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USS offers DB and DC pensions –
what’s the difference?

Defined benefit (DB) pensions
Members are promised a set amount of pension benefits, based on their salary and length of service, 
which are (broadly) inflation-proofed.

Defined contribution (DC) pensions
Members are not promised a set amount of pension benefits. The total amount of benefits members 
receive will depend on how much they and their employers contribute, the level of charges applied, 
and how well the pension scheme's investments perform in the global money markets.

USS offers DB pensions for all up to the salary of £59,585.72 and DC pensions on salary above 
this.  This gives members the best of both worlds.

DB benefits provide certainty whereas DC benefits provide flexibility and more choice.
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USS is one of the UK’s very best pensions
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Why join USS?

• USS offers a secure monthly payment in retirement for the rest of your life. 

• You also get a tax-free lump sum on retirement (x3 annual pension)

• Payments to your partner and children if you die before retiring (x3 annual income as lump sum and 

pension for life to your spouse or civil partner)
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What is a valuation?

• A valuation is an assessment of a pension scheme’s financial health. 

• It is a legal requirement for all defined benefit (DB) pension schemes to carry out a valuation at 
least once every three years.

• When a scheme has a deficit, additional contributions are needed to get the funding back on 
track or the benefits on offer need to change.  

• USS currently estimates the deficit of the scheme ranges is as high as £17 billion.

• Your pension is safe: members’ pensions built up before the valuation date are protected by law 
and won’t be affected by any changes.
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Financial impact of Covid-19
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Real terms student funding drop in Scotland
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Employers’ commitment – contribution levels
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Employers’ commitment – staff spend
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Employers’ commitment 

• Employers want USS to continue to be an attractive employee benefit – offering a valuable and 
market leading private sector pension providing a comfortable retirement for our people.

• Continue to analyse and challenge the USS’ approach to the valuation.

• Difficult decisions will need to be made – employers are unable to pay more than they currently do. 

• Opt-out rates are a concern, particularly among early career staff.

• Employers want to hear the views of all staff – including those opting out – on how we can create 
an inclusive, sustainable and attractive scheme.
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What’s new with this valuation?

Constructive talks involving UCU, UUK and USS have led to closer working including:

• A new scheme purpose and shared valuation principles. 

• New valuation methodology.

• Commitments to greater transparency from all.

• Increased levels of engagement and visibility from USS Trustees.
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In summary

• USS is a valuable pension scheme. 

• Long-term challenging environment for pension schemes and real terms fall in income from 
students. 

• Made worse by financial impact of Covid-19.

• USS has set very high prices to maintain current benefits in the 2020 valuation.

• Discussions will then take place between UCU and UUK on potential changes to the scheme.  Your 
pensions built up to date are secure and can’t be changed.

• Employers want to hear from all staff on how the scheme could best work for you.
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