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Insurers look  
to the future

The global insurance industry convened in Singapore for the annual IIS congress. Nicholas Pratt was there… 

T he insurance industry could 
not be accused of a lack of ambition, 
judging by proceedings at the 
International Insurance Society’s 
(IIS) Global Insurance Forum in 
Singapore in June.

Among the subjects up for debate were the role 
that insurers could play in solving the problem of 
climate change, protecting the vulnerable from 
natural disasters and seeing off the challenge to 
insurers from digital upstarts.

However, after inviting a panel of risk managers 
to give their unadulterated views on the failings 
of insurers, the industry might be better served 
focusing on its core competencies such as contract 
certainty, before it looks to conquer either Silicon 
Valley or nature’s wrath.

A central feature of the event was the launch of 
the Insurance Development Forum (IDF), a working 
group of insurers and international bodies such as 
the United Nations (UN) and the World Bank, 
charged with helping to address the risks associated 
with climate change and closing the protection gap 
that exists in the developing world around natural 
catastrophes. 

The project may also help to improve the 
insurance industry’s reputation and its ability to 
communicate with other industries and sectors, an 
issue that it has struggled with to date.

“Insurance is misunderstood,” said Stephen 
Catlin, chairman of the IDF. “The rest of the world 
has not got a clue what we’re talking about and that 
is shared by governments and regulators, as well as 
individuals. We have not managed to communicate 
the value of insurance. We want to find a way 
forward, to use insurance as a way to make the world 
a better place.”

This view was shared by Rowan Douglas, 
founding co-chair of the IDF and chief executive, 
capital science and policy practice, Willis Towers 
Watson, when explaining how and why the IDF was 
set up. “The rest of the world may not understand 
our industry but we don’t understand the wider 
world as well as we should. We were not part of the 
agenda for addressing climate change.”

The vision for the IDF was born of a frustration, 
said Mr Douglas. “There were two communities that 
needed to understand each other but were barely 
talking at all, let alone at cross purposes.”

The other catalyst was the growing protection 
gap around natural catastrophes in the most 
vulnerable parts of the world, said Mr Douglas. 
Previous industry committees had failed to make 
much progress in addressing disaster risks, hence 
there was a need to bring in governments and bodies 
like the UN and the World Bank, said Mr Douglas. 
“It is not about supply. It is about generating 
demand.”

The IDF also received the backing of corporate 
risk managers during the conference after inviting 
the Pan-Asian Risk and Insurance Management 
Association (Parima) to participate. “We have a 
voice that should be heard and we can be a useful 
contributor,” said Parima chairman Franck Baron, 
speaking to Commercial Risk Asia.

While praising the IDF as a “wonderful 
initiative”, Mr Baron also called for a similar project 
aimed at corporations and companies. 

“In APAC, there is a poor penetration of 
insurance among corporates; for example, the 
adoption of business interruption in markets like 
Japan.” And greater insurance adoption among 
corporates will also help protect lives, said Mr Baron. 
“If corporates aren’t properly insured, it will affect 
people’s lives.”

“The reputation of the insurance industry is 
not great but it is a great industry and a great 
centre of knowledge about loss prevention and 

risk management, and can help governments. The 
Parima membership includes a large number of 
corporates but also government and municipal 
bodies and other public sector groups. The key 
phrase is public-private partnerships,” said Mr 
Baron.

For the first time, the IIS annual event featured 
a panel of risk managers, drawn largely from 
the Parima membership. The event, billed as a 
presentation from the buyers’ perspective, was a long 
overdue development, admitted IIS president Mike 
Morrissey. 

However, as panel moderator and Parima chief 
executive Steve Tunstall clarified at the outset, few 
risk managers like to be known as ‘buyers’ and 
prefer to be seen as risk and insurance managers. 
“We have a good idea of what insurance can and 
cannot do,” said Mr Tunstall. “We would like to 
know what insurance can do in the future, because 
our companies move pretty quickly but insurance 
companies do not.”

The concern among risk managers is that 
insurers are failing to keep pace with developments 
in the corporate world and lack vision and 
innovation. “Where’s our Steve Jobs?” asked Mr 
Tunstall. “Who’s going to lead us to the next level? 
It’s pretty hard to see at the moment.”

To illustrate his point, Mr Tunstall talked of the 
various inroads being made by non-insurers into the 
consumer market – the likes of Daniel Schreiber, 
founder of Lemonade, which is billed as the world’s 
first peer-to-peer insurance carrier.

By using behavioural science and data analysis, 
companies like New York-based Lemonade are 
looking to displace the incumbent insurers in 
personal lines like motor and home insurance. The 
company is still to launch but has received sizeable 
backing from venture capital, more than $13m at 
last count, and also has reinsurance in place from 
the likes of Berkshire Hathaway, Lloyd’s, Hiscox and 
Munich Re. All it needs now is an insurance licence.

Meanwhile, other non-insurer challengers  
in Asia are already demonstrating that other vital 
quality needed for an effective insurance business 
– scale. Mr Tunstall also cited the success of Jack 
Lam, owner of Chinese conglomerate Alibaba, which 
managed to sell more than 100 million policies in 
one day – China’s famous Singles Day festival, where 

the unattached demonstrate their pride at being  
single by engaging in a retail blitz for 24 hours.

And then there is Ebaotech, an insurance 
software provider that, when looking to procure 
a back-office processing vendor, stipulated that to 
even get on the tender list, vendors had to be able to 
process a minimum of 50,000 transactions a minute.

This is not to suggest that insurers are not aware 
of the impact of technology on their industry. As the 
IIS event illustrated, many insurers are all too aware 
of the effect of new technology on the personal lines 
market, such as driverless cars and auto insurance, or 
so-called smart homes and house insurance.

But too few are considering the impact of 
technology on the corporate world, said Guan Seng 
Khoo, director, risk management, Changi Airports 
International. 

“The Internet of Things (IoT) is primarily 
designed for homes but what happens when it is 
expanded to companies? Can you imagine the types 
of exposures that will come up if there is, say, a 
shopping centre that is connected to the IoT? I don’t 
think insurers have thought enough about this,” he 
said.

regional demands
Asian risk managers are also concerned about 
international insurers’ ability to cater for their 
regional demands, said Parima’s Mr Baron: “The 
vast majority of our insurance placement is not done 
through Asia because there is not the right level of 
expertise. That is a sad fact.”

Mr Baron’s view was shared by his fellow Parima 
members on the panel. “Traditionally, insurers will 
look to London first and Singapore second,” said 
Saurabh Verma, chief insurance officer at Reliance 
Industries. “For example, there are plenty of 
products on the property side but once it becomes 
sophisticated, it gets referred back to London and 
that is time consuming.”

The risk managers also bemoaned the lack of 
organisation among many of their insurers when 
it came to issuing new policies. For all the talk of 
innovation and efficiency from insurers, many of 
them are still incapable of providing a fully worded 
policy before a loss is suffered by the buyer, said Mr 
Baron.

Consequently, many corporates are left with 
little contract certainty, which can result in lengthy 
court cases when a claim is made and the policy 
is not enacted, according to Parima member and 
fellow panellist Supaporn Chatchaisaeng, senior vice 
president, Insurance Office, CP Group.

The gulf in understanding between insurers 
and their clients was further demonstrated in the 
questions from the floor that followed the panel 
discussion. One insurer in the audience attempted to 
explain the delay in providing cover as a result of the 
complexity and multiple parties involved in placing 
large corporate risks.

Just make sure you have paid the premiums and 
have some documentation and you will be covered 
should it go to an arbitration panel, he said. But, 
as corporate risk managers know, claims dogged by 
contract uncertainty are rarely resolved so easily. 

And, as Mr Tunstall said: “Why are we talking 
about arbitration panels? I thought this was a 
partnership between insurers and risk managers, not 
a one-sided deal.”

Hopefully, the IIS will decide to repeat the risk 
manager panel in its 2017 Global Insurance Forum 
in London. Should it do so, it will be informative to 
see how much progress has been made and if the 
discussion can centre on positive developments and 
meeting future needs rather than ensuring basic 
needs such as contract certainty and fair treatment 
are met.

Mike Morrissey
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