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Actuarial consultants are a notoriously conservative bunch, but Jonathan Punter, chief 

executive of Punter Southall, is proving his firm can move with the times.  
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He believes actuaries should guide clients through their strategies rather than acting as their 

gatekeepers.  

In the 25 years since Punter co-founded his consultancy firm, he has pioneered the fiduciary 

management of pension schemes by consultants.  

Punter Southall has acted as a quasi-investment bank by advising bidders on strategies to deal 

with deficits at schemes sponsored by companies they want to buy.  

Its P-Solve investment consulting business has a performance record that puts the majority of 

asset managers to shame.  

And Punter now wants to help sponsors sell their pension obligations to third parties on 

sensible terms. As a step on this road, he has forged a partnership with PensionsFirst, 

developer of a computer-driven actuarial system called PFaroe, capable of delivering daily 

scheme valuations, with risk analysis thrown in.  

PensionsFirst is chaired by David Norgrove, former chairman of the UK Pensions Regulator. 

It has agreed a PFaroe partnership with US-based data provider WinTech, founded by  
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Howard Winklevoss, another actuary, whose twin sons Cameron and Tyler are internet 

venture capitalists.  

At a flick of PFaroe’s switch, data from pension schemes can be fed into a computer system 

capable of generating daily funding statements and analysing such risks as interest rate and 

liquidity trends.  

Several large schemes, such as HSBC, Invensys and Babcock, have used PFaroe. Ben Reid, 

president of PensionsFirst Analytics, confirmed that Punter Southall was the first consultant 

to embrace it.  

Punter said PFaroe would make it easier for sponsors to get shot of scheme liabilities: “You 

need up-to-date analysis to be able to access third-party capital when it fleetingly becomes 

available.”  

He reckons trustees will use the system to cut and dice liabilities relating to different member 

cohorts, making it possible to hive off liabilities on a staged basis, rather than via complex 

bulk sales.  

This practical approach will build on advice that Punter gave to private equity firms seeking 

to negotiate deals to resolve scheme deficits at target companies before the credit crisis.  

Punter said: “We advised on 30% of smaller and medium-sized private equity transactions. It 

involved negotiating deals which were fair to scheme members, through cash settlements and 

recovery plans. I believe it is in their interest to have a viable sponsor, rather than a weak 

one.”  

Punter says the actuarial system is in flux as a result of technology advances such as PFaroe, 

which means valuations can be carried out more frequently than on their traditional cycle, 

once every three years. He said: “In the late 1980s, we had to carry out asset liability 

modelling through an IBM computer, with 15 support staff. It was incredibly expensive.” 

He does not rule out merging Punter Southall with rival actuarial firms, as they reassess their 

position in the marketplace. “I believe there will be a consolidation in the sector. I wouldn’t 

rule out a listing to achieve this. The combination of different egos in the same business can 

be problematic, but the big firms have pulled off several mergers,” said Punter. 

Analysis of documents filed at Companies House shows Punter Southall has developed a 

decent platform, although scarcely in the same league as large firms such as Mercer or 

Towers Watson.  

In the year to December, Punter Southall’s operating profits rose 54% to £10.5 million, after 

stripping out one-off costs relating to disposals and a move in premises. According to its  



 

website, the firm provides actuarial advice to 340 schemes. It has £12 billion of investments 

under management and £30 billion under advice. 

Jonathan Punter started Punter Southall with Stuart Southall following the takeover of their 

former employer Duncan C Fraser by William M Mercer in 1986. Punter said they had plenty 

of contacts with scheme trustees and lawyers, making their dash for independence possible, 

“although we did have a tiff with Mercer over a few clients”. 

Punter Southall’s initial business plan was to expand its advisory business, but it soon 

developed an opportunistic approach. Punter said: “On day two, we were offered the chance 

to administer a pension scheme – one of my clients. It seemed the right thing to do.” 

In the 1990s, as schemes approached maturity, they became more demanding. Investment and 

actuarial advice were separated. Sponsors became scared about the damage that could be 

done to their financial position as a result of scheme deficits.  

As consultants point out, a 0.7% basis point fall in long-term interest rates, or a 0.7% basis 

point rise in inflation, can easily knock 20% off the value of a final salary scheme. It would 

take a 35% fall in share prices to generate the same impact. This explains the interest in 

sophisticated liability-driven investment among clients desperate to keep deficits under 

control.  

Punter Southall backed P-Solve, a start-up investment consultant led by Mike Faulkner, 

which promised to offer precisely this service. The firm retained a contract to manage the 

liabilities of South African insurer Sanlam. As a result of the deal, Sanlam retained a stake in 

Punter Southall, bought back by employee shareholders earlier this year: “Their priorities 

changed, along with their chief executives,” said Punter, drily.  

Faulkner’s fiduciary team has easily beaten its benchmarks since launch. It was runner-up in 

the Fiduciary Manager of the Year category in Financial News’ latest awards for excellence 

in European asset management.  

P-Solve’s Inflation Plus product has generated a cumulative 88% since 2004, against 37% 

from its benchmark, the Retail Prices Index. 

Punter does not rule out P-Solve breaking away from Punter Southall. “It is quite natural that 

P-Solve, at some point, will want to compete for absolute-return business as an asset 

manager,” he said. In the year to December 2012, P-Solve Investments generated operating 

profits of £4.4 million, against £1.7 million in 2011. 

This year, Punter Southall agreed to sell PSigma Asset Management, built around equity 

manager Bill Mott, to listed boutique Miton for a downpayment of £6.75 million. However,  



 

Punter Southall is committed to its advisory business. Last month it completed the acquisition 

of a private client business from Axa Framlington. 

Punter said: “Individual accounts, including defined contribution, are likely to become more 

important in the years ahead.” Which suggests Punter Southall’s next strategy shift is already 

under way. 

 
 


