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A positive move 
When it comes to platform tax-wrappers there are two 
approaches – integrated or third-party link. Integrated means 
everything managed by one business as part of a single overall 
proposition, tending to make for a smoother customer journey, 
easier administration for the adviser and a more coherent 
charging structure across a whole customer portfolio.

Third-party link means working in partnership with another 
business as the tax-wrapper provider, agreeing on the 
administration processes between the businesses, with the 
platform provider giving access to fund links and associated 
trading services.

Third-party links aren’t inherently evil – for example Raymond 
James, 7IM and Ascentric have built ‘tax-wrapper neutral’ 
propositions, making a virtue of not having everything in-house. But 
they can be problematic, with the potential for clunkier customer 
journeys, messier administration and more complex/less coherent 
charging structures. In our view, these were challenges faced by 
FundsNetwork with the Standard Life SIPP link. 

Pensions (whether SIPPs or fund-only personal pensions) are 
particularly important. On some platforms, nearly every client has 
a pension as well as an ISA and possibly a general investment 
account. In general, fully integrated propositions will see greater 
use of the pensions wrapper; this in turn enables greater 
platform use and a more coherent overall wealth management 
proposition for the adviser. There are lots of attendant benefits 
for providers too, of course. Like them or not, pensions remain 
at the heart of many advice businesses and client portfolios, and 
continue to be practically and psychologically really important for 
advisers, planners and clients alike. So getting your on-platform 
pension proposition right is vital.

A lack of an on-platform integrated pension will inevitably hurt 
anyone aiming to compete on a par with everyone’s arch rival 
Skandia and the integrated wraps like Standard Life or Elevate. 
So it was good to see FundsNetwork doing something about 
it and we see the move from third-party link to integrated as a 
positive one overall.

2 FundsNetwork Pension review July 2014

This short document is a review by  
the lang cat of the FundsNetwork 
Pension. We give an overview of the  
main product features, consider how  
it compares to other platform pension 
products and offer some views on how 
advisers might use it to best effect  
with clients.

Let’s be clear
FundsNetwork commissioned the lang cat to write this document. They 
checked we’d got the facts right on their product, but that’s where it 
ends. We picked the competitors for comparison, the views are our own 
and FundsNetwork had no editorial control over content or influence on 
the figures. 

At the lang cat we stake our reputation on our independence so we don’t 
say here anything we wouldn’t say if we weren’t being paid. You’ll just 
have to trust us on that.



Quick guide to the 
FundsNetwork Pension 
•  minimum regular premiums of £200  

a month or £2,400 a year

• minimum single premium of £1,000

• minimum transfer in of £10,000

•     product charge at all portfolio sizes 

 of 0.25% plus a £45 annual investor fee

•  capped/flexible drawdown available at no 
additional charge

•  investment choice limited to FundsNetwork 
platform funds (over 2,200 clean share  
class funds)

•  functionality to create model portfolios available 
within FundsNetwork Model Portfolio Centre

•  flexible support for adviser charges (initial £ or 
%, ongoing £ or % and adviser specified £)

How does it compare  
to other platform pension 
offerings?
Our overall assessment – very well. There are, 
however, a few areas for potential improvement on 
product features; we’ll come to those in a moment. 

Pricing 
Let’s look at pricing first. 

Any pricing analysis requires some assumptions 
behind the scenes. Here are ours:

•  as some competitors have switching charges, 
we’ve assumed the customer has a 10 fund 
portfolio with 5 funds needing to be rebalanced 
annually

•  as all share classes in the FundsNetwork 
Pension will be ‘clean’ we’ve just accounted 
for wrapper and platform charges, excluding 
additional fund charges

•  we’ve assumed all competitors use the same 
share classes

•  we’ve ignored any day one set up fees, 
focusing on ongoing charges from year  
2 onwards

On that basis we see, looking at the table on the 
right, that the very simple charging structure of 
0.25% plus a fixed annual investor fee of £45 
pays dividends for FundsNetwork at the lower 
portfolio sizes, looking extremely competitive for 
fund values up to at least £500k. Only AJ Bell and 
the off-platform Aegon One Retirement plan looks 
cheaper at this mark.

From the £1 million mark though, a good portion 
of the market start to look more aggressive, 
especially in light of recent pricing movements by 
Aviva, AXA Elevate, Cofunds and Aegon. 

The competitors
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AJ Bell Sippcentre SIPP

Ascentric The Ascentric Pension Account

Aviva Pension Portfolio

AXA Elevate The Elevate Pension Investment Account

Cofunds Cofunds Pension Account

Nucleus Nucleus Pension Account

Standard Life Wrap SIPP

Skandia Collective Retirement Account

Transact Transact SIPP

Aegon One Retirement

LV= Flexible Transitions Account

Scottish Life Pension Portfolio
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*	 	There	is	no	requirement	for	a	fixed	investor	fee	of	£45	to	be	applied	should	a	client	already	be	paying	
this	on	another	account	held	on	FundsNetwork.

**	 	Core	terms	(essentially	a	10bps	reduction)	are	offered	to	advisers	who	typically	hold	£20m+	assets	on	
the	Standard	Life	wrap.

*** 	Worth	highlighting	that	the	charges	shown	include	the	cost	of	investment	in	Scottish	Life	internally	
managed	funds	and	portfolios.

Product features
Broadly in line with the market here, with all of the product basics (payment methods, frequencies, online 
functionality et al) in place along with a couple of talking points.

Worth highlighting Meets the market standard Some potential challenges

•  drawdown functionality available at 
no extra cost

•  transparent and simple charging 
structure with no hidden charges

•  comprehensive range of adviser 
charging options – including 
offering both £ and % adviser fees 
on regular, single and transfer 
payments

•  model portfolio functionality as 
thorough as any competitor

•  no off-platform investment choice 
– from competitor list only Skandia 
imposes similar restrictions

•  minimum premium level of £200pm 
and £10k for transfers is a touch 
on the high side (only Standard 
Life higher from competitor list on 
monthly payments and on par for 
transfers). May put off some but 
probably not a major issue given 
average SIPP sizes 

Scottish
  

     L
ife***LV=Standard Life

A J Bell
Skandia

Aviva Cofunds
Aegon

Transact
Nucleus

FundsNetwork

FundsNetwork

(No Investor Fee)*

Standard Life Core**

Ascentric
AXA Elevate

£20,000 0.48% 0.25% 0.94% 1.42% 0.40% 0.40% 0.29% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.50% 0.90% 0.30% 0.55% 0.90%

£50,000 0.34% 0.25% 0.59% 0.66% 0.38% 0.34% 0.29% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.42% 0.66% 0.30% 0.55% 0.50%

£75,000 0.31% 0.25% 0.52% 0.43% 0.37% 0.34% 0.29% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.40% 0.57% 0.30% 0.55% 0.45%

£100,000 0.30% 0.25% 0.44% 0.38% 0.36% 0.32% 0.29% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.39% 0.51% 0.30% 0.50% 0.45%

£200,000 0.27% 0.25% 0.32% 0.32% 0.36% 0.32% 0.27% 0.35% 0.52% 0.42% 0.34% 0.42% 0.30% 0.42% 0.40%

£500,000 0.26% 0.25% 0.21% 0.28% 0.25% 0.28% 0.25% 0.35% 0.48% 0.38% 0.32% 0.36% 0.15% 0.33% 0.40%

£1,000,000 0.25% 0.25% 0.20% 0.26% 0.20% 0.25% 0.22% 0.30% 0.42% 0.32% 0.28% 0.29% 0.08% 0.27% 0.35%

£1,500,000 0.25% 0.25% 0.19% 0.21% 0.18% 0.25% 0.20% 0.25% 0.36% 0.26% 0.24% 0.24% 0.05% 0.21% 0.35%

£2,000,000 0.25% 0.25% 0.16% 0.18% 0.18% 0.25% 0.18% 0.22% 0.33% 0.23% 0.22% 0.20% 0.04% 0.18% 0.35%

£5,000,000 0.25% 0.25% 0.10% 0.13% 0.16% 0.10% 0.16% 0.18% 0.28% 0.18% 0.18% 0.12% 0.02% 0.13% 0.35%
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Spotlight on drawdown
In February, we watched with interest as FundsNetwork took the decision to remove all additional 
drawdown related charges from its pension product. These additional, event-driven costs that customers 
can face when taking drawdown from their pension pot can vary greatly depending on activity and your 
SIPP product of choice. We summarise a few of them here.

This table isn’t an exhaustive list of charges, there are many others from pension sharing order charges, 
exit fees, overseas charges etc. We’ve simply looked at what the lang cat feels are the most common a 
customer would face. 

So, from a glance at the table we can see that there are few providers who match FundsNetwork by 
having no additional charges. Namely, Nucleus, Transact and in the insured space, LV=. Those who do 
charge, do so by means of a fixed fee depending on the customer activity. And these can soon add up  
– more on that later. 

It would be easy to focus solely on the quantum of these changes, but another point worth highlighting is 
the sheer simplicity of the FundsNetwork pension charges. No-one wants have to wade through sheets 
of marketing literature or scroll through pages of a provider website to get to the finer detail of charging 
structures. So in that sense (much like Nucleus with its tiered % structure and Aegon One Retirement 
with it’s single AMC and price cap) we see a great secondary benefit here for FundsNetwork and one 
worth talking about. It’s easy to articulate your charging structure when it’s as simple as 0.25% and a 
£45 fee. There. We just did it. 

Set Up Fee £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £120 £0 £0 or £182  
(Depending  

on  
investments)

£0 or £182 
(Depending  

on  
investments)

£0 £0 £0 £0   £180

Capped  
Annual Fee

£0 £180 £150 £100  
per  

arrangement

£80 £144 £0 £0 or £140 
(Depending  

on  
investments)

£0 or £140 
(Depending  

on 
investments)

£57.20  
if income  
is taken

£0 £75 £0 £0

Flexible  
Annual Fee

£0 £180  
(Plus £90  

to register)

£150 £100  
per  

arrangement

not  
available

£144  
(Plus £120  
to switch)

£0 £0 or £140 
(Depending  

on  
investments)

£0 or £140 
(Depending  

on  
investments)

£57.20  
if income  
is taken

£0 £75 £0 £0

Additional 
Crystallisation

£0 £90 £75 Additional 
£100  

admin fee  
as above

£0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

One off  
withdrawal

£0 £30 £50 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0 £0

Scottish
  

     L
ifeLV=Standard Life

A J Bell
Skandia

Aviva Cofunds
Aegon

Transact
Nucleus

FundsNetwork

Standard Life Core*

Ascentric
AXA ElevateDrawdown  

Fees
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Introducing an example
Here we look at what lang cat feels to be a reasonable drawdown case, and how this translates into the 
pounds and pence charges a customer would face. We assume:

•  the same headline platform assumptions as earlier in the document. How convenient!
•  a range of typical drawdown AUA
•  we assume the client is crystallising their entire SIPP pot, transferring in another pot from elsewhere 

and taking 25% PCLS and an income
•  we also assume that the client makes a one off withdrawal from their pension pot at some stage after 

drawdown commences

So, looking at the headline charges, how do FundsNetwork look?

You can see here that at the highest (AJ Bell), additional charges in our example can amount to as much 
as £300. That equates to 0.60% at the lowest fund value we look at. 

While cost isn’t everything, it’s obvious that the FundsNetwork pension is extremely competitive here. 
It’s only when fund values approach the million pound mark (and we view these as a minority of cases) 
that competitors in the platform space such as A J Bell, Aviva and Cofunds start to compete on cost – 
and we’re dealing with fractions of percentage points. So, from a pricing perspective, it’s a good news 
story all round. We can’t ignore Aegon here, with its repriced One Retirement product looking extremely 
competitive on cost, albeit in a different off-platform market. And we’d also re-iterate that the way the 
Scottish Life contract is structured means that the pension arm of Royal London isn’t strictly being 
viewed like for like here. While it looks expensive at a glance, the charges include access to internally 
managed funds and portfolios at no additional costs.

£50,000 £170 £125 £596 £604 £390 £250 £409 £175 £275 £225 £270 £330 £225 £275 £430

£75,000 £233 £188 £694 £596 £477 £335 £482 £263 £413 £338 £357 £429 £300 £412 £518

£100,000 £295 £250 £744 £659 £565 £400 £554 £350 £550 £450 £445 £510 £375 £500 £630

£200,000 £545 £500 £944 £909 £915 £720 £804 £700 £1,050 £850 £745 £835 £675 £850 £980

£500,000 £1,295 £1,250 £1,328 £1,659 £1,465 £1,480 £1,514 £1,750 £2,425 £1,925 £1,645 £1,810 £825 £1,675 £2,180

£1,000,000 £2,545 £2,500 £2,328 £2,908 £2,215 £2,580 £2,464 £3,000 £4,175 £3,175 £2,895 £2,935 £825 £2,675 £3,680

Drawdown 
Charges

£0 £0 £300 £275 £200 £80 £264 £0 £0 £0 £57 £0 £75 £0 £180

Scottish
  

     L
ifeLV=Standard Life

A J Bell
Skandia

Aviva Cofunds
Aegon

Transact
Nucleus

FundsNetwork

Standard Life Core 

Ascentric
AXA Elevate

FundsNetwork

(No Investor Fee)

£50,000 0.34% 0.25% 1.19% 1.21% 0.78% 0.50% 0.82% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.54% 0.66% 0.45% 0.55% 0.86%

£75,000 0.31% 0.25% 0.92% 0.79% 0.64% 0.45% 0.64% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.48% 0.57% 0.40% 0.55% 0.69%

£100,000 0.30% 0.25% 0.74% 0.66% 0.56% 0.40% 0.55% 0.35% 0.55% 0.45% 0.44% 0.51% 0.38% 0.50% 0.63%

£200,000 0.27% 0.25% 0.47% 0.45% 0.46% 0.36% 0.40% 0.35% 0.52% 0.42% 0.37% 0.42% 0.34% 0.42% 0.49%

£500,000 0.26% 0.25% 0.27% 0.33% 0.29% 0.30% 0.30% 0.35% 0.48% 0.38% 0.33% 0.36% 0.17% 0.33% 0.44%

£1,000,000 0.25% 0.25% 0.23% 0.29% 0.22% 0.26% 0.25% 0.30% 0.42% 0.32% 0.29% 0.29% 0.08% 0.27% 0.37%

Scottish
  

     L
ifeLV=Standard Life

A J Bell
Skandia

Aviva Cofunds
Aegon

Transact
Nucleus

FundsNetwork

Standard Life Core

Ascentric
AXA Elevate

FundsNetwork

(No Investor Fee)
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Using the FundsNetwork 
Pension 
In the lang cat’s opinion, and all other things being 
equal, the FundsNetwork Pension looks a pretty 
solid potential option for customers with:

• pension portfolios below the £1 million mark

•  that could benefit from access to model  
portfolio functionality

•  with underlying investment needs not stretching 
beyond a good range of mutual funds

•  and who may want to access drawdown 
options at retirement

The very straightforward charging structure of 
0.25% plus a £45 annual investor fee should be 
easy to explain in comparison to the relatively 
complex structures of some of the competitors 
we’ve compared it to. 

There is a potential cross-subsidy objection for any 
flat rate ad valorem structure (does a pension at 
£0.5million really cost ten times more to administer 
than a £50,000 pot?) but for customers meeting 
the criteria above, we think overall value for money 
is solid and can comfortably do the talking here.

While we’ve outlined drawdown charges at length 
in this document, it’s also worth noting at this 
point that there are no additional switching costs 
in the FundsNetwork Pension. AJ Bell – the main 
potential platform rival for portfolios under £1 

million – charges £3.95 for online trades. While 
that’s a competitive rate – and AJ Bell consistently 
shows well in our analysis – for active investors 
costs like that can quickly add up. 

Looking to the future
In the post-RDR and PS13/1 environment, moving 
away from a bundled charging heritage is a major 
challenge for FundsNetwork, just as it is for peers 
like Skandia and Cofunds – all transitioning from 
similar commercial models.

Introducing a more integrated and competitively 
priced pension wrapper was a positive step on 
that journey. In our view it increases the potential 
attractiveness of FundsNetwork as a platform 
home for customers with decent (if not massive) 
fund sizes, who might want to trade a bit but 
overall have relatively straightforward portfolio 
needs covering GIA, ISA and pension.

We close this document by acknowledging the 
changes in the March 2014 budget. Who saw 
that coming? The industry is still very much in the 
throws of digesting the changes and we would 
imagine that pension and annuity products may 
look like different beasts 12 months from now. 
That said, FundsNetwork have benefitted from 
a piece of serendipity here by reducing charges, 
thus simplifying its product, at a time when there is 
renewed focus on the at-retirement market. 

About the lang cat
We’re a small but noisy consultancy based in Edinburgh, 
specialising in platforms, pensions and investments. We 
spend about half our time on advisory work with providers and 
advisers. Lots of proposition development, lots of take-to-
market consultancy, lots of pricing and competitive positioning 
analysis. The rest of our time we spend on delivering very high 
quality, technical copywriting and marketing services. We also 
publish an annual Guide to Platform Pricing. To find out more 
just visit www.langcatfinancial.com
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