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For decades, the investment industry has been built around 
a relatively simple objective: wealth accumulation. Portfolio 
construction, product innovation and distribution have all 
focused on growing the retirement pot as much as possible.

The more complex phase begins at retirement, when accumulated assets 
must be converted into sustainable, resilient and personalised income. At that 
point, success is no longer defined by pot size alone, but by the ability to fund 
real-life outcomes over an uncertain horizon.

Yet decumulation is still often treated as accumulation with lower risk and 
withdrawals attached. In reality, it is a fundamentally different problem 
requiring a different design philosophy.

The opportunity is to move beyond better retirement products and build a 
reusable architecture that translates each person’s objectives, constraints 
and tolerances into a personalised mix of income, liquidity, growth and 
protection components.

The problem is not that existing products are poorly designed; many are 
sensible responses to specific risks. The problem is that retirement is not a 
single risk. It is a changing set of trade-offs between spending today, 
preserving flexibility, protecting against adverse markets, maintaining 
purchasing power and ensuring income lasts for life.

The next generation of decumulation solutions must therefore combine 
investment design, behavioural support, advice, governance and technology. 
They need to be robust enough to operate institutionally, but flexible enough to 
feel personal to the retiree.
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Key takeaways:
	� Decumulation is fundamentally different from 
accumulation. Retirement success is no longer about 
maximising portfolio value, but sustainably funding 
income, flexibility and spending needs over an 
uncertain lifetime.

	� No single retirement product can solve every challenge. 
Effective decumulation requires balancing competing 
objectives such as income, growth, liquidity, longevity 
protection and personal circumstances as they evolve.

	� The future lies in personalised, system-based retirement 
solutions. AI, governance, advice and modular 
investment components can work together to deliver 
scalable, individualised retirement outcomes.
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The Future of Decumulation

The challenge: a system built for accumulation, not decumulation
Accumulation is, at its core, a single-objective optimisation problem:

	� Maximise risk-adjusted returns over time
	� Manage volatility within acceptable bounds
	� Maintain diversification

Key objective before retirement: maximise the value of the retirement pot

Inputs
Contributions

Time horizon

Market exposure

Accumulation focus
Grow assets as much as possible

Manage risk as volatility

Measure success by pot size

Outcome
Larger retirement pot

More options at retirement

Retirement changes that objective. Investors no longer measure success purely by portfolio value, but by their ability to 
fund outcomes across an uncertain life horizon.

The move from working life into retirement therefore changes the portfolio problem in three ways. First, the investor is 
drawing from the asset base rather than adding to it. Second, the order of returns matters more because poor markets 
early in retirement can permanently impair future income. Third, the investor’s objectives become more personal: two 
people with the same pot size may need very different solutions depending on health, spending needs, housing wealth, 
tax position, family circumstances and tolerance for uncertainty.

Retirees must simultaneously navigate multiple, interacting challenges:
	■ Generating consistent and predictable income
	■ Maintaining purchasing power in the face of inflation
	■ Managing sequence risk
	■ Retaining flexibility for evolving life events
	■ Ensuring built-in focus on longevity - the confidence not to outlive their assets.

One key objective before retirement, many after

Accumulation has a single measure of success; decumulation has several, and they compete

PRE-RETIREMENT POST-RETIREMENT

Core objective — measured by portfolio value 5 objectives — competing, with no single measure

Income Growth Flexibility Inflation 
cover Longevity

At retirement the question shifts from “how big is the pot?” to “how well does it meet several needs at once?”

Source: Janus Henderson Investors. For illustrative purposes only.

Saver Retiree

Higher 
savings
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Why today’s solutions only go part of the way
Most existing solutions solve a specific part of the retirement problem. Annuities provide security, drawdown preserves 
control, target-date funds simplify the journey. Collective DC (CDC) aims to spread risk. Each has merit, but none fully 
resolves the trade-offs between income certainty, flexibility, growth, liquidity and longevity protection.

Approach
Longevity
protection

Flexibility &
capital access Personalised Growth Where it falls short

Target-date glidepath None High Cohort De-risks Optimises accumulation, then stops — 
exactly where lifetime income is needed.

Collective DC (CDC) Pooled Low None Smoothed A single smoothed cohort income — no 
individual pot, control, choice or bequest.

Managed drawdown 
(eg. Fix & Flex) Later-life Medium Limited Yes A strong default, but one fund journey for all 

— not tailored to the individual.

Deferred annuity & pool Strong Low Low Limited Buys longevity certainty by surrendering 
flexibility, growth and estate value.

Source: Janus Henderson Investors. For illustrative purposes only.

The implication is clear: retirement cannot be solved by a single fund, a single product wrapper or a single default 
pathway.

The more important question is how to balance competing objectives dynamically as markets, needs and personal 
circumstances change.

From pooled pathways to personalised outcomes
This is why a single pooled solution can be efficient but incomplete. Pooling can reduce cost, simplify governance and 
make implementation scalable. But when members differ materially, a single average pathway inevitably embeds 
compromises. It may be too cautious for one retiree, too risky for another, too rigid for someone with irregular spending 
needs and too generic for someone with other assets or guaranteed income elsewhere.

The central design question is therefore how to retain the strengths of pooling—scale, oversight, repeatability and cost 
control—while allowing the outcome to vary meaningfully by individual. That is the gap a new decumulation architecture 
needs to fill.

Rethinking the retirement journey
Retirement should not be viewed as a single, static phase.

Instead, it is more accurately characterised as a multi-stage journey, in which:
	■ Early retirement may emphasise growth and flexibility
	■ Mid-retirement may prioritise income stability and inflation protection
	■ Later stages may focus on capital preservation and simplicity

A single portfolio construct is unlikely to remain aligned throughout this journey as priorities, risks and spending 
needs evolve.

This is why retirement design must be dynamic. The same retiree may initially value flexibility, travel and lifestyle 
spending; later, stability, healthcare provision and simplicity may become more important. Markets can also force 
adaptation after poor returns, high inflation or unexpected withdrawals.
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The solution: from products to systems
Once retirement is understood as a changing journey rather than a static product problem, the required shift becomes 
clear: from product-led thinking to system-level design.

A product-centric approach asks, “What strategy can deliver retirement income?” A system-oriented approach asks, 
“How should objectives, risks and time horizons interact to produce the outcomes retirees actually need?”

If the answer to decumulation is simply “the same portfolio, plus withdrawals”, the industry is not solving the retirement 
problem; it is relabelling accumulation. Delivering better outcomes at scale will require advice, governance, technology 
and risk-sharing to work as one integrated system.

From one pooled average to a portfolio built around each person

Source: Janus Henderson Investors. For illustrative purposes only.

In practical terms, that system should combine an income engine, liquidity sleeve, growth allocation and protection layer, 
governed by rules that adapt withdrawals and risk as circumstances change.

The emerging model is closer to a personalised operating system than a single portfolio. A common front end gathers 
the individual’s goals, retirement age, income requirement, other assets, tax position, risk capacity and preferences. A 
decumulation engine then translates those inputs into a unique mix of sleeves for that person, while still using 
institutional building blocks, central governance, trade netting and scalable implementation.

Future model: one engine, individual mixes at scale

Client inputs
Goals

Balance
Risk appetite
Other income

Tax / rules
Life events

AI front end
Guides

Explains
Captures intent

Keeps engagement 
simple

Optimisation engine
Models trade-offs

Sets sleeve weights
Tests sustainability

Applies rules

Retirement sleeves
Liquidity
Income
Growth

Longevity protection

Personal outcome
Different mix for each 

retiree
Rebalanced over time
Scalable governance

Source: Janus Henderson Investors. For illustrative purposes only.

The important point is that personalisation does not need to mean bespoke portfolio management in the traditional 
sense. The investment building blocks can remain standardised. The platform can still operate with central controls, 
approved models, clear guardrails and auditable governance. The personalisation sits in the weighting, sequencing and 
adjustment of those building blocks around the individual’s circumstances.

TODAY — BUILT TO THE AVERAGE TOMORROW — MASS CUSTOMISATION

ONE POOLED 
DEFAULT

Sold as a product choice — same glidepath, 
same drawdown rate, same answer for everyone.

Same four building blocks — liquidity, income, 
growth and inflation, longevity — blended in each 

person’s own proportions.

Liquidity Income Growth & Inflation Longevity

The design question is not how to build a better average, but how to build around the person.



The Future of Decumulation

Page 6 of 7

The missing layer: scaling advice and portfolio construction through AI
A system-based approach to retirement is conceptually compelling—but it introduces a practical challenge: how do we 
deliver personalised, multi-objective decision-making at scale?

Today, access to ongoing, tailored advice remains limited, leaving many individuals to navigate complex retirement 
decisions alone. That creates a structural barrier to any model that depends on dynamic trade-offs and continuous 
adjustment.

This is where technology—and specifically AI—becomes critical.

AI can become the connective layer across that system: helping clients understand trade-offs, supporting advisers with 
scenario modelling and allowing portfolios to be adjusted more continuously.

In that model, AI is not a replacement for fiduciary oversight or professional advice. Its role is to make the system 
usable: translating client preferences into structured inputs, explaining trade-offs in plain language, monitoring when 
circumstances change and helping advisers or providers scale judgement across a much larger population.

This is the distinction between automation and orchestration. Automation makes a task cheaper or faster. Orchestration 
connects multiple tasks—engagement, advice, portfolio construction, income management, risk control and 
governance—into one coherent retirement journey.

What needs to change?
	■ Stop treating drawdown as accumulation plus withdrawals.
	■ Start defining success in terms of income resilience and funded outcomes, not just portfolio value.
	■ Build modular components (income, liquidity, growth, protection) with clear roles and explicit trade-offs.
	■ Govern the journey with simple rules and triggers that adapt as life stages and markets change.
	■ Measure outcomes using a small set of client-relevant metrics (income stability, inflation-adjusted spending power, 

and downside sustainability).

Conclusion: owning the outcome
The industry has spent decades perfecting the machinery of accumulation. The next challenge is to build the 
machinery of retirement: a system that makes trade-offs transparent, adapts through time and delivers outcomes 
that feel personal without abandoning scale.

Decumulation cannot be fixed inside the current accumulation architecture. The next phase is to design for 
outcomes first and invest for them second: portfolios become components, technology becomes the 
personalisation layer and governance keeps each plan aligned as markets and lives change. That is the shift from 
manufacturing retirement products to owning retirement outcomes.

There is no assurance that the investment process will consistently lead to successful investing. The above are the team's views and should not be construed as 
advice and may not reflect other opinions in the organisation. The views are subject to change without notice.
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