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INTRODUCTION

The insurance industry as a whole is lagging behind most other industries 
in the digital transition, according to experts from a wide range of industry 
positions and backgrounds. Insurers know that digital represents an oppor-
tunity to reduce service costs and meet consumer service demands, but 
there is a slow adoption progress.

In particular, the corporate insurance business seems to shy away from digi-
tal go-to-market campaigns. There is hope, however, as the consumer-fac-
ing side of the industry has pushed services and apps that allow people 
to communicate quicker, get information faster, and even make claims. 
That applies when the carrier is communicating directly with the customer, 
though intermediaries increase the complexity of this interaction.

Business-facing insurers now must decide how much to follow the B2C side 
as well as other B2B industries in their digital transition and decide what 
areas need a unique approach. The digital side is important because it gives 
insurers a chance to tell their story to customers and intermediaries, but a 
slow rollout may mean that stories are too late to have a chance to resonate 
with targets.

By and large, the insurance arena has a lot of work to do. The good news 
is that the experts we’ve spoken with think that there is sufficient existing 
technology, executive buy-in and enough time left that insurers can still 
capitalize on the benefits of digital technology.

“The industry has to change because the world we live in is changing. Insurance 
carriers and risk management solution providers, especially in the corporate 
space, have not yet done enough to understand and leverage the value of digi-
tal engagement. The companies that figure out how to create digital value and 
a broader co-creation of value with intermediaries are going to have a signifi-
cant advantage over the competition,” said Peter Linn, Senior Vice President 
- Head of Business Development, AXA MATRIX. 

“Legacy systems that carriers have been using for years are not able to match 
the demands of the newest technology platforms for product services, delivery, 
administration and other functions,” notes Michael Martocci, Head of Sales 
Distribution in the Northeast Region for Allstate. “The challenge used to be 
how to migrate all data to new systems. Now, insurers have moved from asking 
‘What do I do?’ to ‘Who do I choose to do it with?’”

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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DOES DIGITAL INSURANCE MEAN COMMODITIZATION?

Digital technology has forced many industries into the commoditization of 
their products, and much of the insurance industry will follow suit. While 
technology will leave some insurers no choice as they work to keep up with 
competitors, the digital shift doesn’t mean that commoditization will be 
harmful to the industry as a whole.

This is no longer a conversation of good versus bad; it’s a conversation of 
when this inevitable process will happen. Carriers, brokers, consumers and 
everyone impacted by the market need to prepare for it. Insurers must look 
forward, our experts say, to create either a positive or a challenging environ-
ment; it’s all about preparation.

“Depending on how we can communicate and focus our value proposition to 
best align with the customer’s strategic needs, we have an advantage in the 
transaction, even under commoditization-like circumstances,” said Linn.

People are already making decisions solely online for their personal insur-
ance and they’re comfortable with that. Many customers see it as a posi-
tive online trend and feel that it is a sales process that works for them. 
Carriers have to meet customers where the demand is, and that may mean 
commoditization.

Our experts noted that commoditization is something that every carrier 
does to some extent, but also something that every carrier wants to avoid 
to some extent. Commoditization isn’t where real competition happens 
and most insurers prefer to be in a value-oriented space. The goal must be 
to create a way, even in some areas where commoditization happens, to 
create value and differentiate through education.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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Strategic plans need to be put in place, and many have been in the past 
few years. So, when technology does begin to change the landscape to a 
greater degree than what it is now, these carriers will be ready. Those with-
out plans will be scrambling and run the risk of many process and delivery 
system problems

THE COMMODITIZATION GAMBLE

The goal of all the constituents in the market is to commoditize employee 
benefits, financial service products and others in order to drive down costs. 
If possible, companies want to pass on these savings to the customer.

Savings are being identified, but not yet acted upon and achieved.

“Aggressive steps have been taken to reach the savings goal, but I do not 
think the industry has yet experienced this goal in any measureable way,” said 
Martocci. “What is happening is that product providers – insurance carriers, 
health insurance carriers, voluntary benefits carriers – are forecasting commod-
itization is going to occur and that costs like benefit administration and distribu-
tion are going to decrease.”

Many players in the space are making educated guesses. The plan is to 
financially model these savings and pass them on to current customers, 
with the hope that they will experience decreased costs in the near future.

“I think it’s going to be interesting in the next two or three years to see if carriers 
have made the right bet,” said Martocci.

FOLLOWING OTHER B2B INDUSTRIES

Corporate and business insurance customers are performing more research 
online before they contact representatives – even intermediaries. This is 
a trend other B2B industries have already experienced. For carriers this 
means the area of the sales funnel where they have direct control is being 
reduced while the initial lead into the sales funnel is getting larger and 
more complex.

This is especially true for small businesses where the principal is often 
making the purchase. Their first step is discovery, and that’s the first oppor-
tunity for insurers.

“Whether it’s organic or paid, we want to be there when they start searching,” 
said Hunter Hoffmann, Head of U.S. Communications at Hiscox. “That’s part 
of an integrated marketing campaign featuring media outreach, social media 
channels, pay-per-click ads and other tools. We want to reach people who are 
in that process and help educate them on what small businesses should look 

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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for when they buy insurance and how they can address the risks specific to their 
particular industry.”

Carriers should look to established best practices from other industries who 
experienced this shift years ago. Some of the top recommendations from 
these industries that our experts also noted include:

 ■ Publish consistently around insurance for each specific product line. 

 ■ Provide additional information. For small businesses, post not just 
about insurance but all aspects of running, building and growing a 
small business.

 ■ Give insurance tips that help customers get the right protection and 
position the carrier as a partner of safety.

Insurers can win over digital denizens by serving as a major source of 
knowledge. This builds trust and makes sales pitches more convincing. If 
customers know a brand does more than just a sales call, the brand is kept 
in better standing.

DON’T RUSH INTO B2C MINDSETS

Many carriers are feeling pressured to follow the consumer-facing insurers 
with a bevy of digital products, but this isn’t right for everyone. This is espe-
cially true for corporate insurers because pushing heavily into those digital 
channels can harm existing relationships.

“When we’re talking about insurance, we have to remember that it’s B-to-I-to-B, 
not always B to C. What I mean by that is, usually 95% of the corporate insur-
ance business in North America, is transacted through an intermediary (I),” said 
Linn. “It’s quite uncommon in the corporate space for the insurer to go directly 
to the customer for either risk transfer or services. Using an intermediary is the 
nature of the corporate insurance model, and we do not see a major shift away 
from this reality.”

The intermediary adds a layer of complexity for creating a digital service 
and making it compelling. Not only do carriers have to be able to tell a 
good story that the customer hears, but they also have to tell a good story 
that the intermediary hears. And the intermediary may not have the same 
drivers that the customer has.

At the end of the day, the intermediary wants to make themselves look 
good. Whatever the story or pitch the carrier makes must factor in the inter-
mediary component because that’s just the nature of the business, and that 
makes storytelling just a little bit more challenging.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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CREATING VALUE WITH INTERMEDIARIES

Intermediaries are strong repositories of consumer information and they 
can also be leveraged as a top asset to expanding reach, product density 
and value. To take full advantage of these options, carriers will need to 
consider intermediaries as more of a partner.

Historically there has been a somewhat adversarial relationship between 
carriers and intermediaries, but our experts noted that this is changing. 
There may still be tension, but opportunities exist to work with intermediar-
ies who are embracing digital as a way to differentiate.

“The co-creation of value with the customer, from both the carrier and interme-
diary, is where the mutually beneficial relationship starts,” said Linn. “The inter-
mediary is only willing to work on a joint value proposition if they are included in 
the proposition and there is value in it for them. The intermediary has to benefit 
from this.”

Every intermediary works with many different carriers. If I’m one of those 
carriers, I don’t want to give away my value and have it shown to other 
carriers because it diminishes my competitive advantage.

On the other hand, the intermediary, because they deal with many carriers 
and markets, cannot be viewed as if they play favorites. They can’t be seen 
to steer a value conversation to a specific market or carrier.

It’s a sensitive relationship that can be managed, but it must be managed 
carefully.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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MANAGING BROKER CHANNEL CONFLICTS

There’s still some channel conflicts that insurers need to be aware of it. 
Disruption and innovation can sometimes cross over and create conflict 
between the channels insurers use and their brokers or agents.

“I see the market breaking into two segments with a focus on the small busi-
ness side in generating more consumer-like products that offer online purchase 
and customization options where the end insured can take full control of the 
purchasing process,” said Hoffmann. “In the larger, more complex segment, the 
end insured is going to want to work with their broker intermediary to feel secure 
in their purchase supported by the guidance of knowledgeable underwriters 
and their industry expertise. We want to give them the service, flexibility and 
specific coverage that they need whatever the size of the risk is.”

For most insurers, the best play for online services is to manage quick and 
simple products where a single individual making a decision for a small cover-
age area. When the business owner or other top executive is making the deci-
sion for their small team, among a multitude of other decisions running the 
business, digital services with online portals can represent the easiest path.

“Without a doubt, brokers are needed for the larger systems and more complex 
projects.  These risks require deep industry knowledge and experience from both 
the broker and the carrier to create the optimal coverage for the end insured,” 
said Hoffmann.

PERSONALIZATION AND INSURANCE PRODUCTS

Personalization has been a tightrope for many industries. Creating a pitch 
tailored to an audience often runs the risk of creating a message that is too 
personal and causes the audience to feel like their personal space has been 
invaded.

Luckily, our experts say that the insurance industry hasn’t had this concern 
and that over-personalization is not much of a risk for insurance. Products 
can only use a certain amount of information because their coverage 
doesn’t get overly specific.

“It’s good when people say ‘this ad really gets me.’ We haven’t see anything 
where people said that the ads knew them too well. But, you still need to be 
cognizant of the different channels you’re using and tailor the communication 
accordingly,” said Hoffmann.

Segmentation has allowed insurers to get the right message to the right 
person at the right time. It has resonated well with businesses, but personal 
lines may still be at risk if they start using data sets that incorporate daily 
activities, our experts warned.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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MEET CUSTOMER INFORMATION DEMANDS

Part of the reasoning behind consumer adoption of digital services is that 
customers have access anytime from almost anywhere. This 24/7 informa-
tion and support access is essential to any new digital product.

Even better is when a carrier is able to provide an added service that 
bolsters this support.

“There’s definitely a push for this. We’ve tested and implemented click-to-chat 
because it’s important that customers can get their questions answered in the 
format they’re most comfortable with.  On the small business side we have a 
transactional website, a call center that is staffed by knowledgeable agents 
who talk to 100s of small businesses each and every day and we also make our 
products available for insurance agents to sell” said Hoffmann.

Customers need to feel like they know exactly what is happening with 
their policy, and that means knowing the total cost, why they’re paying 
that amount and that they are receiving coverage for the right risks in 
their specific business. That’s accomplished by providing more information 
across more channels, and giving up control over the information distribu-
tion when the customer demands it.

THE NEW SKILLSET FOR EMERGING CHANNELS

Agents and brokers are still the major source of revenue here in the U.S. The 
online and e-commerce side is growing much faster, but it is still smaller. 
Traditional agents and brokers are a big part of the business.

However, the improvement of digital services and the consumer preference 
for more digital products is causing many companies to shore up their 
teams in order to develop, distribute and manage these new platforms. 
With that expansion come skillset requirements that were not always 
top-of-mind for every insurer.

“If you have a history of direct-to-consumer or small business experience in 
different geographies, then you have a knowledge base and experience to guide 
you,” said Hoffmann. “There are a lot of growing areas in terms of new profes-
sions searching for insurance protection, but you’ll need a bigger team, espe-
cially on the IT side, to truly develop a full and rich e-commerce platform to offer 
these products online.”

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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A MARKETING DIFFERENCE

One specific skillset that carriers must focus on is the digital marketer. The 
metrics used when moving into the digital space – and in any space where 
a direct-to-consumer approach is taken – will be completely different from 
traditional insurer metrics.

The key difference is the requirement of marketing metrics in getting the 
message out. It’s important to consider those key performance indicators 
that are the same as almost every other digital industry. Top on the list for 
carriers should be:

 ■ How much do keywords cost to buy?

 ■ How much money can we put into something before we start 
bidding against ourselves?

 ■ Is engagement high on our properties?

 ■ Do customers feel the way we want them to feel about our brand?

“We have to look at the traditional e-commerce metrics for many of these prod-
ucts. Though, on the large commercial side, it’s really still relationship-driven 
and about providing value to consumers and our broker partners. For digital 
avenues, the metrics are very different compared to the traditional broker distri-
bution channel metrics, but you have to know both,” said Linn.

Part of understanding those metrics is building customer personas so carri-
ers know how buyers want to be targeted. Successful carriers rely on robust 
data platforms.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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DATA IMPORTANCE CLIMBS

The growth of data and data sources is changing insurance. Improvements 
to data collection and processing are helping insurers to understand 
customers better, but the overall influx of data sources with a wide range of 
usefulness is a very real challenge. In some ways data has made insurance 
sales and relationships easier, and some ways it’s become harder.

“Now we get down to the big data conversation. Some 15 to 20 years ago it was 
a war to get data. Now, we have the data but we have so much of it that we 
have to be much more careful in terms of how it is utilized. The world is easier 
because more data is available, but at the same time it’s also harder because 
there’s more data available,” said Linn.

Data sources are growing as rapidly as any other section of the industry. 
It’s up to insurers to capitalize where they can. There are many internal 
systems and sources that can be utilized, but external data is also needed to 
complete the picture.

Intermediaries have a different relationship with customers. They can 
provide the needed metrics and drivers, but don’t overlook direct interac-
tion with the customers themselves. Many consumers today are willing to 
share information with insurers or vendors about what is really driving their 
decision and what they hope to achieve.

Data is turning out to be a critical element to be a success in the market, 
especially in terms of addressing the competition.

NEW COMPETITION IS STARTING TO EMERGE

So far, digital platforms have not caused major shifts within existing insur-
ance parties. Brokers and advisors have maintained their roles by partnering 
with technology platforms to offer education and even private label solu-
tions for both carriers and the companies needing insurance.

By and large, the large carriers have continued a steady path of growth with 
digital platforms and smaller carriers have fought for significant growth, 
with relatively few falling behind. Mergers and acquisitions continue on a 
consistent pace, but our experts noted that this has been an industry stan-
dard for the past few decades.

What is mixing up the industry is the rise of insurance products from major 
data sources. Large retail chains such as Walmart, who have access to amaz-
ing amounts of complex consumer purchasing data, are getting involved 
in financial services and insurance. Google and other large technology 
organizations that base their core business on using consumer data are also 

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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considering entering the insurance arena and employee benefits adminis-
tration market.

“We need to be cognizant of these new entrants into the marketplace. If you don’t 
recognize that these organizations are leveraging data to successfully enter into the 
business, then you’re ignoring a significant sector of the industry,” said Martocci.

The benefit that carriers have is the industry experience and ability to create 
meaningful insights from data. While they won’t be able to compete on 
overall data, there is still time to differentiate based on that knowledge. 

There’s no replacement for being able to analyze and leverage data in any 
industry. Expertise is a competitive advantage.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The insurance industry is rapidly evolving and the digital landscape is 
essential to that change. With new distribution and control over products, 
many see this as a time of great opportunity and risk. Everyone is poised 
for the shift and there’s a lot of opportunity for those who capitalize on this 
and a lot of risk for those who will not.

We’ve given our experts the final say for what is exciting about the industry, 
what companies need to do to successfully adapt to the digital transition, 
and what carriers should consider as they grow:

 ■ “It’s not too late for an e-commerce play, but there’s a significant invest-
ment involved. It takes time, resources and money to build a robust 
e-commerce platform that acts the way consumers are used to experienc-
ing. At Hiscox we worked hard to prevent channel conflicts and already 
had expertise in digital from our experience in the UK. We also worked 
hard to learn where this does and doesn’t work in corporate insurance, 
which is still a relationship-driven product area, in terms of the size and 
complexity of each individual risk,” said Hoffmann.

 ■ “Corporate carriers and risk management solution providers need to 
embrace the digital and social channels, and other new distribution 
channels, to more effectively communicate their value. Right now, the 
industry isn’t doing that well. The providers that can do this effectively 
will have a leg up on the competition. We’re never going to put the digital 
genie back into the bottle, so it’s time to adapt,” said Linn.

 ■ “Technology is becoming an important aspect of the insurance industry. The 
differentiator of this technology for the consumer is going to be ease-of-pur-
chase, administration, and interaction with carriers. We view this change as 
a positive and are hopeful for the opportunities it creates,” said Martocci.

http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
http://fc-bi.com/insurance-marketing&distribution/
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

 ■ Commoditization has become an eventuality, but insurers can main-
tain differentiation through effective use of digital channels.

 ■ Consumer discovery of information is going to play a significant role 
in future sales funnels as customers takes more control of the process.

 ■ Intermediary relationships are becoming less adversarial and present 
more opportunities for mutual growth if customer value is co-created.

 ■ Customer demand is pushing change. Insurers must be aware of 
demands for information access, personalized plans and digital 
services.

 ■ Competition will continue to grow as data becomes more important, 
but new competitors may lack a historical context for insurance.


