In this respect, the impact and evolution of electronic 

communication on the manner of communication is abundantly clear.  

This second policy question can be classified into eight policy themes:32 

a) The form of the communication;  

b) The periodicity of the communication;  

c) The language and the register of the communication;  

d) The layers of the communication; 

e) The integration of the communication;  

f) The centralized or decentralized communication;  

g) The embedded or non-embedded communication;  

h) The deterministic and static or amendable communication. 

a)  Form of the communication  

Despite the best part of pension information being available online, most Member States 

retain paper communication since not all possible beneficiaries have internet access. 

Websites and e-mailings (so-called ‘e-pension records’) are the main types of online 

communication.  Some Member States check whether the receiver has correctly received 

and opened the message. Most Member States provide additional information on pension 

rights by call centres, personal conversations (e.g. in France possible beneficiaries from 

the age of 45 are invited to personal information meetings) or chat sessions with the 

pension institution (e.g. in Germany).  

b)  Periodicity of the communication  

Whereas annual communication was historically the most common periodicity, the 

internet nowadays facilitates virtually permanent (24/7/365) communication. However, 

some elements are only available on request of the possible beneficiary, primarily due to 

the specificity and technicality of the request concerned. Some information is 

automatically sent to possible beneficiaries at a certain moment in time: at a certain 

age, at the retirement age, at a certain length of service,… The periodicity may also be 

inspired by fear for inaccuracy. For that reason, Finland does not provide personalized 

projections under the age of 50.  

c)  Language and register of the communication  

The legal form combined with the technicality of pensions requires a correct language 

register, meaning the actual choosing of the appropriate language for the context (a 

particular purpose and/or social setting). As far as is known, no Member States apply 

explicit rules in this regard. Most Member States envisage the use of ‘simple language, 

understandable for everyone’, without defining what this precisely means. The relatively 

low average financial literacy of the population must actually be taken into consideration. 

The following methods of communication may facilitate understanding: using absolute 

numbers instead of percentages, rounding absolute numbers (no figures after the 

comma), visual effects such as charts, drawings, colours, symbols (e.g. ships on sea in 

the Netherlands or piggy banks in Sweden). Denmark, a forerunner in pension 

communication, offers various tables and graphs where individuals can opt for very 

detailed or less detailed reports.  
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d)  Layers of communication  

Layered pension communication mostly occurs on websites. It is closely linked to the 

language register. Firstly, the more detailed the information is, the further one has to 

look into the website. The Danish pension communication contains for example three 

layers: comprehensive, per benefit and detail. Usually the different layers use various 

language registers. Secondly, the amount of information can be layered. For example, 

the older a person gets, the more detailed information is provided. Thirdly, these layers 

can also relate to the three communication levels: (1) macro-level targeted to the 

general public, (2) meso-level to target groups and (3) micro-level to a specific 

individual.  

e)  Integration of the communication  

A completely consolidated and integrated pension communication covers all possible 

pension schemes, irrespective of pillars or other elements. Without an integrated pension 

communication average citizens lack an overview and are therefore unable to form an 

adequate image of their pension rights. Most Member States are still working on 

integrated pension communication. The Danish website model (www.pensionsinfo.dk) is 

seen as exemplary. The lack of both legal and practical coordination between pension 

institutions of various schemes or pillars may hinder the integration or consolidation 

process. Standardization turns out to be a key element of integration. Ideally, one single 

communication format is created with uniform terminology, wordings of the content and 

visuals such as tables and graphs. It should also be mentioned that inter-scheme 

simulations require elaborate computer programming.  

f)  (De)centralized communication  

In integrated schemes the structure of the communication provision is to be discussed. 

In a decentralized structure, the pension information is not retained in one single 

database, body or administration (e.g. in Denmark). The various data per person are 

connected by linking various databases without creating one single centralized database 

(e.g. the Belgian ‘Crossroads Bank for Social Security’ which manages the electronic data 

exchange between the various institutions of social security).33 

g)  (Non-) embedded communication  

In some Member States pension information is embedded in other information, such as 

in general social security information regarding the career data  or in bank or insurance 

communication (in Denmark).  

h)  Deterministic and static versus amendable communication  

Deterministic and static pension communication means that only certain data are 

provided, without the possibility to explore certain scenarios. In case of non-amendable 

communication it is vital to know what assumptions are used for the interest rate, the 

rate of return and the inflation. Furthermore, it is essential to understand who has set 

these figures and whether or not there is a government control. Denmark for example 

obliges a 2 % inflation ratio for all funded pension plans.  

In most Member States individuals can simulate the effects of early or deferred 

retirement. At the moment, the level of simulation is rather basic. Besides the retirement 

age, thinkable simulations include both micro economic parameters or personal data 

(such as change in earnings, divorce, death of a partner, change of job, uptake of 

parental leave,…) or macro-economic parameters (amongst others inflation, interest 

rates of investment, rate of return in funded schemes,…).  

http://www.pensionsinfo.dk/
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1.1.3  Communication targeting34 

The third main policy question relates to the possible recipient of the communication. 

Therefore, policy makers need to determine the ‘target group’ of possible recipients and 

bear their level of understanding in mind. Regarding the personal scope of information, 

the following policy questions arise at micro-, meso- and macro-level:  

 Is communication targeted to everyone (e.g. via internet to a broad public)?  

 Is (the type of) communication linked to a certain ceiling in earnings or to the 

social security basis (employee, self-employed or civil servant)?  

 Is communication only provided from a certain age (e.g. from35 years in Poland) 

and/or from a certain years of service?  

 Is communication only targeted to active scheme members or also to so-called 

‘sleepers’ (deferred beneficiaries with dormant rights)?  

1.1.4 Legal value and authenticity of the communication35 

As pension information is increasingly being considered as a basic right in democratic 

societies, all Member States have enacted some right to pension information. 

Consequently, pension information has a legal value as such. These disclosure rights are 

designed quite differently throughout the various Member States. The quality and 

correctness of the pension data, in particular of prospects and simulations, are a cause 

for concern to Member States, since they also determine the scope of responsibility and 

liability of the provider and/or communicator. Regarding the legal value and the 

authenticity of pension communication, the following policy questions present 

themselves:  

 Who provides the necessary data to whom for the pension communication?  

 Who owns the data and who validates them?  

 Is there a central database or not? In case of a central database, is it solely 

responsible for the data?  

 Is the recipient asked to verify the information or not?  

 Is communication authenticated in some or other way?  

 Who is held responsible in case of wrong or missing communication?  

 What legal disclaimers are used?  

 How is the privacy respected, in particular when the internet serves as 

communication channel? What technical firewalls are used?  

 Does the communication create some or other ‘legitimate expectation’ whereby a 

possible beneficiary can have a claim against the pension provider (e.g. in case of 

erroneous simulation)?  

1.2 Inherent policy tensions: the pension communication rose  

Pension communication inevitably leads to tensions, which are mainly related to four 

elements: the need for transparency, the need for technical correctness, the necessary 

simplification for the understanding of the average citizen and the legal responsibility for 

pension communication.36  

To visualize these tensions we developed a “pension communication rose” (Figure 1). 

Each of the four tensions represents one axis, all together forming a ‘rose’, shaped like a 
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cross.  For a good understanding, it must be noted that elements across each other are 

not (necessarily) antipodal, so they do not work in the opposite direction. As a 

consequence, technical correctness and legal responsibility are not to be seen as 

opposites. The intersection of the cross represents the absolute zero, meaning the lowest 

thinkable score. The closer to the arrowhead of the axis concerned, the more the 

pension communication achieves the matching target.  

 

Figure 1: Pension communication rose 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The pension communication rose serves as a useful tool for evaluating Member States’ 

pension communication policy. Each of the four elements is scored with a dot on the 

matching axis.  

 

As an example the hypothesis is displayed of a Member State where the information is 

technically extensive and detailed, accordingly representing a high score on the 

‘technical correctness’ axis. This may not be problematic in itself, but it may be assumed 

that this communication is not understandable for the average citizen with a relatively 

low level of financial literacy. After all, the majority of the population is not familiar with 

the in-depth calculation of pensions. This results in a low score on the ‘simplification’ 

axis. The high extent of simplification may give rise to simplistic and therefore unrealistic 

expectations of future pension rights, which raises in its turn the legal responsibility for 

pension communication. In this hypothesis all possible details are communicated, no 

data are withheld, on that ground scoring high on transparency. Subsequently, the four 

dots are to be connected. The resulting geometrical figure draws a picture of a state’s 

pension communication policy. At a glance, policy makers see the unstable axes that 
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need to be equilibrated. A balanced communication policy needs to achieve an 

equilibrium between these four axes, visually reflected by the dotted line forming a 

geometrical squared diamond on the ‘pension communication rose’. It must be 

highlighted that there is no one-size-fits-all solution, consequently a balanced pension 

communication policy can be obtained in different ways.  

1.3  Transcending pension legitimacy  

1.3.1  Transparency and pension legitimacy  

Citizens are increasingly aware of their pensions and want to understand what takes 

place in the pension scene. Increasing transparency questions are (partly) caused by the 

increased average education level. These transparency questions are translated in 

legitimacy terms. A pension system that provides legal certainty and justice must be 

understood by everyone. Pension communication should therefore be aligned to social 

developments. A legitimate pension system is a pension that communicates 

transparently. The quality of communication towards both the future and current retirees 

needs to be grafted onto this justice.  

A good understanding is a prerequisite for pension changes and reforms. Accordingly, 

any pension reform that is equitable and just needs to rely on people’s understanding 

about all three (micro-, meso- and macro-) pension levels. The more people understand 

the pension system, the more legitimate pension questions will be. Understanding 

pension systems does not imply that people agree upon them. Each pension system has 

to contend with issues concerning inter- and intra-generational solidarity and adequacy 

in terms of financial and economic feasibility. The social quality, consistency and 

feasibility are the soil of the aforementioned legitimacy. 

1.3.2  Pension reform legitimacy 

Moreover, legitimacy is one of the most essential parameters of the success ratio of 

pension reforms. In Europe, the necessary legitimacy is among other things guaranteed 

by a good social dialogue.37 Political legitimacy is scientifically anything but an obvious 

parameter for pension reforms. This is all the more so for reforms inspired by budgetary 

economies and austerity measures. Since pensions have – rightly - proven to be a 

socially emotive issue, they often tend to be difficult to reform. However hard the 

reforms are: the greater the consensus (and social dialogue), the better the reform will 

turn out to be. Pension reforms that are not supported by the population and are 

therefore not be considered as legitimate, have proven to take a downward plunge 

relatively fast (over a decade).38 In countries that have already carried out severe 

reforms, one observes that legitimacy was always supported by public funding. High 

legitimacy and high public funding have been combined e.g. in Sweden and Italy. Time is 

a third factor determining legitimacy. The legitimacy of reforms may be enhanced by 

postponing them somewhat and by implementing reforms gradually. However, the more 

acute the economic situation including financial feasibility, the less time is at the disposal 

of policy makers and legislators.  

1.3.3  Sustainable intergenerational solidarity 

Intergenerational solidarity implies a so-called ‘social contract’ between the working and 

retired population. This is especially the case in pay-as-you-go (PAYG) pension systems. 

The economic assumptions behind this ‘social contract’ are often disregarded. As 

demonstrated by Richard Musgrave, the ‘social contract’ underlying pension solidarity 

starts from the premise of stable economic growth. According to Musgrave, a politically 
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sustainable relationship between contributions and benefits must be based on the 

principle of ‘proportional risk sharing’.39 

Serious intergenerational unbalances are indeed socially untenable, for example when 

pensions are higher than wages. Musgrave proposes to spread the cost of ageing by a 

‘fixed relative position’ between generations in a way that the ratio between the relative 

income position of pensioners and workers is constant. By pooling intergenerational 

risks, systemic economic and demographic shocks are shared between generations 

instead of solely by pensioners or workers.  

1.4  Financial and pension (il)literacy  

1.4.1  Defining financial (il)literacy 

It is clear from the outset that pension systems are difficult to understand, all the more 

given the pension reforms. The complexity of pensions challenges pension 

communication and raises issues concerning ‘financal (il)literacy’ in general and ‘pension 

(il)literacy’ in particular.40 For the purpose of this Peer Review, the following OECD 

International Network on Financial Education (INFE) definition of financial literacy is 

used: “A combination of awareness, knowledge, skill, attitude and behaviour necessary 

to make sound financial decisions and ultimately achieve individual financial wellbeing.”41  

1.4.2  Gender aspects  

Worldwide research has shown that women have lower levels of financial knowledge than 

men on basic financial concepts such as understanding inflation, the time value of money 

and the effect of compound interest rates.42 This gender difference in financial literacy 

should be taken into account when designing a pension communication policy.  

1.4.3  Putting financial education into perspective 

Without questioning the importance of financial and pension education, prudence is 

called for overestimating education. Economic behaviour science learns us that 

retirement saving in practice may substantially defer from theoretical models assuming 

objective and rational individuals planning their retirement with a long-term horizon.43 

Furthermore, the efforts need to be balanced between sender and receiver, meaning 

Member States should not solely and completely focus on the responsibility of the 

receiver to understand the information by providing e.g. financial education. The senders 

should also assume their responsibility as regards clear and understandable pension 

communication.  
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2.  Outline of the Spanish pension communication  
As Spain is under Peer Review, an outline of the Spanish pension communication is 

provided.44  

This outline is based on the exchange of four written questionnaires between Professor 

Yves Stevens as thematic expert and Mister José Agustín González Romo45 as Spanish 

contact person and liaison officer. Many thanks are due to Mister José Agustín González 

Romo, without whose help this in-depth insight in the Spanish pension communication 

would not have been possible.  

The first questionnaire sent by Professor Stevens on April 2546, was answered by Mister 

José Agustín González Romo on May 647. To clarify some answers and gain more in-

depth knowledge, it was followed by a supplementary questionnaire, sent on May 1448 

and answered on May 2449. Reference is made to the relevant sections of the 

questionnaires on which this outline is built, which are included as appendices.  

First, a general outline of both the current (2.2) and the envisaged future (2.3) Spanish 

pension communication is provided. The overview is built upon the four main policy 

questions regarding (1) the content of information, (2) the manner of communication, 

(3) communication targeting and (4) the legal value and authenticity of the 

communication. Prior to this outline, the Spanish project on the ‘right to information’ is 

presented (2.1).  

2.1  ‘Right to information’ project  

The Spanish government is currently developing the right to pension information.50 Spain 

aims to provide citizens with reliable information on future pension rights enabling them 

to make key decisions on possible complementary social insurances.51 The Spanish 

project on the ‘right to information’ is expected to enter into force in the middle of 

2014.52 This right to information contains on the one hand the right of workers and/or 

citizens to know their (future) pension rights and on the other hand the obligation of the 

competent authorities to develop this information and make it periodically available.53 

2.2  Current pension communication  

2.2.1  Content and extent of information  

a)  Legal information provision  

The obligation to provide information to workers about their right to an ‘ordinary public 

retirement pension’ (‘jubilación ordinaria’) is guaranteed by Spanish legislation.54 This 

legal disclosure obligation is assumed by the National Social Security Institute (‘Instituto 

Nacional de la Seguridad Social’), respectively by the Navy Social Institute, “Instituto 

Social de la Marina”, in the case of seafarers.55  This right to information is limited to the 

‘ordinary public retirement pension’, one of the types of public pensions according to 

Spanish social security law.56 The legal communication consists of the following 

elements: the name of the person concerned, the social security number and the 

deferred rights.57 Rights existing at the date of the information issue are taken into 

account and all other rights are deferred (estimated) until the retirement date.58 
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The profession of the worker, the employer(s) and acquired rights are not communicated 

as such.59 It concerns an annual and specific communication at the earliest two years 

before the ‘ordinary pensionable age’.60 The specific information is individualized for each 

worker in accordance with the working conditions and social security aspects.61 

Conversely, the Spanish government does not communicate about supplementary 

pensions at the moment.62 

b)  Voluntary information provision  

Besides the legal obligation, Spanish citizens can obtain additional information on a 

voluntary basis through ‘Social Security Centres for Attention and Information’ (‘Centros 

de Atención e Información de la Seguridad Social’) and through call centres (‘Centro de 

Atención Telefónica y Telemática’).63 This voluntary information at micro-level contains 

the start date of the retirement pension, the approximate value of the future pension 

and the contribution periods.64 Pre-calculations are currently being made on the request 

of the concerned party at the earliest two years before the pensionable age.65 The 

Spanish government states that most likely many insurance companies, pensions funds 

management companies and social benefit mutual societies already provide their 

customers, via internet, information on rights accrued in pension plans and insurance 

products, on a voluntary basis.66  

2.2.2  Manner of communication  

Currently, additional information on (future) pension rights can be obtained both by 

‘Social Security Centres for Attention and Information’ and by ‘Telephone and Telematics 

Service Centres’.67 The call centre provides information both at macro-level (general 

information on legislation, on requirements to access benefits,…) and at micro-level 

(specific information on the particular pension of the caller).68 The information provided 

to citizens by the call centre is preferably made by telephone, when the query is made 

by this means, or by e-mail when a citizen uses this communication channel.69 The 

communication is not generated automatically but provided on request of the person 

concerned.70 Pension information is available in Spanish and the other recognized 

regional languages.71 Amounts are not presented in percentages but in absolute 

numbers, calculated to two decimal places.72 

All data on public pensions are available to the Spanish government through a 

centralized database managed by the National Social Security Institution (‘Instituto 

Nacional de la Seguridad Social’ - INSS).73 This database on public pensions does not 

contain any data on supplementary pension plans and insurance products.74 The latter 

data on supplementary pensions are presumably retained in the digital archives of 

insurance companies, pensions funds managers and social benefit mutual societies.75 

The Spanish government states that these data are accessible because they are relevant 

for tax purposes.76 

2.2.3  Communication targeting  

The information is currently provided on request to all workers close to retirement, 

including self-employed, who are registered with social security.77 On the other hand, 

civil servants are currently excluded from pension communication.78 Not only active 
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scheme members receive pension information, but also deferred beneficiaries (so called 

‘sleepers’ with dormant rights), whether or not they work.79 

2.2.4  The legal value and the authenticity of the communication  

The current Spanish legislation provides a legal right to pension information.80 The 

National Social Security Institution owns and validates the pension information.81 The 

same INSS is solely responsible for the data and therefore liable/responsible in case of 

wrong communication.82 

2.3  Envisaged pension communication  

2.3.1  Content and extent of information  

a) Integration and simulation   

A consolidation and integration of the pension communication is under consideration, but 

is yet to be determined.83 Communication on supplementary pensions will however be 

part of the promoted legislation.84 Simulations will be provided in the future, according 

to parameters to be established by the Spanish government.85 The possibility of the 

receiver changing the simulation by adjusting these parameters is currently not 

foreseen.86 The (future) simulation of pension rights starts from the assumption that 

people will continue to work and to pay social security contributions uninterruptedly until 

the normal pensionable age is reached.87 Regulation concerning annual growth 

percentages and actualization rates is yet to be enacted by the Spanish government.88 

b)  Public pensions  

Regarding public retirement pensions, Spain aims to provide individualized information 

to citizens considering two factors which will determine the amount of the future 

pension: (1) the specific years of working life that the person has completed at the time 

of issuing the information and (2) the sum of the rights already established (at the time 

the information is issued) plus the estimated rights until the date of the ‘ordinary 

retirement’.89 Future pension communication will be encompassing and contain the 

pensionable age, the amount of the pension benefit and the contribution period.90 The 

provided information starts from the assumption that people will continue to work and to 

pay social security contributions uninterruptedly until the ‘ordinary pensionable age’.91 

c)  Supplementary pensions  

The legal obligation to provide information on supplementary pensions will be assumed 

by pension funds managers and social benefit mutual societies.92 Funded pension 

schemes will start from the assumptions with regard to the rate of return, interest rate 

and inflation mentioned below.93 Pension plans, including pension insurance products, 

without interest guarantee or with a limited or reduced interest, work on the basis of 4 

% (estimated) future return.94 The estimated future return is basically a parameter 

whose determination and justification belongs to the private pension sector.95 If the 

Spanish government agrees to the parameters proposed by the private sector, they will 

be included in the legislation.96 The variables and assumptions on which the estimates 
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are based, will be enacted in future legislation.97 Furthermore, these parameters will also 

be listed in the document with the individualized pension information.98 

2.3.2  Manner of communication  

The information about the ‘ordinary public retirement pension’ will be sent on paper.99 

The same information will simultaneously be made available to the public via the website 

of social security.100 Secured access for personal data will be guaranteed.101 The paper 

information will be sent by ordinary mail, not by recorded delivery.102 This choice is 

motivated by the nature of the information as it does not concern a decision susceptible 

for appeal.103 The information available by internet will complement the paper 

information, so people with less e-skills can have access to this information through 

regular mail.104 Besides the specific information that is provided in person through the 

‘Social Security Centres for Attention and Information’, citizens can receive information 

calling the ‘Telephone and Telematic Service Centres’ or via post or e-mail.105 The 

Spanish government states that the information model used will be ‘understandable for 

all users, even with different levels of training and knowledge.’106 An ‘average’ financial 

literacy of the recipient is consequently  assumed.107 A standard format will be drafted 

for the communication of all possible scenarios by the various pension actors.108 Whether 

or not visual effects (like charts, colours, drawings… ) will be used, is yet to be 

determined.109 

2.3.3 Communication targeting  

The personal scope of the Spanish pension information entails workers and self-

employed who are registered with the social security, those equated with registered 

persons or persons in a ‘leave-system’ provided  that they can demonstrate the 

minimum contribution period to be entitled to a public pension.110 It has not yet been 

determined whether or not civil servants, currently falling outside the scope of pension 

communication, will be included.111 At the moment pre-calculations of ‘ordinary public 

retirement pensions’ are made on the request of the concerned party at the earliest two 

years before the pensionable age.112 The ‘Right to Information’ project envisages 

information on request with a greater advance than the two years indicated.113 

Information will be sent to all workers who reach the age of 50.114 The exact age at 

which information about the pension benefits will be sent to workers will be determined 

in a regulation to be approved by the Spanish government.115 The same age will apply 

both to the simulation of the ‘ordinary public retirement pensions’ and to information on 

supplementary pensions.116 Certain groups with very specific peculiarities would be 

outside the ‘right to information’ scope, due to the technical impossibility to automatize 

the right to information.117   

2.3.4  The (legal) value and the authenticity of the communication 

The privacy of the recipients will be guaranteed by means of secured access of personal 

data. When personalized data are provided via the internet, the recipient will be 

identified with an electronic certificate.118 A draft Royal Degree implementing the second 

part of Article 14 of the General Social Security law is in the making.119 Based on the 

data in the central database of the National Social Security Institution, persons entitled 

to an ‘ordinary public retirement pension’ will be informed.120 Whether or not the 
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communication will be authenticated in one or the other way is yet to be decided.121 The 

recipient will not be asked to verify the information.122 This is not deemed to be 

necessary since the receiver will have the possibility to ask for correction of pension data 

at any time.123 In other words, the right to correction is not subject to legal 

prescription.124 What legal disclaimers will be used is still under consideration.125  

3.  Tentative SWOT-analysis of Spanish pension communication  
This third part of the discussion paper presents a tentative analysis of the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats of both the current and the envisaged Spanish 

pension communication. This SWOT-analysis is also based on the exchange of 

questionnaires between Mister José Agustín González Romo, the Spanish contact person 

and liaison officer and Prof. dr. Yves Stevens as independent thematic expert. The 

following SWOT-analysis serves as a first starting point to feed the Peer Review debate 

and  is therefore anything but encompassing or comprehensive. Enriched with the 

exchange at the Peer Review meeting in July, the synthesis report will contain a more 

thorough SWOT-analysis. As every medal has two sides, the strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats must be read together as a holistic SWOT-analysis.  

3.1  Strengths  

 From the very beginning of this Peer Review, Spain has proven a great eagerness 

to develop and improve their pension communication.  

 Spanish social security law contains a legal obligation to provide pension 

information (Art. 14, § 2 General Act on Social Security).126 

 Spanish citizens (will) have the possibility to request for correction of pension 

data at any time.127 This right to correction is not subject to legal prescription.128   

 The privacy of the information receivers is guaranteed by means of secured 

access in case personal data are provided.129  

 Although pension information will also be made available through the internet, 

Spain will retain the paper communication, since not all possible beneficiaries 

have internet access and/or the necessary e-skills.130 

 The ‘Right to Information’ project allows information on initiative of the citizen 

with a greater advance than two years before the ‘ordinary retirement age’.131 

 Citizens can obtain additional information from the ‘Social Security Attention and 

Information Centres’ and the ‘Telephone and Telematic Service Centres’.132 

 Pension communication is not only targeted to active scheme members, but also 

to deferred beneficiaries (so-called ‘sleepers’ with dormant rights).133 

 Data on public retirement pensions are available in the centralized database of 

the National Social Security Institute.134 

 Amounts are not presented in percentages but in absolute numbers, calculated to 

two decimal places.135 Absolute numbers score higher on the technical 

correctness-axis of the ‘pension communication rose’ in comparison with more 

‘general numbers or expectations’. On the one hand an estimated pension 

between for example 1200 EUR and 1400 EUR is more simple as compared to 

1302,94 EUR, on the other hand the technical correctness is inadequate.  
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3.2  Weaknesses    

 The right to information is limited to beneficiaries of ‘ordinary public retirement 

pensions’.136 Other types of public pensions and supplementary pensions currently 

fall outside the scope.  

 At the moment, no statistical data on supplementary pensions are available.137  

 The pension communication concerns orienting information which does not create 

any right nor ‘legitimate expectations’. This will be duly communicated.138  

 Currently, the database of the National Social Security Institution only contains 

data on public pensions, not on supplementary pensions.139 The Spanish 

government states that the latter data are accessible since they are relevant for 

tax purposes.140 If all the necessary data regarding supplementary pensions (as 

regards contributions, accrual and pay-out of benefits) are available, how will this 

be put in practice?  

 Civil servants currently fall outside the personal scope of pension information.141 

This also causes complex arrangements for mixed careers.142  

 The information is only available in Spanish and in the other recognized regional 

languages. As a result, the information is not or less accessible for individuals 

who do not speak these languages.143 

 The possibility of citizens to alter parameters in the pension simulation is 

currently not foreseen.144 However, simulation tools may facilitate well-informed 

pension decision as they help individuals to assess the effects of certain personal 

events or decisions (such as divorce, unemployment, working part-time,…) on 

their pension rights.  

3.3  Opportunities  

 Not having an extended pension communication policy creates room for open and 

innovative policy, learning from the experiences of this Peer Review.  

 Communication on supplementary pensions will be part of the promoted ‘right to 

pension information’.145 A consolidated and integrated pension communication is 

under consideration, but is yet to be determined.146  

 Simulations of pension rights will be provided in the future.147 

 Advancing information on request earlier than two years before the pensionable 

age is under consideration.148  

 Opportunities to broaden the material and personal scope of the right to pension 

information arise. In this regard, including pension communication to civil 

servants is to be considered.149  

3.4  Threats 

 Spain’s eagerness to develop and implement an integrated pension 

communication is to be welcomed. Understanding for strict time constraints is 

due. However, the threat of hasty legislation and jumping to conclusions needs to 

be avoided.  

 This Peer Review provides great mutual learning opportunities. However, caution 

must be made not to ‘blindly transpose’ policies and solutions from other Member 

States, given the specific characteristics of national (pension) contexts.  



  discussion paper  
Peer Review on pension information, Spain 2013 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Yves Stevens, Leen Van Assche       18 

 

 The Spanish government states that many supplementary pension providers most 

likely already communicate on a voluntary basis.150 It is still doubtful whether or 

not this information is up to standard regarding the four axes of the ‘pension 

communication rose’: legal responsibility, simplification, transparency and 

technical correctness.  

 The Spanish government will determine the parameters for future pension 

simulation.151 This may threaten transparency.  

 An overestimated future return (currently estimated at 4 %)152 might create 

unrealistic expectations, which may bring about legal responsibility and liability.  

 Spain seems to disregard financial and pension illiteracy. It seems to be simply 

brushed aside, stating that “the information will be easily understandable by all 

recipients, even of very different levels of knowledge.”153 Moreover, an “average 

level of financial literacy” is assumed154, without defining what this precisely 

means. 

 Spain mentioned that certain groups with very specific peculiarities would be 

outside the scope of the ‘right to information’, due to the technical impossibility to 

automatize the right to information.155 Which groups will be excluded from the 

right to information? What objective and reasonable justification is provided for 

this exception? 

 The pension information is only available in Spanish and in the other recognized 

regional languages156, this may hamper worker’s mobility and the free movement 

of persons. 

 

Preliminary conclusions  

This discussion paper is finalized by some preliminary conclusions, which will self-

evidently be enriched from the Peer Review meeting. In the current state of affairs, the 

Spanish pension communication is not balanced on the ‘pension communication rose’. 

Finding and maintaining an equilibrium between the four axes of legal responsibility, 

simplification, technical correctness and transparency is a continuous future challenge, 

not only for the Spanish government, but for policy makers of all European Member 

States. A number of questions remain open, mainly regarding:  

 integration of various pension types;  

 simulation of future pension rights; and  

 the correct language register adjusted to the level of understanding of the 

population. 

The preliminary conclusion is that well-informed personal and conscious choices about 

career options and career events which affect statutory and supplementary pension 

rights are currently not facilitated by an integrated Spanish pension communication 

policy.  
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