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Introduction - Auto enrolment: 
threat or opportunity?

Pensions auto enrolment has been on the radar of business 
advisers for a number of years. Between 2012 and 2018, all 
UK employers must move to enrol their employees into 
a suitable pension scheme. While the activity is spread 
over a six year period, the volume of companies who need 
to take action imminently is ramping up - in the second 
half of 2015 alone, there are more than 120,000 companies 
staging, rising to more than 230,000 in the first half of 
2016 . Recent research by The Pensions Regulator shows 
that 58% of small employers and 74% of micro employers 
will be looking for professional advice to complete their 
auto enrolment responsibilities, providing a clear remit for 
accountants to offer support.

Many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) don’t 
have the expertise, knowledge or resources to implement 
the automatic enrolment of their employees. These SMEs 
will need specialist advice to help them set up their auto 
enrolment systems, choose a suitable scheme and meet 
their staging date – which creates a new need in the 
advisory market. With the Financial Conduct Authority 
(FCA) and The Pensions Regulator (TPR) underlining that 
scheme selection is not a regulated activity, the door is 
wide open for practices with the right expertise.

Continued 4
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As an accountant, this new need for advice provides a 
golden opportunity to offer auto enrolment services to 
your clients, or to refer them to third-party providers. 
It’s a potential new revenue stream for practices that can 
hit the ground running and also a way to deepen business 
relationships with clients. And offering an auto enrolment 
service also helps to retain clients – doing nothing could 
lead to clients moving to a competitor that already has a 
solution in place. 

But some practitioners also worry about the compliance 
burden, the possibility of ‘engagement creep’, the 
potential drain on resources and the new skills and 
services that will be needed in practice. And that’s before 
you consider the regulatory guidelines and requirements.

So, is auto enrolment a threat or an opportunity for your 
practice? In this guide, we’ll weigh up both sides of the 
argument, so you can decide whether auto enrolment is 
the right opportunity for you.

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
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Threats: the issues 
associated with offering an 
auto enrolment service
Auto enrolment isn’t new. The idea of workplace pensions 
into which employees are automatically enrolled has 
been mooted for some 
time as a means to meet 
the growing pension gap. 
But if you’re a growing 
practice that’s thinking of 
offering an auto enrolment 
service, there are certain 
challenges and potential 
threats you need to be 
aware of.

Many employers aren’t 
fully aware of what’s 
required of them. And 
for some of your clients’ 
employees, it will be 
the first time they’ve 
dealt with pensions 
and investments. So 
there’s still a lack of 
understanding and 

“There are practices out 
there that have their heads 
buried in the sand and 
are not yet ready for auto 
enrolment. So they’re at 
risk of their clients not 
being serviced because of 
the capacity crunch and the 
impending potential market 
failure. If you haven’t 
either got yourself ready or 
haven’t got arrangements 
in place to have an alliance 
with another service 
provider that will service 
your clients then you need 
to do it ASAP” 

-Liz Cole, business law 
manager, ICAEW.

Continued 4
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engagement in the process of auto enrolment. As a 
business adviser, you’ll need good communication skills 
to get the message, required processes and relevant 
deadlines across.

Ultimately, your job is to deliver good advice to your client 
which results in good outcomes for the client’s employees. 
This is a long-term responsibility to your client, with all 
the attendant expectations that go with that.

Act now, rather than later

Crucially, there is a need to act now. To be up and running 
with a workable service by spring 2015, prior to the key 
staging dates in July 2015, you need to act as soon as 
possible. You’ll need the right in-house software systems, 
the right staff expertise and the right package of solutions. 
You’ll need to prepare the client and get their data and 
systems up to speed. And you’ll need to check whether 
the client’s payroll, HR and finance processes are fit for 
purpose. So, there’s a large amount of administration 
required – which means you’ll need enough staff and 
resources to cope with this. If you don’t have the necessary 
resources, you’ll need to start looking for a third-party 
provider to take on the additional burden.

There’s also the potential danger of ‘engagement 
creep’, where you end up taking on a growing list of auto 
enrolment tasks that weren’t in your original spec. With 
this in mind, you need to make sure you update your 
engagement letter and agree up-front what your auto 
enrolment services cover and what you will and won’t be 
charging for. 

Continued 4
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A competitive market could also pose a possible risk: if 
you don’t offer an auto enrolment service to your existing 
clients, your competitors will. If you don’t get your service 
offering ready, you could miss out on the opportunity. So 
timing and planning are crucial.

The need for expertise

One absolutely critical consideration is that of expertise. If 
you’re a payroll practice, do you have the deep knowledge 
and insight that’s needed to offer a fully comprehensive 
auto enrolment package? 

Guidelines from the professional accounting bodies make 
it clear that you must have the relevant knowledge and 

experience in payroll, 
pensions and advisory 
services to offer a full 
solution – you can read 
more on guidance from 
the ICAEW, ACCA, 
FCA and TPR in our 
companion guide ‘Auto 
enrolment - your roles 
and responsibilities as an 
account’.

For non-payroll practices, 
it’s likely that you’ll have 
SME clients that are asking 
questions about auto 
enrolment. Without the 
requisite payroll expertise, 
it’s advisable to either 

“We’ve been looking at 
some of the important 
considerations for members 
and you can’t underplay 
the importance of the 
‘start early and prepare’ 
piece. With these spikes of 
forthcoming staging dates 
coming through, it’s going 
to be better to prepare early. 
Having things in place, and 
then being able to activate 
them, works. So this ‘start 
early’ message has to get 
out to clients” 

-Glenn Collins, head of 
advisory, ACCA.

Continued 4
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form an alliance with a third-party specialist, or refer your 
clients to a suitable provider, like Welplan. The capacity 
crunch could mean some providers refusing to service 
smaller employers, but by acting fast you can avoid this 
issue.

In short, offering an auto enrolment service can be a 
challenge because you need to:

• offer an affordable, efficient service to clients

• make sure this service reflects your level of payroll and 
pensions expertise

• make this service profitable for your practice

• make sure the delivery of the service isn’t too time-
consuming and onerous

• make sure you have the experience, strategy, processes, 
staff and systems to deliver without impacting the 
quality of the service offered to the client.

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/Pensions/AutomaticEnrolment
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Opportunities: the plus 
points of offering an AE 
service
There’s a growing need in the SME advisory market for 
auto enrolment guidance. 
And that increasing 
market means that’s an 
opportunity for advisers 
that can provide that 
service, or can refer clients 
to a third-party provider. 
So, where do the specific 
opportunities lie and how 
you can grasp them?

A genuine client 
opportunity

You’re probably working 
with a cross section of 
SMEs already through 
your existing client 
base. And many of those 
existing clients will need 

Continued 4

“We (the ACCA) see 
auto enrolment as a 
big opportunity for 
practitioners. Our most 
recent survey from 
one of our conferences 
showed that 54% of our 
practitioners will provide 
an auto enrolment service. 
And this reinforces some of 
The Pensions Regulator’s 
research which shows that 
most of the employers that 
have been consulted expect 
to consult with an external 
adviser – and their most 
trusted adviser is their 
accountant” 

- Glenn Collins, head of 
advisory, ACCA.

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
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guidance on their 
auto enrolment 
obligations. Having 
an auto enrolment 
package ready to roll 
gives you a chance to 
expand your services 
with these clients – 
and to not lose them 
to competitors that 
are also entering the 
market.

And the opportunity 
isn’t limited to 
existing clients. You 
also have the chance 
to source new SME 
clients in need of 

advice, giving you a business development opportunity to 
start new relationships and suggest additional services.

A chance to innovate 
and grow

There’s also the chance to 
expand the education and 
knowledge of your practice. 
Training up staff and being 
innovative in your service 
offerings also helps to 
broaden the appeal of your 
practice and grow your 
potential market.

“On the face of it, when you 
first look at auto enrolment it’s 
about pensions and investments 
and it’s a financial planning 
opportunity. But actually, 
once you get under the skin 
of it, the reality is that the big 
opportunity for accountants is 
payroll. The way that employers 
administer their payroll will 
be different, so the issue for 
accountants is that they’re going 
to have lots of enquiries from 
clients saying ‘What am I going 
to do about this?’.” 

- Paul Bulpitt, co-founder at The 
Wow Company

“It’s a chance to expand 
your expertise. This is what 
clients prefer – they prefer 
their advice coming through 
someone they trust. And 
the person they trust 
most is their professional 
accountant because there’s 
that existing business 
relationship” 

- Glenn Collins, head of 
advisory, ACCA

Continued 4
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Diversifying into the auto enrolment space gives you a 
great way to work more closely with all your clients and to 
improve your working relationship as a business adviser. 
And because of the ongoing nature of auto enrolment’s 
responsibilities, offering this service:

• provides a continuing revenue stream from some clients

• helps build a long-term, evolving relationship with 
those clients

• continued contact offers more opportunities to up-sell 
other services as they’re needed.

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/


12WEBaccounting

Is auto enrolment for you?
So, based on the potential threats and opportunities we’ve 
outlined, is auto enrolment advice a service you want to 
offer? You’ll need to balance a number of considerations, 
and whether auto enrolment offers a threat or opportunity 
will depend on your practice’s specific situation.

Let’s take a look at a few questions you’ll need to ask 
yourself:

• Do you already offer payroll services? If so, there’s 
a clear opportunity as you already have some of the 
required expertise, 
software systems and 
processes in place.

• Are you ready? If you 
do want to offer auto 
enrolment advice, 
you’ll need to do some 
strategic thinking and 
planning to get your 
practice ready – and 
that’s going to take 
time.

• Do you have the 
technical knowledge and 
the resources to deliver 

Continued 4

“Is it all worth it? Should 
we just steer clear and let 
the IFAs do their thing or 
is it our duty as our client’s 
adviser to let them know 
about their obligations? 
We want to seize the 
opportunity to do more 
for our clients but don’t 
want to over-estimate the 
opportunity and spend too 
much time on it with not 
much impact on the bottom 
line” 

- Lucy Danon, Stern & Co

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
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this offering? You have a professional requirement 
to only offer a service if you offer the right level of 
expertise.

• Do you have the right staff in place with the right level 
of insight? You need to be confident that you’ve got the 
right resources in place to deliver advice effectively.

• If you need to partner with a specialist, do you have a 
third-party provider in place? Pensions specialists, like 
Welplan, can offer different models for differing levels 
of service provision.

• If you don’t offer payroll, will you partner with a third 
party provider to work in alliance, or simply refer your 
clients?

• Non-payroll practices need to decide the level of 
involvement they want - just referral or a full alliance 
with a third-party provider.

• Have you completed any competitor intelligence? 
Competitors are likely to move into the auto enrolment 
space if you don’t – so this is a strategic decision as 
much as a service decision.

Taking all of these points into consideration, is auto 
enrolment for you? If it is then what are your next steps?

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/Pensions
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Next steps: what to do 
now?
If auto enrolment looks like a golden opportunity for your 
practice, what are your next steps? Firstly, you need to 
decide if you’re providing a full payroll/auto enrolment 
service, partnering 
with a third-party or 
referring clients directly 
to that third-party. Think 
carefully about what depth 
of service you will offer – 
what level of expertise do 
you have in-house? Will it 
be full service, alliance or 
referral?

Once you know the level of 
service you’ll be offering 
clients, you can then start 
to take more practical 
steps to get your auto 
enrolment package up and 
running:

• Review your existing 
client base – have you 
spoken to clients about 

Continued 4

“Although it might not 
seem all that complicated, 
there’s a lot to be done 
before a business is ready to 
offer an automated pension 
scheme that satisfies HMRC 
and The Pensions Regulator, 
not to mention all the 
changes that will need to 
happen behind the scenes 
at work. When you’ve 
got enough on your plate 
with a business to run, it 
makes sense to speak to the 
experts who can provide you 
with all the auto enrolment 
information you need, when 
you need it” 

- Sian Kelly, Inform 
Accounting

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
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auto enrolment and was there a need for advice?

• If existing clients need auto enrolment advice, sit down 
with them and work out their requirements.

• Start creating a pipeline of new clients who need auto 
enrolment advice – advertise, work your existing client 
networks and find out what the market is like.

• Are you going to work with a third-party provider? 
If so, you need to start looking for the right alliance. 
A pensions specialist like Welplan, who tailors their 
approach to your needs, can offer real value.

• Define the package you’re going to offer. Will you use 
one flexible model, or offer several different packages to 
cater for a range of different SME clients?

• Define your auto enrolment models. Make it clear what 
the packages offer and where you will and won’t be able 
to offer expertise and advice to clients.

• Segment your client base – think about size, number of 
employees and your current relationship with the client.

• Work out which model works best for each client 
segment.

• Think about which schemes would be best suited to 
each segment – i.e. large life companies won’t work for 
clients with five employees. 

• A pensions specialist, like Welplan, can offer the right 
scheme and employee benefit services when deeper 
expertise is required.

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/Pensions/AutomaticEnrolment
https://www.welplan.co.uk/Pensions/AutomaticEnrolment
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Summary - A chance to 
innovate and expand
The big decision for your practice is whether to offer a full 
auto enrolment service in-house (payroll practices) or 
partner with a third-party provider, like Welplan, (non-
payroll practices) to provide a joint service.

There are potential hurdles that will need to be overcome 
relating to expertise, software systems and staff resources. 
And there’s an ongoing responsibility to clients to keep 
them updated, compliant and on time for their important 
staging and declaration of compliance dates.

But grabbing the auto enrolment bull by the horns could 
mean:

• A new service offering for your SME clients.

• The chance to upsell other services.

• A reliable, ongoing revenue stream.

• A chance to deepen your relationship with your clients.

• An opening to review your practice offerings and to 
innovate.

• A strategic way to grow and broaden your practice.

It’s your choice: Does auto enrolment present a threat or 
opportunity?

Continued 4
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Continued 4

Further guidance

You can find out more about auto enrolment in our 
companion guide ‘Auto enrolment – Your roles and 
responsibilities as an accountant’.

The Pensions Regulator has plenty of guidance available 
on auto enrolment, with a whole section on its website 
aimed at business advisers. You can find details on how to 
prepare your clients for auto enrolment as well as guidance 
on your regulatory requirements as an adviser. You can 
find out more on the TPR site here.

The ICAEW provides further guidance on its website. You 
can find out more here.

The ACCA also provides further guidance on its website. 
You can find out more here.

How Welplan Pensions can help

Welplan Pensions 
offers a Master 
Trust scheme that 
takes care of auto 
enrolment and re-
enrolment, with 
guidance from 
dedicated account 
managers.

With more 
than 50 years 
of experience 

“For me, auto enrolment is a 
commercial opportunity. But the 
threat, as an accountant, is that if 
you don’t do something about it 
then someone else will. In any client 
relationship, you’ve always got the 
threat of a competitor coming in and 
saying ‘Why hasn’t your accountant 
told you about this?’. Clients can 
always dip out, so you need to make 
sure you offer auto enrolment before 
those competitors.” 

- Paul Bulpitt, The Wow Company

http://accountingweb.co.uk/
https://www.welplan.co.uk/
http://www.accountingweb.co.uk/welplan/mar15/572975/auto-enrolment-real-business-opportunity
http://www.accountingweb.co.uk/welplan/mar15/572975/auto-enrolment-real-business-opportunity
http://www.thepensionsregulator.gov.uk/professionals.aspx
http://www.thepensionsregulator.gov.uk/professionals.aspx
http://www.icaew.com/en/members/advisory-helplines-and-services/practice-helpsheets/auto-enrolment-workplace-pensions-opportunities-risks-and-service-planning
http://www.icaew.com/en/members/advisory-helplines-and-services/practice-helpsheets/auto-enrolment-workplace-pensions-opportunities-risks-and-service-planning
http://www.accaglobal.com/uk/en/technical-activities/technical-resources-search.c-topic--Business_management.r-geographicLocation--Europe__United_Kingdom.pm-50.html
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working with clients of all sizes, Welplan understands that 
one size doesn’t fit all when it comes to meeting the needs 
of individual businesses. As a result, Welplan works with 
customers to develop a bespoke solution which is fit for 
purpose.

Welplan has listened to employers and intermediaries, and 
developed a pension scheme which is simple, flexible and 
cost-effective. Whether it be eligibility criteria, levels of 
contributions, communications, or the provision of data 
– Welplan works with employers and business advisers 
to make the experience as hassle-free as possible, always 
ensuring that the solution is tailored to customers’ 
requirements.

As a Master Trust scheme, Welplan Pensions offers the 
full range of service provision from scheme governance, 
design and administration right through to managing the 
provision of retirement benefits. 

As the scheme is run on behalf of participating employers 
there are no commissions payable, making it cost effective 
for both employer and employee. The only cost is the 
annual management charge.

Welplan removes from the employer, as far as is possible, 
the accounting, administration, compliance and regulatory 
burden normally associated with occupational schemes. 
As the experts in pension scheme governance and 
administration, Welplan takes on those responsibilities to 
enable customers to get on with running their business.

Welplan’s solution is flexible, simple and cost-effective.

You can find out more about Welplan’s services at 
welplan.co.uk/Pensions/AutomaticEnrolment

Continued 4
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About 
Welplan is a wholly owned subsidiary of the Building & 
Engineering Services Association and provides pensions 
and employee benefits across a broad range of specialist 
industries.

With more than 50 years of experience working with 
clients of all sizes, Welplan has the flexibility to provide 
bespoke benefits to meet the requirements of individual 
groups or single employers. 

Freephone: 0800 1958080

Email: contact@welplan.co.uk

www.welplan.co.uk
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