
Bringing Big Data to Life for Insurance
The U.S. insurance industry has consistently lost ground over the past 25 years, yet a market worth tens of 

billions of dollars awaits insurers able to successfully access and leverage their customer data. Unlocking key 

insights from customer data trapped in legacy forms and documents remains a significantly underutilized 

resource for insurers looking to transform the underwriting process and the way products are sold to gain a 

competitive advantage in the market.
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An Industry Plagued 
By Stagnation
The insurance industry is at a crossroads —one road 

representing new opportunity and growth. The 

other…business as usual. 

Insurance companies have spent much of the last two 

decades playing a game of margins, working to gain a 

competitive advantage over their direct competitors 

through improvements in efficiency. Now, insurers 

are at a key inflection point in the history of their 

business. There are several factors to why this is the 

time for monumental and (likely) disruptive change:

Industry newcomers are fast approaching 
(with lots of data) 

The threat of disruption in the life insurance industry 

from companies like Google and Amazon is imminent. 

Google has already made big waves in the auto  

and optical insurance sectors with their acquisition  

of BeatThatQuote and their partnership with VSP.  

A recent report published by Google and The  

Boston Consulting Group, predicts that 70 percent  

of all insurance purchases will be made online by 

2020 (1). If accurate, digital companies like Google 

would have a major advantage in transforming the 

way life insurance is sold online.

Digital newcomers are armed with endless amounts 

of user data and no “legacy” infrastructure to slow 

them down. They have the ability to use the data 

they collect to create a frictionless and trusted 

customer experience via cloud-based technology. 

While many leading life insurers are still struggling to 

create meaningful relationships with their customers, 

digital companies are leveraging the power of on-

demand access to data to create a single view of the 

customer, making it easier to develop and sell products 

that are better tailored to the individual and therefore 

drive better customer retention.

Lagging Legacy IT

Many insurers believe that big data success is 

dependent upon large-scale IT transformations. These 

types of transformations are a multi-year, multi-million 

dollar commitment, and often do not yield the desired 

results. Insurance companies that take this path are 

unable to keep up with the pace of companies who  

are approaching big data analytics initiatives by  

moving their core systems to the cloud, which  

provides a scalable and agile alternative to existing,  

on-premise IT systems.  

The modern customer expects more

The evolving expectations of the modern insurance 

customer are more demanding than ever before, 

and insurers are struggling to keep up and remain 

competitive. At the core of the issue is the customer 

experience offered by most insurers today. The 

customer experience (or “customer UX” for short) that 

many insurers currently provide is—to put it simply—

subpar. At this day in age, companies are transforming 

the user experience to disrupt legacy industries. Think 

about the seamless experiences delivered by services 

like Uber, whose easy-to-use mobile app has changed 

they way people think about getting rides. Even most 

banks, an industry once ruled by in-person, paper-
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based transactions, have changed the way they 

serve their customers through robust online banking 

systems and electronic transfers you can make on 

your phone—be honest, when is the last time you 

walked into a bank to deposit a check?

The simple truth is, the 21st-century customer is 

craving a different kind of relationship with their 

insurer—one that establishes ongoing communication 

throughout the lifetime of their policy. In today’s 

always-on, ever-connected world, it’s necessary for 

businesses to establish intimate relationships with 

customers based on their behaviors and actions 

which are all recorded and available through a 

handful of key data sources. Instead of solely relying 

on information gathered during the initial application 

process to drive customer communications —insurers 

need to consider leveraging third-party data sources 

to help create new, more frequent engagement 

opportunities. For each of life’s key moments, there 

is data being recorded and made available to the 

savvy insurer. Whether it’s a marriage certificate filed 

with the County Clerk’s office, mortgage documents 

filed for the purchase of a new home, a significant 

change in a person’s credit worthiness as reported by 

a service like FICO or a change of address filed with 

USPS, the opportunities for engagement are not only 

plentiful, but also very available. 

The insurer who can harness these new data 

sources, and combine it with their existing ability and 

knowledge to assess risk, is positioned to take lead 

in the industry by delivering products and services 

that are better tailored to their customers’ wants and 

needs in real time.

When Opportunity 
Comes Knocking
For years, insurance companies have been lured by 

the idea of big data and the promise that advanced 

analytics will revolutionize their industry. But 

specifically in the life insurance sector, big data 

initiatives still seem to be a low priority for most 

organizations (2). One common hypothesis as to 

the cause of the conflict is that most large life 

insurance organizations lack the ability to access 

and aggregate their customer data to make big data 

analysis possible. That’s because most of the data 

that insurers companies collect is trapped on paper 

forms or in old IT systems that make data hard to 

access and share.

What’s more, this customer data is crucial to 

breaking through the motionless state of the industry 

and providing insurers a way to take advantage of 

new opportunities and arm their organizations with 

key advantages over the competition. 

Potential areas  for new opportunity and growth 

through the application of big data analytics, include:

Delivering A Better Customer Experience

Creating deeper relationships with the customer 

is a top priority among insurers who are looking to 

leverage big data analytics to identify more effective 

methods to market and upsell products.  A powerful 

way to deliver a better experience is to supplement 

existing customer data gathered by the insurer with 

third-party data sources.
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Reaching New Audiences 

Through the combination of advanced analytics and 

modern digital/mobile marketing strategies, today’s 

insurers have the ability to source and reference 

prospect data that can help them to effectively 

penetrate new—previously “resistant”—markets  

(e.g. millennials).

Reaching New “Untouchable”  
Micro-Segments 

With access to more customer data points, insurers 

can perform more effective underwriting and risk 

modeling that enables them to provide products to 

those who may have been considered uninsurable 

(e.g. micro-segments, middle-market) in the past due 

to identified risk and lack of profitability.

FIVE REASONS WHY MILLENNIALS SHOULD 

MATTER TO LIFE INSURANCE COMPANIES: 

1. Millennials are currently the largest 
generation (76.6 million) (3)

2. By 2020, more than one of every three 
American adults will be a millennial (3a)

3. Current millennial purchasing power: 1.68 
trillion (3b)

4. By 2030, millennials will make up 75 percent 
of the workforce (4)

5. 39 percent of millennials said they would buy 

life insurance in the next 12 months (5)

Insuring the 
“Uninsurable”  
is Possible
AllLife insurance, based in 
Johannesburg, uses a unique, 
continuous underwriting 
approach to deliver affordable 
insurance coverage to people 
with HIV and diabetes who 
manage their health properly. 
Because AllLife policyholders 
are required and reminded by 
AllLife to keep up with their 
health commitments (e.g. routine 
doctor’s visits, medications), they 
can offer competitively priced 
life insurance to their customers 
who in the wider life insurance 
industry may be regarded as 
“uninsurable” (6). 

Read more about AllLife and their 
mission to provide life insurance 
to those that need it most here. 

AllLife on Twitter: @AllLifeLiving

http://alllife.co.za/
http://www.bdlive.co.za/business/innovation/2015/07/14/alllife-insurance-applied-to-all-irrespective-of-status
https://twitter.com/alllifeliving
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documents are trapped on paper or stuck in siloed 

legacy systems, and have been stacked away never to 

be referenced again. 

This legacy data is the competitive advantage that 

insurers have over industry newcomers. By combining 

legacy information with today’s digital data, insurers 

can gain access to new insights that can help them 

deliver better products and premiums. 

The question is, how do insurance companies access 

the wealth of legacy customer data that lives mostly 

on paper forms in the bowels of some basement? 

The answer lies in overcoming the operational and 

organizational roadblocks that are preventing insurers 

from tapping into their full customer data potential.

The Perfect Storm  
for Disruption
What does it take for the insurance industry to 

potentially disrupt itself and create real opportunities 

for meaningful growth? Insurers must find a way to 

tap into the goldmine of legacy data they possess.

For most major insurance organizations, this legacy 

data includes medical records, death claims, policy 

applications, etc. that have been amassed over the 

decades a company has been in business. This data is 

a game-changer —it’s the data that can help insurers 

connect the dots to a well-informed, single-view 

of their customers, and improve risk management 

and fraud detection. The issue is, most of these 
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DATA BARRIERS 

The Data Barriers  
What we do know is that the need for data is urgent 

and critical for insurance organizations, said Kuang 

Chen, Founder and CEO of Captricity. Speaking 

at the LIMRA Big Data Analytics Conference for 

insurance professionals, Chen said that data access 

and a lack of organizational alignment around big 

data remain the two biggest data barriers insurance 

companies face. 

The Operational Barrier—Data Access 

Data access, meaning faster, easier access to high-

quality data in near real time, remains a barrier for 

organizations with legacy systems and data. Because 

insurers collect data in so many disparate ways, 

gathering customer information becomes extremely 

challenging—especially when that information is 

trapped on handwritten paper forms. 

Old IT systems create fragmented data silos that 

make it arduous to connect various data sources 

and nonviable to share the data across the entire 

organization. And to make matters worse, insurers 

have turned to expensive and time-consuming IT 

transformation projects to solve the problem. 

Chen talks about the failed IT transformation project 

at the U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs: 

“There’s this thought that in order to get to the data, 

you have to go completely paperless. You have to 

completely transform your backend systems. In this 

case, that’s what let them [Veteran’s Affairs] down,” 

said Chen. “How many of you are waiting for some 

big system transformation to complete before you 

can get the data you need to do the analysis that you 

want to do? Quite a few raised hands.”  

Existing solutions like manual data entry and optical 

character recognition (OCR) don’t produce data 

quickly enough and deliver data that is low-quality, 

especially when these technologies are being used 

to process paper documents that are handwritten. 

While manual data entry and OCR may help insurers 

get access to data locked on paper, both solutions are 

expensive and difficult to scale.  

Fragmented data silos and a lack of alternative 

solutions makes it virtually impossible for insurance 

companies to create a single view of the customer in 

backend systems. Furthermore, the failure to ingest 

and share customer data throughout existing systems 

and among different lines of business prevents 

insurers from implementing front-end improvements 

that could transform the entire customer experience.

The Organizational Barrier—Lack of 
Alignment 

Another data barrier that insurers face is a lack 

of organizational alignment around a “data-first” 

approach. When all departments of an insurance 

organization —from engineering and product to 

marketing and business intelligence teams—are not 

actively involved in big data initiatives and aligned 

around a common goal, solving problems across 

the enterprise becomes unmanageable. At most 

insurance companies, the adoption of a data-first 

approach is also inhibited by the data silos that exist 
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throughout the organization, as well as a legacy-

minded culture that is slow and apprehensive to 

adopt new technology. While executive buy-in is 

important to catalyze change, true transformation 

also lies in the day to day work produced at the 

grassroots level of the business. 

“A mentor of mine once said that technology can 

only magnify the institutional will to change. It 

cannot be the change,” said Chen. “Somewhere, 

somehow, you’re going to have to find the 

institutional will to go this direction if you want to.”

Poor Access + No Alignment = Bad 
Customer Experience

Without proper access to data and alignment 

around data-focused strategies and processes,  

insurers will continue to struggle to create a 

customer experience that will carry them through 

another 100 years of business. 

Source: 2014 Life Insurance and Annuity Industry Outlook 
Transforming for growth | Getting back on track by Deloitte Center 
for Financial Services
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it emits the data from them [existing enterprise 

technologies] much more quickly,” said Chen. “In 

doing so, it allows you to get to the data right 

away —giving you the opportunity to forge your data 

together to create a single view of the customer. 

When we have claims, apps, all the inforced events 

together in one place in a cloud that can be ready 

to stream out to whatever downstream application 

needs it, that’s the beginning of that single view 

where across your organization you can create the 

type of engagement that Uber has created.”

Also, insurers should focus on capturing existing 

customer data first before amassing larger volumes 

from new, untested data sources. Joining Chen 

at the conference, Dave Castellani, Senior Vice 

President and Business Information Officer at 

New York Life Insurance company talks about the 

importance of a small data strategy:

“The old way of delivering against the business 

model is not going to work,” said Castellani. “We 

talked about being agile. That’s probably one of 

the great buzzwords of the new modern age of 

technology here but the fact of the matter is most of 

us are anything but agile. Big data… we do not have 

a big data strategy at New York Life and nor do you. 

You have a little data strategy. You have to fix your 

existing data sets today in order to have a big data 

strategy. If you can’t tackle the legacy environment, 

you’ll never get to a true big data strategy. I access 

it, process it and use it intelligently. Data becomes 

intelligence.” 

Breaking Down Data 
Barriers  
The solutions to overcoming the operational and 

organizational data barriers that insurance companies 

face come from embracing new forms of technology 

and birthing a culture driven by both agile technology 

and an agile mindset.

The Operational Solution—New 
Technology and Focused Data Strategies

Instead of turning to costly and time-consuming IT 

transformations that have no guarantee of success, 

insurers should take a more agile approach to data 

collection via cloud-based technologies. These 

technologies don’t require insurers to change the way 

they collect customer data (e.g. paper forms, faxed 

forms, customer service call centers, web forms, 

etc.), but give them the ability to access high-quality 

data quickly—from any source—and easily aggregate 

that data into the cloud.The speed at which these 

technologies can be implemented and their unlimited 

scalability far surpasses existing data processing 

solutions (e.g. OCR, outsourced manual data entry). 

Chen talks about how SaaS-based data capture and 

transformation technologies, like Captricity, can help 

insurers get faster access to customer data:

“What Captricity is doing is it’s taking your manual, 

paper-driven processes like application forms and 

change of benefits forms and change of address 

forms and it’s creating an exoskeleton over that 

process so that it’s faster, it’s more accurate and 

BREAKING DOWN 
DATA BARRIERS 
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“If you can’t 
tackle the legacy 
environment, you’ll 
never get to a true 
big data strategy.”
Dave Castellani, Senior Vice President and 
Business Information Officer, New York 
Life Insurance Company 

The Organizational Solution —  
A Culture of Innovation

In the words of Castellani, every company needs to 

think of themselves as a technology company. 

“New York Life should become a technology 

company that happens to distribute financial 

services products,” said Castellani. “That mindset 

around technology being pervasive, influencing 

and driving the customer experience, influencing 

and driving who we hire next, influencing our 

productivity, and driving our unit cost down has 

to be fundamentally how we think about our 

operating models.”

In order to create an environment rich with 

technological innovation, insurers must look to 

partner with startups and technology companies 

that can bring more to the table than just a piece 

of software. These types of partnerships allow 

insurers to move faster in capturing business-critical 

customer data. Castellani talks about New York Life’s 

partnership with Captricity:

“If you’re concerned about the future of your 

business, then you say, “Can I move quicker than 

Captricity?” If you’re being honest with yourself, the 

answer is no,” said Castellani. “So if you want agility, 

innovation, pace and play, why not go sort of rent 

that through a Captricity versus trying to invent that 

yourself?  I think the ability to look at yourself and be 

honest and say, “This is what we’re capable of doing, 

this is what we’re strong at”, but equally “this is what 

these outside firms bring to the table like Captricity”, 

and understanding that that’s their strength and 

I want to tap into that, is far more important than 

trying to manufacture that yourself.”

In addition to creating partnerships, the mentality 

towards technology has to change across the 

entire organization. Castellani recommends that 

insurers adopt a fail-fast, agile-minded culture, one 

that allows for disruptive innovation as a means 

of transforming the way insurance companies 

operate across all departments of the business. 

Castellani encourages all areas within an insurance 

organization—from the sales and marketing side to 

the technology and development side—to support 

technological initiatives that will enable successful 

big data analytics projects. 

“We have to encourage the new and the possible 

within the organization,” said Castellani. “It is a 

continuous journey. The business partnership thing 
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here is critical to me. We are working on an internal 

function called the business leadership team which 

is, for the first time within New York Life’s history, 

us trying to get the technology people into the same 

room with the business side to communicate. The 

business side is looking at this saying, “just kind of 

fix technology and let me know when you’ve got 

that done.” We’re saying, “No, you have to drive it 

with us —you’ve got to be in the boat with us solving 

this problem.” They want to delegate it down. They 

don’t want to go to the meetings. They don’t want 

to engage. We will fail in our transformation for lack 

of engagement.”

A Promising Future
Innovations in technology that provide better access 

to more sources of data (old and new) represents an 

opportunity to change the life insurance industry 

for the better. While many organizations are still 

struggling to take advantage of all of the data 

at their disposable, top insurers are finding new 

ways to leverage data to improve the customer 

experience and increase profitability. 

On the legacy data front, New York Life is accessing 

decades worth of customer data trapped on 

mounds of legacy death claims to enhance their 

current underwriting processes. Unlocking this 

information will help them create new ground 

truths about cause of death to better inform their 

risk management and fraud detection capabilities.

Also, many insurance companies are already taking 

steps to tap into new sources of data that are 

key to creating an enriched view of the customer 

(e.g. The John Hancock Vitality Program) and 

providing a better customer experience. Whether 

it’s tapping into old data or leveraging new data 

sources, embracing new technologies and forging 

strategic partnerships with third-party technology 

companies is a key component to the success of big 

data analytics initiatives in insurance.

In the 21st century, customer experience is 

everything. It’s likely to be the key differentiator 

that will allow outside entrants to the insurance 

market, like Google or Amazon, to gain a 

competitive advantage over industry incumbents. 

But with a century’s worth of expertise and the 

availability of new technologies that enable faster 

access to customer data, life insurers can begin 

to revolutionize the way they engage with their 

customers to create opportunities for substantial 

growth in their industry.
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