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If he retires from Sunsuper with the badge of chief 
economist on his business card, Brian Parker proclaims 
he will be a happy man.

The first person to carry the illustrious title at Sunsuper, 
Parker recognises he is one of a rare yet important 
breed at not-for-profit superannuation funds, writes 
Darren Snyder.
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A lbeit unfair, economists have a reputation for being as dull as 
all get out.

Sunsuper chief economist Brian Parker believes this large gener-
alisation is simply not true. An avid public speaker in a career that 
spans almost 25 years, Parker says there are many economists who 
are exceptionally smart yet also possess the critical talent of being a 
good communicator.

He is quick to point out that economists often analyse and discuss 
the same issues that are on the front page of newspapers every day. 
The news played a major role in Brian’s decision to enter the world 
of economics.   

Economists as communicators
As a teenager Parker admits he was a “political junkie” and it natu-
rally led to a keen interest in economics.

“I was really in to politics. You’ve got to remember this was back in 
the 1980s when Bob Hawke and Paul Keating came in to power and 
they proceeded to turn the economy on its head,” Parker says.

“If you were interested in politics you inevitably had to have a pass-
ing interest in economics. All these debates about floating the dollar 
and deregulating the financial system, and later cutting tariffs and 
deregulating the labour market, this was all front page news and part 
of the policy debate. These issues were really important.”

It is Parker’s belief that economists should have views on these 
types of issues and share them, especially being in his privileged po-
sition at Sunsuper. He says where appropriate the $33 billion fund 
has a responsibility to contribute to the economic debate because the 
issues are important for the long-term running of the country as well 
as members’ retirement savings.   

Parker says he owes Sunsuper’s one million members the courtesy 
of telling them what the super fund is doing with their money and 
“why we’re doing it.” His aim is to explain investment ideas in the 
most common sense way possible.

“I’m a great believer the best investment ideas and investment 
thinking can be explained in plain English,” Parker says.

“In fact if you have an investment idea that you can’t explain to 
somebody in plain English, it tends to ring alarm bells and probably 
says it wasn’t a great idea to begin with.

“A lot of investment thinking and a lot economics is glorified com-
mon sense and should be explained in such a mundane sort of way.”

A day in the life  
As much as it is important for an economist to be a good commu-
nicator, Parker warns a tool such as the mobile phone can be deadly 
“because it means you’re never off.”

“That’s fine if you get paid to be never off. It’s not a nine-to-five 
job. You’re always thinking about world markets and world events, 
you know, how things are faring in China, Greece or wherever. You 
can think about that day or night or any time really,” Parker says.

“I get up in the morning and I read the overnight research, look 
at what’s happened to the markets and just get ready for the various 
morning meetings we have.”

Sunsuper will generally hold a weekly meeting to talk about market 
developments which then progresses in to the weekly investment rec-
ommendations meeting.

“In that markets meeting myself and Alistair Sloan – who runs our 
dynamic asset allocation – he and I run that meeting. We’re not really 
in the running commentary business. It’s really trying to focus on key 
events and key issues,” Parker says.

“We have a weekly investments recommendation committee which 
basically is the key internal meeting, so I sit in and have a vote on that. 
We look at research papers, investment proposals are presented and 
challenged – it’s a very good forum.”

Parker explains they’re a super fund, not a trading desk and that 
“we’re investing people’s money for the longer term. Superannuation 
is everybody’s longest term asset.”
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Sunsuper is a multi-manager whereby as-
set allocation decisions are made internally, 
and manager appointment decisions are 
made internally. Sunsuper does use a range 
of external advisers “but basically the buck 
stops with us.”

“We have a preference for active manage-
ment but if we can’t find decent active man-
agers and decent fees then we’re quite happy 
to use passive alternatives. We’re not dog-
matic about this,” Parker says.

The NAB connection
Sunsuper’s investment team has gone 
through a major transition in the last year. 
The industry fund first announced Parker’s 
appointment as chief economist in May 
2015, shortly before saying farewell to retir-
ing chief investment officer David Hartley in 
August.

In 2016, Sunsuper’s investment team is 
headed by former JANA chief executive Ian 
Patrick, who left the National Australia Bank 

The quote

If we can’t find decent 
active managers and 
decent fees then we’re 
quite happy to use 
passive alternatives.

(NAB) owned asset consultancy to replace Hartley. Before arriving 
at Sunsuper, Parker was head of portfolio specialists group at NAB 
Asset Management and had close ties with MLC.

Looking from the outside in, the rare move to employ both a chief 
economist and chief investment officer at a not-for-profit fund seems 
in line with the assembled team’s recent retail background.

Parker says there were two main factors that made the Sunsuper 
role appealing.   

“One is to help out in the investment side, to sit in on the decision 
making bodies internally and have a say in investment decisions as 
part of a team,” Parker says.

“The other half of the role is to get out and communicate. To re-
ally keep members, corporate superannuation managers, investment 
policy committees of corporate super plans we look after, and the 
media informed about our views of the world and what we’re doing 
in portfolios and why we’re doing them.”

He was approached by a recruitment firm for the chief economist’s 
position and said there was an added attraction in working for the 
profit-for-members sector.

“All we do is manage superannuation end-to-end. You’re not in 
an organisation where you’re competing for attention with a business 
bank, a retail bank or insurance firm or whatever – all you do is super. 
That’s very appealing,” Parker says.

Joining the MLC investment management and multi-manager 
business in 2006, Parker says the role was meant to be partly invest-
ment-based and lots of public speaking. A typical week included trav-
elling to regional New South Wales for client seminars, coming back 
to Sydney and then flying interstate to speak to investment boards. At 
one stage Parker was doing about 150 presentations a year. 

“The investment angle shrank over time because it became almost 
a full-time communications role and I didn’t think that was ideal for 
me. There were some nice, smart people over there but the chance to 
get back and be involved in the investment side and do the communi-
cations, I thought was very appealing,” Parker says.

Parker’s career started at the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) in 
the international department where he spent two years. He says the 
RBA was a great training ground.

He then moved in to a range of roles that started in fixed interest 
and fixed income with the old Rothschild Asset Management busi-
ness, then with J.P. Morgan alongside a move to Melbourne.

“That role became a role with Citigroup because J.P. Morgan sold 
their Australian investment business to the Travelers Group (US) 
which in turn became Citigroup once they swallowed up Citibank as 
well,” Parker says.

“I pretty much did the same job for nine years and had nine dif-
ferent business cards. [During that time] I did lots and lots of com-
municating and lots of presenting to all matters of audiences about all 
matters of things but mainly on investments.”

Now at Sunsuper, Parker says scale was another telling factor in 
joining the industry super fund.

“Not having a shareholder at your feet can be a big advantage. If 
we charge 40 to 45 basis points for investments – all of that can go 
towards delivering investment returns,” Parker says.

“It does give you an edge but the scale also gives you and edge of 
negotiating better fee outcomes for members. When you’re dealing 
with international fund managers and you can negotiate on fees it’s 
very powerful.” fs


