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Common Misconceptions About Superannuation in Australia

Superannuation is one of the most significant financial assets most Australians will ever own, yet it remains one of
the least understood. Despite being a cornerstone of retirement planning and a compulsory part of the workforce
since the early 1990s, many Australians are unclear about how their super works, what affects its growth, and how
to make the most of it.

This lack of understanding has real-world consequences, from lost super accounts to inadequate retirement
savings. Below, we explore some of the most common misconceptions about superannuation and examine why
the knowledge gap persists.

“Superannuation is just like a savings account”
Super is often mistaken for a simple savings account where money is deposited and stored until retirement. In
reality, superannuation is an investment vehicle, typically invested in a mix of assets such as shares, property, fixed
interest, and cash. Superannuation also provides significant tax concessions on investment returns, where
earnings are subject to tax at 10-15%, compared with Marginal Tax
Rates outside of superannuation which are often much higher through
the ‘accumulation’ phases of life.

This misunderstanding can cause people to overlook investment
choice and risk, two factors that have a major impact on long-term ,
returns. For example, leaving your balance in a “default” or conservative
fund for decades could significantly reduce your retirement savings
potential.

“My employer contributions are enough for retirement”

One of the most widespread misconceptions is that Superannuation Guarantee (SG) contributions, which are
currently 12% of your employment income (as at FY25/26), will automatically deliver a comfortable retirement. It is
common for Australians to move through life without figuring out exactly how much income they’ll need to live a
comfortable retirement. Without formulating a goal, how can they plan for it?

While SG contributions form a solid foundation, factors such as international travel, career breaks, reduced
working hours, rising life expectancy, and investment performance all influence your final balance. For many
Australians, compulsory contributions alone may not be sufficient to provide for their retirement plans. Voluntary
contributions and proactive management are often needed to close the gap.

“When | retire, | just withdraw my super and that’s it”
A surprising amount of Australians don’t actually know what happens to their super when they retire. Many
assume they just withdraw their entire balance as a lump sum, while others think their money simply stays where
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itis. At retirement (typically once you’ve reached your preservation age and retirement condition of release), you
can:

1) Take your super as a lump sum.

2) Convertitinto a retirementincome stream — keeping your money invested, allowing it to continue growing
while providing you with regular, tax-free retirement payments.

3) Use acombination of both of the above, or leave the balance in super.

What many people don’t realise is that once your super becomes a retirement income stream, you can keep your
balance invested for continued growth, and it typically remains tax-free (both on earnings and withdrawals, once
over age 60). This can make a significant difference to your overall retirement strategy and the longevity of your
funds.

In short, your super doesn’t have to stop growing just because you’ve stopped working. With the right strategy, it
can continue to support you, and even your loved ones, for decades to come. Because everyone’s circumstances
and goals are different, from lifestyle needs to estate planning, it’s crucial to seek professional financial advice
before deciding how to access your super.

“All super funds are basically the same”

Not all super funds are created equal. Fees, performance,
insurance options, and investment strategies vary widely.
According to data from the Australian Prudential Regulation
Authority (APRA) and the ATO, the difference between a high-
performing and a low-performing fund can translate into
hundreds of thousands of dollars at retirement. Despite this,
many Australians remain in default funds without comparing | | | | | | ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘

options, often due to confusion or perceived complexity. il I I I | | | |

34 35 36 37 33 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65
Age

200k

600k

Balance

To put this into perspective, through moneysmart.gov.au, we

have assumed a 35-year-old has $110,000 within their super = Yourfund

fund, and employment income of $100,000 per annum (SG Estimated super balance (ncluding fees)(age o5 $770,694
contributions of 12%). This chart shows a present value e e

comparison on an investment return of 7% pa versus 8% pa Alternative fund

until the age of 65 (administration fees of 0.08% have been Eetimated super balance (including fees) (age 65: $952,606
applied to both scenarios). Fees paid: 44,844

“My employer is managing my super for me”

Another misconception is that employers are responsible for ensuring an employee’s super performs well. In truth,
an employer’s obligation largely ends once the SG contribution is made. From that point, it’s the employee’s
responsibility to choose the right fund, monitor fees, and make informed decisions.
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Why the knowledge gap exists

The persistence of these misconceptions points to a deeper issue: a systemic knowledge gap in Australia’s
financial literacy landscape. Several factors contribute to this:

e Complexity of the System — Superannuation involves layered rules around tax concessions, contribution
caps, preservation age, and withdrawal conditions. Frequent legislative changes add to the confusion,
making it difficult for everyday Australians to keep up.

e Limited Financial Education — Financial literacy is not a core part of the Australian school curriculum. As a
result, most people enter the workforce with little understanding of how superannuation or compound
investing works.

e Low Engagement Until Later in Life — Because superannuation is inaccessible until at least age 60 (for
most), it tends to feel intangible or irrelevant to younger workers. Engagement typically spikes only as
retirement nears, by which time opportunities for compounding growth may have been missed.

Final thoughts
Superannuation is far more than a retirement savings account, it’s a powerful wealth-building tool. Yet
misconceptions and limited understanding continue to hold many Australians back from making the most of it.

By engaging early and seeking qualified advice, you can take control of your super and build a clearer path toward
financial independence. A licensed financial adviser can help you understand your options, avoid costly mistakes,
and tailor a strategy that supports the lifestyle you want, both before and after retirement. The sooner you start, the
greater your opportunity to turn small, smart decisions today into a comfortable and confident retirement
tomorrow.

This article is intended to provide general information only and does not constitute personal financial advice. It has been
prepared without taking into account your individual objectives, financial situation, or needs. Before making any financial
decisions or changes to your superannuation, you should consider seeking advice from a licensed financial adviser.



