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Law Debenture has been acting as a professional pension 
trustee for over 35 years. Our experience, applied over that 
period to hundreds of pension schemes of all types and sizes,  
means that we are able to bring a unique perspective to 
Trustee Self-Assessment 
 
Our original booklet on this topic was published in March 2005, the first in the Essentials series, 

it has been revised several times and our objective in this revision is to share our experience, 

reflect changes in the pensions world and take account of comments received.  

  

When addressing the fundamental issue of measuring trustee ‘performance’, in this context, 

by ‘performance’ we mean effectiveness in ensuring that: 

  

• members and their dependants receive their benefits promptly and accurately calculated in 

accordance with the scheme provisions and the law; and 

 

• so far as the trustees are able, sufficient assets are available and contributions paid to enable 

this objective to be met. 

  

We hope this guide will help trustees to review how well they approach these tasks. There are 

separate questions for: 

  

• all trustees; and 

 

• the chair of trustees and chairs of sub-committees (who have additional responsibilities). 

  

Of course, there is no right approach for all schemes at all times. Trustees will address these 

questions mindful of the particular circumstances of their own schemes. General principles 

should shine through, but the really important point is that the trustees have asked themselves 

the questions and reflected on the issues raised. 

 

Mark Ashworth 

Chairman, LawDeb Pension Trustees 

February  2018 
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There are 25 questions divided into the following categories: 

  

• Scheme Documents 

• Training 

• Meetings 

• Control and Monitoring 

• Accountability 

• Relationship with the Employer 

  

We cover the assessment of the chair of the trustees / chair of a sub-committee separately.  We 

also provide a brief checklist of trustee policies. 

 

For some questions, a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response is all that is required.  For the others, we use a 

scoring scale of 1 to 4 where 1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good and 4 = very good.  The scale is 

intended to draw out how well you feel that the issue is being addressed.  ‘N/A’ is available for 

areas that are not applicable or where an issue is not visible to you.  Beneath each [question / 

area], there is space for comments. 

 

Best value will be derived from this document by considering and answering the questions and 

then examining the collective views of fellow trustees, rather than from any detailed statistical 

analysis of the scores. The exercise will help trustees to record and demonstrate good practice. 

There is always room for improvement; trustees may find it particularly helpful to focus on any 

areas of weakness or concern, as identified by scores of 1 or 2 and by specific comments, and 

discuss how these areas might be improved. 

 

We recommend that trustees consider carrying out a self assessment exercise, and review any 

changes in assessment, on a regular basis. 

 

Please note this document is not intended to constitute advice, nor to replace the need to take 

appropriate professional advice in the relevant areas. 

 

Law Debenture welcomes any comments from users of this document as to how it could be 

improved.  These may be sent to us at: pensions@lawdeb.com or to your usual contact at 

LawDeb Pension Trustees. 

  

Copies of this document are available to download at www.lawdebenture.com 

How to use this document 
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Scheme Documents 

1. How conversant am I with the up-to-date copies of the key 

scheme documents? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. How useful is our ‘balance of powers summary’? 1 2 3 4 N/A  

3. Is there a process to ensure that the scheme documents are 

complete, up-to-date and accessible? 
YES / NO 

Comments: 

Training 

1. How well do I keep my knowledge and understanding up-to-

date in order to enable me to discharge my duties as a trustee? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. Have I worked through the Pensions Regulator’s Trustee 

Toolkit? 
YES / NO 

3. How well am I encouraged and able to identify and obtain the 

training which I need e.g. in current investment practice?  
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

Comments: 

Questions for trustees to consider 

Scoring System 
1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  5 



Meetings 

1. How well do I prepare for meetings, including reading all papers 

carefully in advance and ensuring I attend all meetings?  
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. Are our meetings planned well in advance, with high quality, 

timely meeting papers and prompt draft minutes afterwards, in 

order to allow us to consider and deal properly with all issues? 

YES / NO 

3. How well do we focus on key strategic issues for the scheme?  1 2 3 4 N/A 

4. How efficiently do we use advisers at meetings and do we 

make time, as necessary, for discussions with no advisers 

present? 

 1 2 3 4 N/A 

Comments: 

Questions for trustees to consider continued 
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1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  



Control and Monitoring 

1. How confident are we that we understand the key risks to the 

scheme and that these risks are managed appropriately? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. To what extent is it clear what powers and responsibilities have 

been delegated to the sub-committees, and on what terms? 
1 2 3 4 N/A  

3. Is the balance between those issues considered by the board 

and those considered by sub-committees right? 
YES / NO 

4. How well do we monitor the performance of: 

a) Third party suppliers (i.e. administrator, investment 

manager and custodian)? 

1 2 3 4 N/A  

 

c) The secretary to the trustees and pensions manager?  
1 2 3 4 N/A  

 

d) Ourselves? 
1 2 3 4 N/A  

 

5. How well do we set and monitor an overall scheme budget and 

cash flow forecast? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

6. Do we meet with the scheme’s external auditors at least once a 

year?  
YES / NO 

7. Are independent reports on the internal controls of third party 

suppliers reviewed and commented on by the auditor at least 

annually, where relevant?  

YES / NO 

Comments: 

Questions for trustees to consider continued 
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1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  



Accountability 

1. Do we know what our strategic objectives are and how well are 

we living up to them? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. How well (i.e. frequency and timeliness) do we keep our 

members informed about issues e.g. in newsletters)? 
1 2 3 4 N/A  

3. Are all our communications with our members clear, helpful and 

written in plain English? 
YES / NO 

4. How well are we prepared for a crisis? 1 2 3 4 N/A  

Comments: 

Relationship with Employer 

1. To what extent does the employer recognise the separate role 

and responsibilities of the trustees and the employer? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

2. Do we have an established way to determine and monitor the 

covenant of the employer and the overall importance of the 

pension scheme to the employer’s business performance? 

YES / NO 

3. Is a company executive responsible for pension issues available 

to join us for relevant parts of our trustee meetings? 
YES / NO 

4. How well does the employer articulate its pensions policy and 

decision-making process? 
 1 2 3 4 N/A 

Comments: 

Questions for trustees to consider continued 
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1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  



Section A: Chair’s self-assessment 

1. Do I have a job description? YES / NO 

2. How familiar am I with the provisions in the Trust Deed and 

Rules (or Articles of Association in the case of a trustee 

company) about the role of the chair? 

1 2 3 4 N/A  

3. To what extent do I have sufficient support and resources to 

enable me to discharge my duties effectively? 
1 2 3 4 N/A  

4. Do I have sufficient input to the performance management of 

the scheme secretary /pension manager? 
YES / NO 

5. How efficiently do I meet with or have adequate discussion with 

the scheme secretary/pensions manager to plan the agenda 

well in advance of each meeting?  

1 2 3 4 N/A 

6. If there will be any absences at the meeting, do I canvass 

absentees’ views beforehand? 
YES / NO 

7. Do I give clear directions to those attending meetings about key 

questions and issues which they should address? 
YES / NO 

8. Do I satisfy myself that all appropriate professional advice is 

being taken, and that trustees are debating advice received? 
1 2 3 4 N/A 

9. At the end of a discussion, do I sum up for the benefit of 

participants and the minutes as to what has been agreed, and 

what still needs to be done? 

YES / NO 

10. Where appropriate, do I carry an issue forward? YES / NO 

11. Do I review draft minutes and action points from meetings 

before circulation? 
YES / NO 

12. Do I discuss the ‘business plan’ for the trustees, and do I review 

progress on a regular basis with the scheme secretary and with 

other trustees? 

YES / NO 

13. Am I usually available (by email and telephone) to discuss 

questions for the chair raised by trustees, the scheme secretary 

and others involved with the scheme between meetings? 

YES / NO 

14. Where necessary, do I remind participants of the role and 

interests of the trustees on the one hand and of the employer 

on the other? 

YES / NO 

15. Do I represent the trustees as and when necessary in 

discussions with the sponsoring employer? 
YES / NO 

Assessing the Chair’s effectiveness 
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1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  



Section A: Chair’s self-assessment 

16. How well do I encourage the training and development of other 

trustees and the scheme secretary? 
1 2 3 4 N/A 

17. How satisfactory is the composition of the trustee board? 1 2 3 4 N/A 

18. Have I considered and discussed my succession with 

appropriate parties? 
YES / NO 

Assessing the Chair’s effectiveness continued 

10 

Section B: Assessment of the Chair / Chair of sub-committees 

1. Does the chair know how and when to bring debate to an end 

tactfully? 
YES / NO 

2. How well does the chair moderate the discussion and assist in 

the reaching of consensus whenever possible, without 

compromising the integrity of decision-making? 

1 2 3 4 N/A 

3. Does the chair canvass absentees’ views beforehand? YES / NO 

4. Does the chair provide helpful guidance on identifying and 

managing conflicts of interest? 
YES / NO 

5. Where appropriate, does the chair carry an issue forward  YES / NO 

6. To what extent can our discussions be described as open – 

inviting suggestions and ‘difficult’ questions? 
1 2 3 4 N/A 

7. To what extent are all trustees encouraged to participate in 

debate?  
1 2 3 4 N/A 

8. How effectively do the sub-committees report back to the 

board? 
1 2 3 4 N/A 

9. How can we improve the conduct and chairing of the board / 

sub-committees? 

Scoring System 
1 = poor, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = good, 4 = very good  



For each of the following items, consider: 

 

• Do we have a policy/document in place? 

• Do we use it and when was the last time it was reviewed?   

• Do we have an effective process for ensuring it remains relevant and appropriate? 

Policy / document In place? Last reviewed 

1. Business Plan / timetable of scheme events 

2. Conflicts of interests policy 

3. Register of interests  

4. Risk Register 

5.   Integrated Risk Management Policy 

6.    Statement of Investment Principles 

7.    Procedures for the nomination and               

selection/election of member nominated 

trustees/directors 

8.     Internal Disputes Resolution Policy 

9.    Cyber Security policy 

10.  Data Protection Policy 

Trustee checklist for effective scheme management: 
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Balance of Powers summary 
 

This is a summary of the key powers and discretions which the trustees have, making clear 

where the employer must be consulted or the employer’s agreement must be obtained. It is 

written in plain English and may be prepared by the scheme’s lawyers.  

 

Key scheme documents 
 

• Trust Deed & Rules (including any amendments) and announcements to members 

• Members’ handbook 

• Memorandum and Articles of Association of the pension trustee company (if applicable) 

• Terms of reference of any sub-committees 

• Conflicts of interest policy 

• Register of interests 

• Statement of Investment Principles 

• Key actuarial valuation documents (for DB): 

• Statement of Funding Principle 

• Actuarial Valuation reports 

• Recovery plan (if applicable) 

• Summary Funding Statement 

• Schedule of Contributions (DB and hybrid) and/or any Payment Schedule (for DC) 

• The most recent Trustee Report and Accounts 

• Minutes of meetings for (at least) the last year 

• Advisers’ and Service Providers’ agreements 

• Regular Stewardship reports 

• Risk Register 

• Integrated Risk Management Policy 

• Data Protection Policy 

• Cyber Security Policy 

Glossary 
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