
Extract from The Pension Regulator Code 14: Governance and 

administration of public service pension schemes 

Internal dispute resolution 

Legal requirements 

213. Scheme managers must make and implement dispute resolution 

arrangements that comply with the requirements of the law and help 

resolve pensions disputes between the scheme manager and a person 

with an interest in the scheme. ‘Pension disputes’ cover matters relating 

to the scheme between the managers and one or more people with an 

interest in the scheme. These exclude ‘exempted disputes’. 

214.  There are certain ‘exempted disputes’ to which the internal dispute 

resolution procedure will not apply. This includes disputes where 

proceedings have commenced in any court or tribunal, or where the 

Pensions Ombudsman has commenced an investigation into it. Certain 

other prescribed disputes, for instance medical-related disputes that may 

arise in relation to police and fire and rescue workers, are also ‘exempted 

disputes’. 

215.  A person has an interest in the scheme if they: 

 are a member or surviving non-dependant beneficiary of a deceased 

member of the scheme 

 are a widow, widower, surviving civil partner or surviving dependant of 

a deceased member of the scheme 

 are a prospective member of the scheme 

 have ceased to be a member, beneficiary or prospective member or 

 claim to be in one of the categories mentioned above and the dispute 

relates to whether they are such a person. 

216. Dispute resolution arrangements may require people with an interest in 

the scheme to first refer matters in dispute to a ‘specified person’ in order 

for that person to consider and give their decision on those matters. The 

specified person’s decision may then be confirmed or replaced by the 

decision taken by the scheme manager after reconsideration of the 

matters. 

217.  Scheme managers and specified persons (if used as part of a scheme’s 

procedure) must take the decision required on the matters in dispute 

within a reasonable period of receiving the application. They must notify 

the applicant of the decision within a reasonable period of having taken it. 

218.  Internal dispute resolution procedures must state the manner in which an 

application for the resolution of a pension dispute is to be made, the 

particulars which must be included in such an application and the manner 

in which any decisions required in relation to such an application are to be 

reached and given. The procedure must specify a reasonable period within 

which applications must be made by certain people. 



219.  Scheme managers must provide information about the scheme’s dispute 

resolution procedure as well as information about The Pensions Advisory 

Service (TPAS) and the Pensions Ombudsman to certain people at certain 

stages. 

Practical guidance 

220.  Scheme members expect their pension scheme to be managed effectively. 

Where a person with an interest in the scheme is not satisfied with any 

matter relating to the scheme (for example a decision which affects 

them), they have the right to ask for that matter to be reviewed. 

221.  Internal dispute resolution arrangements provide formal procedures and 

processes for pension scheme disputes to be investigated and decided 

upon quickly and effectively. They play a key role in the effective 

governance and administration of a scheme. 

222.  Schemes can operate a two-stage procedure with a ‘specified person’ 

undertaking the first-stage decision. Alternatively, they may adopt a 

single-stage procedure if they consider that is more appropriate for their 

scheme. 

223.  With the exception of certain matters outlined below, the law does not 

prescribe the detail of the dispute resolution procedure. Schemes should 

decide on this and ensure it is fit for purpose. 

When applications should be submitted 

224.  Schemes may choose to specify time limits within which the following 

people must apply for a dispute to be resolved: 

 scheme members 

 widows, widowers, surviving civil partners or surviving dependants of 

deceased scheme members 

 surviving non-dependant beneficiaries of deceased scheme members, 

and 

 prospective scheme members. 

225.  If schemes decide to specify time limits, they should publish and make 

those time limits readily available to ensure that those with an interest in 

the scheme are aware that they must submit an application within a 

prescribed time limit. 

226.  Scheme managers must ensure their scheme’s procedure specifies a 

reasonable period within which applications by the following people must 

be made: 

 a person who has ceased to be within the categories in paragraph 224 

above 

 a person who claims that they were a person within the categories in 

paragraph 224 above and has ceased to be such a person, and the 

dispute relates to whether they are such a person.  



227.  A reasonable period would be six months beginning immediately after the 

date on which the person ceased to be, or claims they ceased to be, a 

person with an interest in the scheme. However, schemes have the 

flexibility to exercise their judgement and take an application outside a 

specified time period, if appropriate. 

When decisions should be taken 

228.  Managers and specified persons (where applicable) must decide the 

matter in dispute within a reasonable period of receiving the application. A 

reasonable period is within four months of receiving the application. In the 

case of a two-stage dispute resolution procedure, the reasonable period 

applies to each stage separately. Where a dispute is referred to scheme 

managers for a second-stage decision, the reasonable period begins when 

the managers receive the referral. However, there may be cases where it 

will be possible to process an application sooner than the reasonable time 

given. Where this is the case, there should not be a delay in taking the 

decision. 

229.  There may be exceptional circumstances of a particular dispute which may 

prevent the process being completed within the reasonable time period 

stated above. For instance, where the dispute involves unusually complex 

and labour-intensive calculations or research, or delays occur that are 

outside the control of the scheme manager (or specified person), or 

because they need to obtain independent evidence. 

230.  The regulator recognises that the circumstances of each dispute are 

different and decision times may vary. Schemes should be satisfied that 

the time taken to reach a decision is appropriate to the situation and be 

able to demonstrate this, if necessary. 

When applicants should be informed of a decision 

231.  Applicants must be notified of the decision made by a scheme manager 

and specified person (where applicable) within a reasonable time period 

after the decision has been made. Schemes should usually notify 

applicants of the decision no later than 15 working days after the decision 

has been made. However, there may be cases where it is possible to 

notify an applicant sooner than the reasonable time given. Where this is 

the case, there should not be a delay in notifying them of the decision. 

232.  Schemes should provide the applicant with regular updates on the 

progress of their investigation. They should notify the applicant where the 

time period for a decision is expected to be shorter or longer than the 

reasonable time period and let them know when they are likely to receive 

an outcome. 

Implementing the procedure and processes 

233.  Scheme regulations or other documents recording policy about the 

administration of the scheme should specify internal dispute resolution 

arrangements. Schemes should focus on educating and raising awareness 



of their internal dispute resolution arrangements and ensuring that they 

are implemented. 

234.  Schemes should ensure that the effectiveness of the arrangements is 

assessed regularly and be satisfied that those following the process are 

complying with the requirements set, which includes effective decision 

making. This is particularly important where the arrangements require 

employers participating in the pension scheme to carry out duties as part 

of the process, for example where schemes have implemented the two-

stage procedure and employers are acting as the specified person for the 

first stage. 

235.  Schemes should confirm and communicate their arrangements to 

members, for example, in the joining booklet. Schemes should make their 

arrangements accessible to potential applicants, for example by publishing 

them on a scheme website. 

236.  Scheme managers must provide the following information about the 

procedure and processes the scheme has in place for the internal 

resolution of disputes to certain people in certain circumstances: 

 prospective members, if it is practicable to do so 

 any scheme members who have not already been given the 

information 

 certain relevant people who request the information and who have not 

been given that information in the previous 12 months, and 

 members or prospective members when schemes receive jobholder 

information, or when a jobholder becomes an active member, in 

connection with automatic enrolment. 

237.  Scheme managers must also provide the postal or email address and job 

title of the person to contact in order to make use of the internal dispute 

arrangements. 

238.  In addition, scheme managers must provide information about TPAS and 

the Pensions Ombudsman at certain stages. Upon receiving an application 

for the resolution of a pension dispute, scheme managers (or the specified 

person) must make the applicant aware as soon as reasonably practicable 

that TPAS is available to assist members and beneficiaries of the scheme 

and provide contact details for TPAS. When notifying the applicant of the 

decision, scheme managers must also inform the applicant that the 

Pensions Ombudsman is available to investigate and determine complaints 

or disputes of fact or law relating to a public service pension scheme and 

provide the Pension Ombudsman’s contact details. 

239.  Schemes can decide what information they need from applicants to reach 

a decision on a disputed matter and how applications should be 

submitted. Schemes should ensure they make the following information 

available to applicants: 

 the procedure and processes to apply for a dispute to be resolved 

 the information that an applicant must include 



 the process by which any decisions are reached, and 

 an acknowledgement once an application has been received. 

240.  When reviewing an application, scheme managers and specified persons 

(where relevant) should ensure that they have all the appropriate 

information to make an informed decision. They should request further 

information if required. Scheme managers and specified persons should 

be satisfied that the times taken to reach a decision and notify the 

applicant are appropriate to the situation and that they have taken the 

necessary action to meet the reasonable time periods. Scheme managers 

should be able to demonstrate this to the regulator if required. 


