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Background to the research

Australia’s superannuation system is the 5th largest occupational retirement 

savings system in the world

– Repeatedly seen as a world leader (Mercer, 2024)

– Almost A$4bn as at 30 June 2024 (APRA, 2024)

Individuals increasingly reliant on superannuation in retirement

–  Finch v Telstra (HCA, 2011)

–  Over 80% of working-age Australians participate directly (ABS, 2019-20)

Fiscal support for superannuation in Federal budget is very significant



There is significant taxation 
revenue foregone …



Phase 1: International comparisons

The Australian superannuation system is unusual :

• Compulsory participation for members of the workforce

• Taxed on a TTE model

• Largely DC in nature

• Self-managed option (SMSF) available



Phase 2: Expert views

44 invitations to participate issued

20 interviews conducted between 2 October and 4 November 2024

2 of the 3 CIs present for each interview

Semi-structured interviews lasted between 30 and 70 minutes

Participants from:

• actuarial, economics and tax accounting professions 

• public policy and the academy

• but not regulators or government

Three core questions:

1. What are your views on the efficacy of Australia’s superannuation taxation system, which has been regularly questioned in recent 

years regarding its complexity, inefficiency and inequity?

2. Given how superannuation is taxed in Australia relative to other OECD countries, do you believe the current regime should be 
reformed and what are the implications of reforming the Australian system?

3. How is the taxation process implemented by the private actors and institutions involved in the system, and is the system meeting 
its aims (however defined)?  Where do unintended vulnerabilities, inequities, and inefficiencies lurk?

Transcripts were coded in InVivo by post-doc researcher



An expert group

The interviews were designed specifically to elicit opinions from 
an ‘in’ group that was:

– homogeneous on some dimensions: expert in 
superannuation, university educated, >45yrs old

– diverse on some dimensions: different market 
sectors, disciplinary background, gender

An anonymous process

Most participants had a public profile associated with the 
superannuation system

Anonymity enabled (and occasionally elicited) the expression 
of views different from or beyond those required of their 
professional role

“Best practice” is a construct that privileges expert-community 
norms and case-study instantiation

Matters to bear in mind when interpreting the findings



Preliminary findings

Consensus on:
– The inequity of the system for those on low incomes (sometimes conflated with young members) 

– The need to consider superannuation tax settings in the broader tax and social welfare landscape

– The artificiality of the break represented by the transition from accumulation to retirement

– The practical infeasibility of change from a TTE basis for taxation 

Near consensus on:
– The inequity of the system for those with large account balances (incl Div 296)

– The complexity of the system – with divergence on whether this was avoidable

Relatively less reference to:

– Efficiency

– Gender equity

Almost no discussion of:
– Global comparisons (too complicated given differences, or simply not familiar)

– Tax ‘discretions’ and governance (even when prompted)

– Sustainability (inter-generational or environmental)

– The periphery, incl indigenous and ‘unwaged’ sectors
Open question

Is this because of the way the research and the questions were framed, and 

if so what does that say about policy discourse in this area?

Open question

Would a non-expert group view this 

differently?



Unfinished business …

Participants did offer specific suggestions to address perceived 

deficiencies – these need to be collated

There are points of distinction in relation to SMSFs, though 

perhaps fewer than we expected

Other questions?
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