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Scheme  AJ Bell Youinvest SIPP (the SIPP) 

Respondent AJ Bell  

Outcome  

 

Complaint summary  

 

 

 

 

 

Background information, including submissions from the parties 

 

 

 In March 2016, Mr E took a further PCLS and income, resulting in another BCE.  

 On both occasions a fund split was undertaken by AJ Bell.  
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 In January 2017, Mr E decided to crystallise further funds, taking another PCLS and 

income payment. Following this, AJ Bell confirmed that the fund split was 74.64% 

uncrystallised and 25.36% crystallised. 

 Also, in January 2017, Mr E raised concerns over the March 2016 fund split. Upon 

investigating, AJ Bell acknowledged that an error had occurred, and the crystallised 

element of the fund was overstated by £7,000.  

 In February 2017, Mr E queried the fund split calculations from November 2014 and 

the revised March 2016 fund split. AJ Bell responded and clarified the process of 

calculating the fund split. In its response it said: 

“I have attached my calculations on this, the figures may be a few pounds 

different from those quoted previously as the spreadsheet calculations are the 

most basic form whereas the database [internal software] performs the same 

calculations just including much more data. I have previously quoted the 

figures produced by the database but have no way of confirming these to you 

for [Mr E] to review so the spreadsheet is the next best option.” 

 At this point, the database showed a post March 2016 BCE fund split as 79.86% 

uncrystallised and 20.14% crystallised. The spreadsheet that AJ Bell referred to 

showed the fund split at the same date as 79.88% uncrystallised and 20.12% 

crystallised. 

 In October 2017, after further correspondence, AJ Bell provided additional comment 

on the fund split issue, saying: 

“As mentioned in an earlier email, when it comes to calculating and making 

payment our system [internal software] will produce slightly different figures, in 

the case of the most recent BCE, the figures altered the uncrystallised and 

crystallised funds by £23.50 respectively – this is a variable of 0.0038% of the 

total fund value in comparison with the manual figures. 

We’re not able to show the workings of our system. The closest we can get is to 

produce the figures manually using our own in house spreadsheet tool. The 

spreadsheet was designed by an actuary here at AJ Bell and has been used by our 

staff for well over 15 years.” 

 In December 2017, Mr E took a further PCLS and income payment, resulting in a 

BCE and further fund split. 

 On 13 January 2018, AJ Bell wrote to Mr E providing a schedule of benefits in relation 

to the December 2017 PCLS and income payment. This letter provided the following 

information taken from the software that AJ Bell utilises: 

“Total fund value before BCE  £681,241.90 

➢ Uncrystallised   £508,373.45 

➢ Crystallised    £172,868.45” 
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 The pre BCE fund split on the basis of these figures was 74.62% uncrystallised and 

25.38% crystallised. 

 The difference between the fund split provided in January 2017, detailed in paragraph 

8 above, and that communicated in January 2018, paragraph 14 was raised by Mr E. 

 On 8 March 2018, AJ Bell commented on the difference, saying: 

“There is no legislation which outlines how pension providers are expected to 

calculate a fund split, and there is no standard industry method for doing so. 

Fund splits can be calculated in different ways depending on a number of 

factors. Each approach is valid; however, they can give slightly different 

results. 

Following your January 2017 BCE we confirmed your fund split was 74.64% 

uncrystallised and 25.36% crystallised. The fund split values confirmed in our 

letter dated 13 January 2018 worked out as a split of 74.62% uncrystallised 

and 25.38% crystallised; a difference of 0.04%. 

As [AJ Bell employee] has confirmed, this difference is due to the method used to 

calculate your fund split. It is reasonable that there is some variation in the figures 

when different methods of calculation are used, and I am satisfied the information 

we have provided is correct.” 

 Mr E was dissatisfied with the responses he received to the complaints and referred 

the matter to us for investigation. 

 In the course of the investigation AJ Bell acknowledged errors in relation to its 

administration of the SIPP and offered Mr E £500 in recognition of the distress and 

inconvenience in respect of the first three complaints, (a), (b) and (c). Mr E has 

provisionally accepted that offer, however, in respect of his complaint (d), he has 

outstanding concerns about the calculation of the SIPP’s funds split. 

 AJ Bell’s position in relation to complaint (d) is:- 

• It uses proprietary software to calculate the fund split which is business sensitive. 

That software is subject to frequent and rigorous testing. It is satisfied that the 

method used is correct and consistent with all clients. 

• There are various ways to calculate a fund split depending on a number of factors, 

which can give slightly different results, however they are all valid. The method is 

not prescribed and varies across the industry. 

• Mr E’s calculation matches the outcome provided by an internal spreadsheet AJ 

Bell uses, created by one of its actuaries. AJ Bell is confident that despite the 

difference, both the spreadsheet and software are accurate and robust. 

• In the case of the software, it takes account of each transaction that occurs, and 

fund growth, and apportions this between the crystallised and uncrystallised funds 
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as appropriate. Mr E’s calculation and AJ Bell’s spreadsheet cannot take this into 

account as it does not contain that data, and instead uses an estimated overall 

investment return. It is because the software uses much more detailed information 

which has resulted in the discrepancy. 

• The difference between Mr E’s calculation and AJ Bell’s software is 0.04%, which 

it considers to be a reasonable difference; a result of the different methodology 

used.  

• The SIPP is a product which relies on automation to a large extent, keeping costs 

low and reducing possible human error. There is no option for it to be by-passed 

and the Financial Conduct Authority requires it to apply consistent processes to all 

clients. Therefore, whilst Mr E may have concerns over the use of the software, it 

cannot make an exception in his case. 

 Mr E’s position is:- 

• His concerns over the fund split arose due to the March 2016 error that AJ Bell 

has acknowledged was incorrect. This demonstrates that the software is obviously 

fallible and therefore how can AJ Bell have confidence in the software.  

• Following that error, he has monitored the fund splits that have been provided to 

him, and which have never exactly matched his calculations. 

• In the course of his complaint he has received various explanations from AJ Bell 

about the discrepancies, but it admits that it does not have access to the software 

code or methodology. Given it does not have access to that information, how can 

its explanations be meaningful or reliable. 

• AJ Bell should be under an absolute obligation to justify its reliance on the 

software where it produces materially different results to its internal spreadsheet 

and his own results.  

• In the absence of such justification Mr E considers its explanations as simply 

wrong. 

• In these circumstances it would be very disappointing for the Ombudsman to 

accept the explanations provided. 

• Compensation is not the motivation for Mr E and would forego the offered £500 if 

AJ Bell appointed an independent actuary to investigate the matter.  

• The factors relied upon by AJ Bell to distinguish between the results are not a 

satisfactory explanation. Since Mr E went into drawdown, he has made no 

contributions and there are only two events that require a recalculation of the fund 

split, payment of a PCLS, triggering a BCE, and an income payment. 

• Mr E considers that the spreadsheet calculation is reliable and contains all the 

necessary data to calculate the correct fund split. AJ Bell has relied upon this 
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when revising his fund split, and therefore it clearly is possible to by-pass the 

system. 

Adjudicator’s Opinion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mr E did not accept the Adjudicator’s Opinion and the complaint was passed to me to 

consider. Mr E provided his further comments (summarised at paragraph 20 above) 

which do not change the outcome. I agree with the Adjudicator’s Opinion and I will 

therefore only respond to the key points made by Mr E for completeness. 

Ombudsman’s decision 
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 Therefore, I uphold complaints (a), (b) and (c), but I do not uphold complaint (d). 

Directions  

 

 
Anthony Arter 

Pensions Ombudsman 
17 September 2019 

 


