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THE ROLE OF UNIONS IN WORKPLACE RETIREMENT SAVINGS 

 
The workplace has been identified as a cost effective locality from which to promote 
retirement savings for well documented reasons: 
 

• Concentrations of workers allow more effective communications of any 
savings message. 

 
• Scale economies allow lower administration costs. 

 
• Source deductions overcome perception and “myopia” barriers to saving 

(“out of sight, out of mind” as opposed to “it will be easier later”). 
 

• There is less suspicion about the motives of the promoters of savings, and 
more confidence in their expertise. 

 
• Scheme design can promote a pro-savings default regime and invert the 

direction of “status quo bias” (workers having to make a conscious 
decision to opt out instead of having to make a hard decision to opt in). 

 
Despite the advantages of the workplace as a focus for improving savings levels, there 
are weak incentives on employers to (voluntarily) promote (and especially fund) 
workplace retirement savings. This report examines the role of unions in contributing to 
a more constructive workplace savings habit. 
 
“Unions” as agents 
 
Unions act as the collective agents of their members. They do, though, act at different 
levels of collective organisation, and will tend to have different attitudes to, and capacity 
to influence the provision of, retirement saving at these different levels of collective 
organisation. It should be stressed that these attitudes and capacities are simply different, 
not superior or inferior. 
 
For simplicity, it is convenient to group union agency authority at three levels: 
 

(a)  “Registered union.” This is the specifically financed organisation that collects 
the fees from individual members and that negotiates the collective 
employment agreement. 

 
(b) “Industry associations”. Alliances and groupings of unions can form around 

specific issues of interest to members of more than one union, (for example, 
unions with predominantly women members might form an alliance around 
parental leave entitlements), but for the purposes of the retirement savings 
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context they would normally form around some specification of sector or 
industry. 

 
(c) “Peak organisation”. There can be a number of peak union councils, but in the 

contemporary New Zealand context there is one: the NZCTU. 
 
The broader philosophies and policies of unions take a “whole of life” view of 
worker/member interests (as opposed to the financial interests of members during the 
term of the current employment agreement), and apart from social and similar interests, 
almost always seek to promote the wellbeing of members after they have stopped 
working. 
 
This view has led unions to dedicate considerable resource and energy to promoting the 
public provision of support to workers who are no longer earning wages. Examples are 
support for adequate unemployment benefits, for effective accident compensation and 
rehabilitation entitlements, and especially for a robust, universal, state funded age benefit.  
 
While this level of active engagement at the public policy end is important, and while it 
should not be overlooked, the question is whether there is something additional that 
unions can do to use their proximity to the process of forging workplace rights to 
promote employment based retirement savings. 
 
The environment in which unions operate 
 
The capacity of unions to take an active role in promoting workplace based retirement 
savings has been undermined by a number of changes in the environment in which they 
operate. It is the combined and inter-active (reinforcing) nature of these changes that has 
had an impact that is greater than the sum of each of them. 
 
These changes can be grouped under five general headings. 
 
Changes in labour market structure 
 
A mix of technological change, increased openness (“globalisation”) and product and 
labour market deregulation has generated a major structural shift in the nature of 
employment, with the main effects being: 
 

• A reduction of occupational segmentation and differentiation (a “blurring” of job 
definitions and job boundaries) 
 

• Much reduced career focus, with increased labour market churn for the individual 
and within enterprises. 

 
Historically, unions tended to negotiate career or occupational superannuation schemes, 
and a clear demarcation of job type and an expectation of long periods of service with a 
single employer (or in a particular industry) were the essence of the schemes. In many 



 

 4

ways, the demarcation and career focus were central to the negotiation of schemes that 
were attractive to the worker and affordable for the employer (i.e. they were easier to 
negotiate). 
 
Schemes had long vesting scales, and the loss of the employer contribution for those who 
left the job before the scheme had fully vested effectively subsidised the generosity of the 
package for the full career contributor. In the extreme case, the pre 1985 Government 
Superannuation Fund regime did not enable the contributor to access any of the employer 
contribution and only a nominal return on own contributions if employment was 
terminated before retirement.  
 
The schemes were undoubtedly elitist and discriminatory in substance, but they were 
easier to negotiate in the labour market structure of that age. 
 
Changes in the collective bargaining regime 
 
Four changes in the industrial relations system have impacted negatively on the capacity 
of unions to negotiate retirement savings schemes. 
 

• The end of “exclusive rights of representation” (i.e. the introduction of 
competitive or contestable unionism), because a necessary condition for 
exclusive representation was a formal and explicit demarcation of labour 
market boundaries (by occupation, industry or employer jurisdiction). 

 
• The end of “compulsory unionism”, which put pressure on union 

resources. 
 

• The change in the authority of the union in relation to the capacity to form 
an industrial agreement (introduction of the requirement for member 
ratification of negotiated agreements). 

 
• The end of compulsory arbitration and the consequent breakdown of the 

relativity system and the “going rate”. 
 

Within an exclusive area of representation, unions were able to formulate agreed policies 
on the desirable elements of the remuneration package (“claims”). If a retirement savings 
regime was a part of the log of claims, and if it was agreed by the democratic process 
defined in the union rules (in practice it was often a relatively small percentage of union 
members that actually attended meetings to ratify claims) then that claim could be 
pursued even if an aggrieved minority would have preferred extra wages rather than 
superannuation as an element of the package. Under existing competitive union 
arrangements, unions risk aggrieved members leaving to join a rival union. There is a 
tendency to structure bargaining around the “highest common factor” rather than around 
the wishes of a simple majority, and this reduces diversity in the composition of 
negotiated packages. There is an “inertia of the minority”. 
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Compulsory unionism – more correctly the capacity of a majority to require all who were 
covered by a union negotiated condition of employment to contribute to the cost of 
running the union – did have the effect of improving the resource base of unions. This 
allowed more scope to develop expertise in, and to commit resources to, negotiating 
improvements in a wider range of non-wage employment rights (like superannuation). 
 
Where the union was empowered to conclude agreements, it was possible to structure 
agreements around more longer-term “life cycle” needs. With employee ratification (and 
under labour market conditions of more frequent employment change), there are fewer 
degrees of freedom for the union to move beyond the lower time horizon of the life of the 
agreement under consideration. 
 
The system of fixed relativities meant that it was very difficult for unions to get anything 
much above the going rate by way of direct wage increase, and hence there was much 
more interest from members in adding elements to the employment package (sometimes 
referred to as “cosmetics” by employer organisations). These “cosmetics” varied with the 
job and industry  (allowances and penal payments as examples), but where there was 
more of an occupational career focus and less scope to claim work related allowances and 
penal payments, superannuation was a very high profile and popular focus for 
augmenting the set of employment rights. 
 
Another side-effect of the end of the relativity system was the demise of co-ordinated 
employer associations. With a weakening of representative employer groupings it became 
harder to negotiate multi-employer occupational or industry savings schemes. 
 
Legacy impacts 
 
Unions are dealing with legacy effects of both the economic and industrial relations 
changes of the last few decades. 
 
The three main legacy impacts are: 
 

• Much reduced protection from competition, putting pressure on all 
elements of labour cost. 

 
• The introduction of a less favourable tax treatment for retirement savings. 

 
• The aftermath of the era of the Employment Contracts Act. 

 
In an age of heightened competition, “discretionary” elements of the employment 
package are the first to be trimmed, and because the returns from saving emerge so far 
into the future, this became an expendable part of labour cost. The potential for savings to 
be over-taxed reinforced this tendency and many existing schemes closed, at least to new 
entrants. 
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Not only is it difficult to reintroduce a lapsed entitlement, but the fact that access was 
closed (not terminated) meant that the numbers excluded were new entrants only, and the 
sense of loss built slowly as the composition of the workforce changed over time. 
 
This loss of attention to superannuation rights was compounded by the provisions of the 
ECA. The ECA changed the nature of unions from being collective agents of workers to 
being agents of individual workers (with the small concession that the union could 
negotiate simultaneously on behalf of its multiple principals). In an individualised 
employment contract, “total remuneration” became a more common assessment of the 
value of a package from both the employer and the worker point of view. In a total 
remuneration system, workplace retirement savings plans make much less sense. Apart 
from some scale economies on fees, there is little advantage in collective decisions being 
made about personal preferences around how much to save at any time, and on where to 
invest savings.  
 
The legacy is that some schemes that did emerge deducted employer contributions from 
the remuneration total, and building back the concept of savings being an additional part 
of the package is both expensive to the employer and raises equity considerations for 
workers. 
 
As the CTU notes in its submissions to the PRG, any claims for extra money are also 
having to recover employment rights that were conceded under the harsher bargaining 
environment of the ECA. There is likely to be more commonality about the value of a 
general condition (overtime for example) than a condition like superannuation that might 
have a more limited appeal. Under these conditions, superannuation is likely to be further 
down the queue of bargaining priorities 
 
Lifestyle and expectation changes 
 
“Lifestyle” changes like easier access to credit, and the accumulation of student debt, 
have impacted on the willingness and ability to save, and have complicated the savings 
“target”. Unions face problems of having to bargain for a form of savings (for retirement) 
that categories of members might not want, preferring instead to have any equivalent 
entitlement available for other forms of saving (repaying student debt) or investment 
(buying a house). 
 
Alongside these changes have been changes in expectations about access to personal 
financial assets (“my money”). Some retirement savings schemes have had to apply 
softer access rules to contribution balances than applied historically, weakening the 
effectiveness of any savings regime that unions might be able to negotiate. 
 
Economic environment 
 
Apart from the ongoing pressures associated with more exposed labour markets, a key 
feature of the contemporary macroeconomic environment is low inflation. While low 
inflation might make saving more attractive (less risk of negative real interest rates), it 
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means that the annual level of wage increase is correspondingly low – typically two to 
three percent. 
 
If unions try to build contribution rates up to meaningful levels, they are either looking at 
very long phase in times, or very high proportions of annual increases being diverted into 
savings. It is difficult to maintain focus on and enthusiasm for building up an 
employment right over the “long haul”. Problems of internal division over priorities 
intensify if half or more of the annual increase has to be diverted from current wages into 
deferred wages. Unions have no easy or obvious tactical options under these conditions. 
 
Superannuation clauses in collective agreements 
 
The high level statistic on employment based superannuation schemes is that the report of 
the Government Actuary shows that these schemes covered 22.6 percent of the employed 
workforce in 1990, but only 14.6 percent in 2001. 
 
These numbers can be reconciled with the employment agreements database compiled by 
the Industrial Relations Centre at Victoria University (Thickett, Harbridge and Walsh, 
Employment Agreements: Bargaining Trends and Employment Law Update – 2002/03). 
Interestingly, the rising media profile of superannuation, and a perception that it is 
growing in importance as an employment issue led the project to analyse the prevalence 
of superannuation provisions in agreements in their 2002/03 report. 
 
A surprisingly high proportion of the 288,000 workers covered by collective agreements 
had a superannuation provision in the agreement: 39 percent.  Just over two-thirds (of 
that 39 percent) specified that an employer contribution was available, the balance being 
silent on the type of scheme. Superficially, that would indicate almost twice the 
penetration of employment based superannuation compared with levels reported by the 
Government Actuary. One basis of reconciliation would be that a low proportion of those 
with entitlements actually take them up.  As an example, the Dairy Industry 
Superannuation Scheme is generous by most standards (employees having flexibility to 
adjust the level of contribution that they feel they can afford, between 2 and 6 percent of 
gross earnings, with contributions matched 1.5:1). Even with that generous entitlement, a 
tightly knit industrial structure, large concentrations of workers meeting regularly (which 
makes the provision of information about the entitlement easier) and an active union 
promotion of the scheme, take up rates are around the 50 percent level. 
 
The implication of these figures is that while the collective agreement may be an 
effective vehicle for establishing superannuation entitlements, promotion of the schemes 
is as important as creating access rights if participation rates are to increase. 
 
Union negotiations and superannuation as an employment right 
 
A number of unions were interviewed over their attitudes towards, and experiences with, 
retirement savings as a condition of employment. As has been noted, it is not an unusual 
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element of the formal terms of collective agreements, although the incidence varies 
across the sectors. 
 
The Victoria University database mentioned above found that 
 

• 39 percent of those covered by agreements had a superannuation clause in 
those agreements 

 
• This figure was much higher in government trading enterprises (93 

percent) 
 

• It tended to be lower in the private sector than in the government sector 
(31 percent as opposed to 44 percent) 

 
• The penetration was (inexplicably) low in local government trading 

enterprises (only 20 percent), but this could be a statistical aberration 
because only 3,500 employees are covered in all agreements captured 
within that definition, and one or two dominant employers who do not 
offer superannuation could skew the overall figure. 

 
• Where agreements had a clause, in the private sector they were more 

likely to be silent about the form of the employer contribution (only 40 
percent of agreements with a clause specified the nature of the employer 
contribution compared with 69 percent for the whole sample).  

 
The implications of this last observation are commented on in more detail later in the 
report. It probably reflects that fact that in the private sector, there is a greater likelihood 
that the employer will develop a scheme as a company scheme, and the employment 
agreement will merely define the conditions under which certain categories of employees 
have access to it. 
 
In order to check this possibility, a separate search of 188 agreements in the database of 
one union was carried out. 41 had reference to superannuation in one way or another. 
Some of the clauses reflected highly minimalist entitlements (will deduct but will not 
subsidise, will deduct if employer agrees{?!}). Only six had specific reference to the rate 
of subsidy. A third stated that the employee was eligible to join the relevant scheme, or 
that a scheme was available.  A similar number of clauses either said that access to the 
scheme was on condition that employee met the criteria for membership, or defined the 
basis of entitlement (after one year’s service, after three months, after six months, for 
permanent employees after three months, for full time employees with 12 months service 
etc). 
 
This analysis indicates that there is a capacity to integrate retirement savings into the 
structure of negotiated employment entitlements. The issue is how effective unions can 
be in using that capacity to boost both the level of entitlement and the uptake of 
entitlements. 
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Survey of union attitudes and activities 
 
The survey of unions mentioned earlier covered state and private sector, blue and white 
collar, and industry and general unions. The experiences identified here are likely to be 
typical of union experiences and reasonably comprehensive. 
 
The themes that have emerged are very consistent (even if access to employment based 
schemes is highly uneven). 
 

(i) Unions are aware of the importance of retirement savings as a part of the 
employment package and supportive of efforts to bolster it, but in general 
find that there is very limited capacity to pursue this via industrial means. 

(ii) The sort of scheme that exists (if one exists), and the role of unions in 
negotiating its terms and in governance arrangements, tend to be 
dependent on historical, rather than contemporary factors. 

(iii) Key personnel are very important in determining the profile that 
retirement savings has in union business, and even in a relatively 
“superannuation hostile” bargaining environment a dedicated activist can 
upgrade the status of any existing scheme on jobs. 

(iv) The rise of “total remuneration” as the philosophical basis of the 
employment package, either explicitly or indirectly (where the employer 
offers wages or superannuation subsidy on an either or basis) has 
contributed to a decline in participation levels. 

(v) Even small levels of assistance can be very effective in promoting regular 
savings, which may not necessarily be used in retirement, but which are 
nevertheless valuable contributions to personal savings. 

(vi) Some interventions will help to improve participation by unions in 
promoting retirement savings, but a substantial shift in practice will 
depend on some other initiatives (compulsion, change in employer 
practice). 

 
There is a major distinction between schemes that are seen as directly related to 
negotiated employment conditions and those that are seen as an “employer” benefits.   
 
Negotiated entitlements 
 
In the former case, the schemes have typically been negotiated into employment 
agreements (almost exclusively during the era when industrial awards were in place) and 
often there was a direct sacrifice of a wage increase that was otherwise due as the price of 
securing the employer contribution.  Under these conditions there is strong union 
“ownership” of the scheme and an active role in the appointment of trustees. 
 
Superannuation is more likely to be a “live” issue in union meetings and in formulating 
pay claims, although there is a tacit acceptance that there will not be any industrial action 
mounted behind a claim if the employer does not come to the party.  In part this is 
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because workplace interests are divided on the issue. As job turnover has increased, the 
interests of those with expectations of shorter tenure focus more on shorter-term issues 
and wage related conditions. 
 
“Trusteeship” is an active part of the union culture, although trustees tend to be long 
serving, and their effectiveness increases with experience and “learning by doing”. The 
lack of formal and ongoing training and support for the role of trustee complicates 
succession planning and is likely to reduce the organic place of superannuation within 
“normal union business”.  Superannuation can be seen to be an “old timers” obsession. 
 
The division among union members over the priority accorded retirement savings in 
union business has been exacerbated by the closure of schemes to new members, often 
associated with transfer of ownership, or more usually with the establishment of new 
enterprises that were not covered by the provisions of the old awards.  In these 
greenfields sites, it is highly unlikely that employer contributions to superannuation 
would have been part of the remuneration package. The absence of a scheme is a 
competitive cost advantage to the industry newcomer, and tends to provoke existing 
companies providing a scheme to “look again” at entitlements.  Despite this, it doesn’t 
seem that superannuation costs have been a strong focus of competitive responses: if a 
scheme is in place, companies will explore other defensive strategies if rivals compete 
through lower wage costs. 
 
The status of the superannuation scheme in the industrial relations framework is highly 
dependent on the attitude of the employer, rather than the union.  Some employers have 
maintained a positive attitude to superannuation, seeing it as a contributor to stability in 
the workforce.  Others have tried to claw back the provision as a cost saving response to 
increased competitive pressures. It is largely a reaction to these claw-back employer 
initiatives that propels superannuation up the industrial relations agenda. While unions 
might face difficulties in mounting industrial actions to introduce schemes, they have 
been successful in mounting actions to resist stripping superannuation entitlements away.  
 
They have not been as successful in resisting closures of access to new members, and as a 
result employers have followed this route rather than attempting to dismantle schemes. 
The difficulty in resisting closure to new members is that the option is costless to existing 
workers. If workers are offered a wage increase as part of a package, and the package 
involves closing access to a savings scheme but “grandparenting” existing worker rights, 
the union finds the offer too attractive for the workers to decline. Reinstating an 
entitlement in later bargaining rounds becomes too difficult: the same trade-off is offered 
– more wages or superannuation subsidy – and the wage increase tends to take 
precedence.  For members with protected rights there is no question that they are better 
off with the wage increase. 
 
This immediacy of the attraction of a current wage increase over “deferred wages” 
appears to dominate the decision. Unions did not tend to report a resistance to negotiating 
super because of any perception that it was tax disadvantaged. Workplace evaluation of 
offers did not get past the first level issue of wages versus super.   
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The net effect is that there is a ratchet process operating: once schemes are in place they 
tend to endure, at least for current members. 
 
“Employer benefit” 
 
Where the tradition is that the employer provides access to a scheme, union participation 
is more ambivalent. Unions tend to become involved where complications arise, rather 
than as a matter of course during ongoing governance. An example of a complication 
would be where the employer seeks to capture any fund surplus or use a surplus for a 
contribution holiday rather than to enhance the emerging benefit. (This is becoming less 
relevant with the trend towards defined contribution entitlements). Even here, limited 
union resources and the prospects of expensive legal action restrict how aggressively the 
union will follow a superannuation issue. {There is little advantage for the union in 
taking up the cudgels because it is not a party to the entitlement in the first place!} 
 
Superannuation rights, in these circumstances, sit outside the formal conditions of 
employment. This in itself creates a dilemma for unions. If they try to bring the 
entitlements into the formal set of employment rights, there is a risk that the employers 
would see this as a tradeable part of the remuneration package. If they do not, they have 
little influence over changes in terms of access (the employer determines who can join 
and on what conditions, and this undermines the collective influence of the union on 
workplace rights issues). 
 
Where schemes exist as an employer benefit, the main issue for unions is ownership and 
control, but even here there is little a union can do to bring a union perspective to any 
trustee function: the trustees are bound to represent the interests of the contributors, and if 
the employer controls access rights, that shapes the focus of the trustees. 
 
An observation from employer schemes that has wider relevance is that when employers 
within an industry put a condition on joining that is related to service, participation rates 
are markedly lower than if employees can join the scheme when they sign on. 
 
Scheme design and participation levels 
 
Unions report three main influences on take-up rates within schemes that have already 
been established or negotiated. 
 
As was observed above, the first is qualification period. Where the qualifying period is 
extended past the point of recruitment (say entitlement to contribute after one or two 
years), take-up rates are materially lower than if employees are able to join from the 
outset of employment.  While this is largely a perception matter, it is a very real 
influence. 
 
If the worker joins the scheme and the job at the same time, the perception of the “wage” 
is the wage net of tax and super. If a worker joins a scheme after two years, even 
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although the reality is that the remuneration package has expanded, (the worker is now 
entitled to access the employer subsidy) the perception is that the worker takes a pay cut 
to join the scheme (own contribution), and take up is lower. 
 
A related impact is whether or not the worker actually joins the scheme if entitled to do 
so at the point of recruitment. A very strong response from unions was that delay in 
joining was fundamental in determining whether workers actually joined the scheme at 
all.  Those who said that they couldn’t afford it at the time, or would join later, had a 
much lower prospect of ever joining. 
 
One issue that did not arise during the course of this survey was the impact of vesting 
scales on the initial decision to join a scheme. Traditional schemes, and especially those 
associated with an industry, had relatively long vesting scales: employees not qualifying 
for the full extent of the employer contribution until after as much as ten years of 
employment. Perceptions of not being in the job long term may be a factor in decisions to 
postpone joining, and the decision to postpone joining itself becomes a strong 
determinant of whether or not the worker will eventually join. 
 
The second influence is the “total remuneration” effect. Even when this is largely 
cosmetic, it has an influence on effective savings rates.  An example would be the Police 
Superannuation Scheme. The PSS was negotiated (as a replacement for the closed GSF) 
by a union that had (and has) an extremely strong commitment to superannuation as an 
essential element of remuneration for policing. The union is listed as a “promoter” in the 
PSS Trust Deed, is actively involved in the appointment of trustees and agreed to have 
membership of the scheme compulsory for sworn Police. The employer party insisted 
that the somewhat generous contribution rate be deemed to be part of the total 
remuneration package. In some ways this is nominal because the compulsory nature of 
the scheme means that he worker cannot elect to have the wage instead of the subsidy, 
but it did have perception and behavioural effects. (If it was part of salary, Police officers 
insisted on better rights of access to their contributions, and rules have had to be drawn 
up to limit withdrawals). 
 
For non-sworn staff the scheme was voluntary, but after 1998, the employer contribution 
was deemed to be part of the employment package so the “total remuneration” effect was 
real: not joining did actually result in an increase in take-home pay. To offset this 
disincentive, the calculation of the “value” of the subsidy was done on a “net” basis. 
There was therefore a small tax wedge advantage to the worker to take that part of the 
package as super not as current pay. Despite that, the experience was that participation 
rates fell from somewhere around 70 percent of new staff to fewer than 20 percent now. 
 
The final impact is lowering entry barriers. This is particularly significant for lower paid 
workers, who in general cannot afford to cover the joining or administration fees, or meet 
the minimum weekly contributions required by standard savings industry retail products.  
The unions in the distribution and service sectors set up a special small scale savings and 
insurance scheme for members (Industry Retirement and Insurance Scheme). Even very 
small employer contributions like covering the $1.50 weekly administration fee, and/or 
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covering the small weekly death benefit cover was seen by many as sufficiently attractive 
to commit to the minimum $5 a week savings contribution, and over time the balances 
have built up to levels that workers on these low and often part-time incomes would 
never have imagined were achievable. 
 
Ironically, for some employers this was not even a net cost.  Some employers in the care 
giving sectors had a tradition (based on a genuinely held sense of social responsibility) of 
meeting some family costs in the event of the death of an employee. Insuring that 
periodic obligation via IRIS was cost effective and administratively far more simple! 
 
The “sociology” of unions and superannuation 
 
The activities of unions are not always and only driven by the formal mechanisms of 
member interest, union rules and policies and the formality of collective bargaining. In 
many respect, actions are driven by “softer” and less codified influences: individuals 
matter. 
 
Superannuation is a special case.  There is a mix of horizon and confidence that means 
that most union activists do not have retirement savings “top of mind”. Often, it is the 
injection of a personality: a crusader, ambassador, or even simply someone with enough 
confidence to take forward what many unionists see as foreign and complex material that 
makes the difference. 
 
The interesting thing is that while initiatives can be personal, continuity can be 
institutional.  
 
Three examples illustrate this. 
 
The dairy industry superannuation scheme was established as an employer initiative as 
far back as 1952. It was a determined initiative by the national secretary that saw the 
scheme incorporated into the collective agreement during the hostile bargaining 
environment of the 1990s. That has become infused into the sociology of the union, and 
is now a very active part of on-job discourse. 
 
In the meat industry, it was a particularly persuasive official that took the lead to divert a 
part of an award round into retirement savings.  He is now dead, but his legacy is that this 
is one condition of employment that his successors will defend with a determination that 
they would probably not have exhibited if they were approaching superannuation de 
novo. 
 
The police is the third.  A strong union tradition has now reached the stage where the 
union is negotiating choice of investment strategy for individual police officers and is 
confidently and actively involved in educational activity explaining the implication of 
different investment strategies to members. 
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These examples highlight the synergies and the durability of the personal and social 
dimensions of promoting a savings culture. If the resource constraints of unions limit the 
capacity to invest in these confidence and capacity dimensions of the issue, the associated 
limits on “public good” investment in capacity building have substantial and sustained 
disadvantages. 
 
Industry level engagement on savings schemes 
 
Industry or sector wide responses by groups of unions to retirement savings can reduce 
some of the disadvantages unions face in promoting this aspect of the remuneration 
package. 
 
In particular, a focus on the industry can: 
 

• Reduce employer resistance to being placed at a competitive disadvantage 
by being the only enterprise in the industry to bear this extra cost. 

 
• Neutralise the potential of a “wages versus super” dilemma to fuel inter-

union rivalry and competition for members. 
 

• Allow unions to pool expertise and/or to share the costs of accessing 
expertise. 

 
• Decouple retirement savings from enterprise level bargaining over wages 

and other conditions of employment and create some distance in the trade-
off between wages and superannuation entitlements. 

 
The flip side of this distance between negotiations on the provision of a scheme and 
collective bargaining, is that it is much more difficult to integrate retirement savings into 
the remuneration package by diverting some part of a potential wage increase into saving. 
  
The resulting big disadvantage is that the industry has to divert some of its revenue 
stream to meeting this additional cost, and progress is likely to be patchy, slow, and 
linked to the ability of the least financial employer in the industry to cover the extra cost. 
 
A recent example of the industry level initiative would be the discussions on establishing 
a new retirement savings scheme in public service and related departments. 
 
The role of unions in this arena is as initiator and promoter, and is only rarely likely to be 
as a direct negotiator making concessions on the path of wage increases in order to secure 
an increase in employer contributions. 
 
Union responses to the new environment: peak organisation 
 
The CTU has made a full submission to the PRG on its views about retirement savings.  
While that submission did not look specifically at the issue of the role of unions in 
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negotiating superannuation entitlements into employment agreements, the structure and 
content of the submission implied a view on such a role. 
 
There is no – or almost no – scope for centralised bargaining over workplace based 
retirement savings schemes. This is mainly a reflection of the lack of any centralised 
wage fixing mechanism in New Zealand, but even if one existed, other factors (low 
inflation, competing priorities) would make it difficult for the central organisation to 
deliver a “deferred wage path”. This is in contrast to (say) Australia in the 1980s, where a 
highly centralised bargaining system with a strongly mandated central union organisation 
could take an agreed indexation entitlement during conditions of reasonably high 
inflation and divert that into what has evolved as their compulsory contributory scheme. 
 
The representative nature of peak union organisations allow them to be used for 
consultative processes with other key stakeholders. A good example of this is the 
contribution of the CTU to the “G5” discussions on steps that could be taken to improve 
the provision of workplace retirement savings. 
 
There is scope for central union participation in making submissions on developing 
workplace based savings, and the CTU submission makes it clear what path that process 
of submission and suggestion would follow. As a generalisation, the peak organisation 
puts the emphasis on other stakeholders to take the initiative in developing schemes. 
 
Examples are: 
 

• Provision of generic supports to retirement savings such as through a 
“cascading” 6 cents marginal tax rate advantage on the taxation of 
employer contributions; 

 
• Resourcing of unions to participate in the promotion of the savings 

agenda; 
 

• Creation of a legal obligation on employers to deduct; 
 

• Requiring an employer contribution; 
 

• Improving real wages to improve the ability of workers to save; 
 

• Ensuring portability of schemes to respond to new labour market trends; 
 

• Reducing the compliance costs associated with the preparation of 
prospectuses. 

 
The unstated presumption is that boosting retirement savings through unsupported 
initiatives from within the workplace is simply too difficult, given pressures on union 
resources, competing demands on workers’ wages, and the contemporary features of the 
labour market. 
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Central advocacy of the obligations on other stakeholders is an entirely legitimate role of 
the central union organisation, but this survey has identified other possible and more 
active role for the CTU, provided it had the resources to carry out that role. 
 
The three functions that would appear to be better done centrally than dissipated 
throughout the union movement are: 
 

• Provision of education and training for union advocates and organisers to improve 
confidence about raising the topic of retirement savings as an industrial issue. 
 

• Assisting union groups with backup support where industry or sector level 
initiatives are under way to introduce or improve schemes. 
 

• Collation and dissemination of information about trends and best practice in terms 
of the content of collective agreements, trustee and governance arrangements and 
the provision of financial planning advice to union members. 

 
Observations and conclusions 
 
In spite of some serious obstacles to effective union participation in promoting workplace 
retirement savings schemes, unions do tend to be attuned to the importance of this 
entitlement and accept a union responsibility to promote it. Superannuation is a much 
more robust union-based condition of employment than might be expected, although 
changes in the industrial environment have made it harder to progress the issue. A lot of 
union activity is defensive of existing rights, but that in itself is a valid and vital role. 
 
Unions have the will, and the capacity (through the organiser network and basic support 
for the principle of retirement savings) to be advocates of retirement savings. Unions tend 
to lack some confidence in taking on the savings agenda, which can appear technical and 
intimidating. Education and the provision of “help desk” type supports could be very 
effective in improving the communication of the savings message into workplaces, and in 
lifting it up the bargaining agenda. 
 
The “champion” can be vital in raising the profile of superannuation in union work. 
While it is difficult to structure enthusiasm, better resourcing of information about 
superannuation can enthuse and empower union advocates who are then more likely to 
become champions of the cause. 
 
Relatively small things can make a big difference if the underlying savings vehicles are 
aligned to the needs of workers. Relatively big things (like the “total remuneration” focus 
of contemporary employment philosophy) tend to be key obstacles to further progress. 
 
Under current circumstances, a circuit breaker is needed to translate good intentions into 
major advances in participation in workplace savings. 
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Some things that may provide a circuit breaker are: 
 

• A general acceptance by employers that if superannuation is built into the 
remuneration package it is legitimate for the employer subsidy to be 
available only to those who elect to join and contribute. 

 
• Scheme design options that enrol the worker into the scheme at the point 

of recruitment and require a concrete decision to opt out. 
 

• Training of and resource support for (such as the payment of salaries of) 
union based promoters of savings. 

 
• Encouragement of industry and sector level collaboration around the 

construction of retirement savings schemes outside of the competitive 
enterprise and competitive union frameworks. 

 
• The construction of portable and low cost generic savings products that 

unions and employers can enlist with without having to face the costs, 
risks and complications of developing customised trust deeds. 

 
• Wider acceptance of the need to cover administration fees and offer even 

small inducements (such as death benefits) that are accessed on condition 
that the worker saves. 

 
• A (legislated if necessary?) requirement for employers to provide union 

access to talk to members about retirement savings, and to make salary 
deductions if the worker elects to join a relevant scheme. 

 
Despite the very real obstacles to effective negotiation of retirement saving as a condition 
of employment, unions continue to play a significant role in its development and have the 
potential to make an even more constructive contribution to the growth of “tier two” 
savings. 
 
This report has not identified any formalised view within the union movement about 
desirable targets for levels of savings, or the take-up rates of savings opportunities, or on 
the sorts of milestones that could be used in deciding which of the possible interventions 
mentioned above should be triggered. 
 
It has identified a greater reception to the importance of workplace retirement saving than 
is reflected in current practice.  If unions are given a framework within which to operate 
and the confidence that something is likely to happen, they will do more on this aspect of 
the remuneration package. 
 


