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Stepping into the Cockpit

Insurance finance functions have been refining their 
operating models to better align with business partner 
demands, as well as adopting leading practices on how 
to best utilize people, process and technology. The 
challenge is that the business landscape is continuously 
shifting and the pace of change is rapidly accelerating. 

Finance functions within insurance companies have 
traditionally been the stewards of historical data, 
analyzing and presenting what happened and why via 
management dashboards and reports. However, their 
role is changing rapidly from a historically focused back 
office function to a forward looking trusted advisor and 
business partner. Finance functions have the opportunity 
to predict what will happen and prescribe what should 
happen to meet strategic and operational business 
metrics. They should be helping develop management 
cockpits that go beyond traditional dashboards to 
model underlying business drivers, predict what is likely 
to happen under different business and competitive 
scenarios, and develop “what if” simulations to help their 
business counterparts make mid-course corrections and 
in-flight decisions. 

In other words, CFOs are being asked to “step into the 
cockpit” – like stepping into a flight simulator – to make 
changes to key business metrics (e.g., combined ratio, 
market share, risk appetite) and evaluate how company 
performance may change under different economic (e.g., 
interest rate, inflation, growth rate) and competitive 
scenarios. Put even more succinctly, CFOs should be able 
to navigate their business through turbulent economic 
and competitive scenarios.

Not changing with the times is likely 
to result in finance and the overall 
enterprise falling behind traditional 
competitors and new entrants, 
missing out on new opportunities and 
profitability enhancements, higher 
operating costs, and other groups 
becoming the strategic advisor to the 
business.

“The new hypothesis involves the CFO 
and finance leaders playing a much more 
dynamic and facilitative role, moving from 
static and rigid processes and controls to 
adaptive, agile and resilient models which 
require orchestration rather than execution 
and control … In the future, finance will have 
sharper analytical capabilities in the use 
of Big Data query analysis, social media 
monitoring, and real time dashboard 
creation.1”

1  “Finance Matters: Finance Function of the Future”, available at http://www.pwc.com/us/en/increasing-finance-function-effectiveness/publications/
finance-matters.html



5  PwC Stepping into the Cockpit: Redefining finance’s role in the digital age

Organizations increasingly need forward looking 
analytics and both structured and unstructured data 
to support strategic decisions and derive value from all 
parts of the business, not just those that are customer 
facing. Reporting activities will need to evolve as 
new stakeholder groups seek to understand not only 
the current profitability of organizations and the 
sustainability and enhancement of such profits, but 
also the impact of economic and other forces on the 
organization. 

The speed and sophistication of management dashboards 
also will have to change. Business users want to slice 
and dice data with very little help from finance or IT. 
They also want to perform ad-hoc analysis in addition to 
periodic management reporting. These two areas create a 
unique opportunity for finance to “step into the cockpit” 
by leveraging technologies like virtualization (e.g., 
remote data conditioning), cloud modeling capabilities, 
new analytical tools and new technologies like block 
chain architecture, as well as upgrading personnel skills. 

The future state

Decision Support – Management cockpits will 
model the business and allow senior management 
to run “what if” scenarios regarding the impact 
of a variety of environmental, product, delivery, 
and organizational changes on their processes 
and business metrics. This will help them more 
effectively plan their strategies, operations, and 
resources. 

Reporting – Management dashboards will feature 
more flexible and adaptive processes with near 
real-time reporting, rapidly produced backward 
looking analytics on what happened, and dynamic 
and integrated forecasting – all of which will help 
the business implement and manage growth 
strategies. 
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The changing landscape

In PwC’s 2015 CEO survey2, insurance CEOs painted a 
picture of an industry facing extensive disruption. In fact, 
and as we show in Figure 1 on the next page, more than 
the CEOs in any other sector, they noted the significant 
impact of regulation (88%), changing customer 
behaviors (71%), changing distribution channels 
(69%), and changes in the availability and use of data 
(49%). The latter three are part of the digital revolution: 
constantly connected, continuous innovation that often 
confounds conventional wisdom.   

Regulatory demands for greater transparency continue to 
challenge finance. Stress testing results allows regulators 
to better assess the risk of capital vulnerability in terms 
of meeting policyholder liabilities. Accordingly, finance 
has to efficiently interpret results to paint a clear enough 
picture to meet disclosure requirements. An additional 
burden for large insurers (notably, SIFIs) and future 
burden for others (e.g., those subject to IFRS4) will 
be the projection and disclosure of profit and capital 
positions under multiple economic scenarios. We believe 
that all insurers eventually will have to perform some 
form of stress testing to measure and monitor capital 
sufficiency. 

Acceleration of technology is dramatically increasing 
the type, volume and availability of data. This manifests 
itself through sensors, products (e.g., micro insurance, 
telematics) that change the nature of insurance, 
structured (internal/traditional) and unstructured 
(external/social media) data and tools (cloud computing, 
data “tagging”, data visualization). Moreover, the 
push to enhance mobile delivery of content and user 
functionality, as well as the growth of the internet 
of things, is leading to the digitization of practically 
everything. All of this not only enhances the customer 
experience but also leads to a considerable amount of 
new unstructured data that can provide insurers valuable 
insights. Real-time operational data allows insurers 
to conduct more proactive risk management and loss 
reduction, which ultimately helps them operate more 
effectively by reducing overall claims.

While predictive analytics is not new to insurance 
actuarial functions, using it in all areas of insurance 
and using unstructured data to perform real-time 
predictive analytics is. In addition, the current speed and 
sophistication of analytics and the importance analytics 
plays in decision making is evolving at a rapid pace.   

2 Available at: http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-agenda/ceo-survey/industry/insurance.html
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Figure 1: Insurance industry disruptors
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The regulatory impact on finance is relatively clear, 
but what do the other disruptors have to do with finance? 
In short, they are clearly changing the way we look at 
the world around us and open up new ways for 
companies to differentiate their product offerings and 
increase their profitability.  

In light of these changes, finance and actuarial have 
an opportunity to cut across organizational and data 
boundaries to look at opportunities and risks in new 
ways and on a more real-time basis. In the quest to 
provide more relevant and deeper insights, finance 
cannot abandon its role as steward. Greater integration 
of disparate data sources and types to create a more 
efficient and secure company, in fact, will enhance 
this role.

Specifically, finance can help determine: 

•  Where to grow and invest by providing real-time 
feedback on and understanding of the potential 
impact of disruptors on plans (in terms of changes to 
assumptions and providing scenario analysis); 

•  How to measure performance by understanding 
key performance drivers and provide insightful 
performance reporting at various levels of the 
organization; and 

•  How to manage the risks involved by helping 
enhance data governance and stress testing plans and 
actuals in order to help guide the organization within 
defined risk parameters.

Finance needs to act now

Gone are the times of merely explaining the results. The finance function will 
be called upon to impact results by recommending timely and decisive action 
before trends become realities.
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Decision makers need ways to sort through data and 
avoid information overload. The finance cockpit is a 
setting where pertinent, trusted information is readily 
available to help steer decisions and assess alternatives. 
At the core of the finance cockpit are key metrics 
that link to enterprise strategy and decision making. 
Metrics are continuously monitored and updated 
to evaluate business performance. This is not a 
new concept; many companies have deployed key 
performance indicators in various forms. However, 
finance has the opportunity to enrich critical financial 
measures and enhance them with contextual, risk, 
operational, external and other data that help uncover 
the causes of past and current performance, as well as 
predict future performance and trends. Finance can 
leverage cockpits to grow revenue, enhance profitability, 
and support operational excellence. 

This includes, but is not limited to: 

•  A complementary role to model pricing and 
adjustments; 

• Evaluating, validating and monitoring business cases; 

•  Evaluating and modeling the impacts of data 
breaches; 

• Monitoring business performance; 

• Evaluating data quality and consistency; and 

• Capitalizing on analytical insights.

In the cockpit, looking forward
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Case study: Creating a management cockpit

A large commercial insurer was contemplating changing its new business and underwriting function from an 
industry-based vertical structure to a more nimble structure based on the amount of interaction underwriters 
require (e.g., low/no touch, medium touch, and high touch). The business and the finance organization expected 
this fundamental change would allow the company to better match the volume and complexity of the quotes 
they were receiving with the right talent, and allow a large number of low-value/high volume business to be 
processed with low-touch to release capacity for higher-value/lower volume, but highly profitable business. 

Rather than making a straightforward business case for this change, the organization developed a discrete-
event simulation model that showed the as-is organizational and process model with the proposed 
organizational and process model. They were able to simulate the flow of business of different business quotes 
(with varying volume and complexity) and fine-tuned the type and number of resources required to grow 
the business profitably without adding to the costs of underwriting. This management cockpit allowed the 
organization to become a leader in small-to-mid-market commercial over the next five years.
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Key metrics, simulations and reporting

Management cockpits and dashboards will come in 
many different shapes and sizes and have traits that are 
unique to each company. However, they all should depict 
the most critical measures supporting the enterprise 
and finance strategies. They should facilitate evaluation 
of different time periods, include summary and detail 
dimensions, facilitate drilling into results, and generate 
different scenarios based on expected future and stress 
events. 

A single cockpit view to evaluate all decisions is not 
feasible and multiple solutions will continue to exist 
side by side. The role of standard reporting tools to meet 
operational, regulatory and management purposes 
will persist, as will specialty analytical tools that can be 
used to combine, disaggregate and interrogate data in 
previously undefined ways. The finance cockpit will help 
finance (and actuarial) drive decisions, direction and 
performance through a universal view that supports the 
analysis of financial and non-financial data.

Ultimately cockpits, dashboards, reporting and analytics 
must make possible the visualization of key information 
by different finance and non-finance stakeholders. They 
also should facilitate the exploration of data without the 
need for computer experts serving as data and analysis 
intermediaries. 
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Figure 2: Management cockpit
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Building blocks 

Building a modern, integrated reporting, metrics and 
analytics cockpit will require investment, leveraging 
existing data architecture components, and establishing 
new capabilities. There is no single right method, but a 
modern data architecture/infrastructure that supports 
these capabilities will incorporate traditional enterprise 
data platforms and new data capabilities in order to 
create “intelligence in the moment” and capitalize 
on data investments. Having effective and utilitarian 
reports, metrics, and analytics all require the right data 
in the right form at the right time. Corporate executive 
C. William Pollard observed in his The Soul of the Firm 
that, “Information is a source of learning. But unless it is 
organized, processed, and available to the right people 
in a format for decision making, it is a burden, not a 
benefit.3”  

With the myriad of data sources available to most 
organizations, how can finance and actuarial step into 
the cockpit and use historical data to generate useful 
insights about the future? In PwC’s most recent annual 
Digital IQ Survey4, 58% of respondents indicated that 
transitioning from data to insight is a major challenge, 
especially considering the many diverse sources of data.  

Finance and actuarial have historically leveraged tools 
at hand to build the reporting, metrics, and analytics 
that support the business. However, these solutions 
have tended to be narrow in scope, inflexible, and 
time consuming to populate. Laying foundations, 
building connections, and cleansing data can feel like 
a monumental task without a defendable return in the 
near term. Fortunately, newly available technologies are 
more accessible and mature and are able to support the 
rapid development of the following solutions:

1  Integration – Data federation and virtualization 
technologies allow disparate data to be controlled, 
transformed, and presented as unified sets that are 
available for consumption without having to convert, 
replicate or move them. This allows for more real-time 
and flexible analysis (includes areas 3, 4 and 5, as well as 
the “Hub”, in the PwC Reference Architecture graphic).

2  Analytics and reporting – Tools that support self-
service with drag and drop manipulation, data 
exploration and analysis, visualization and modeling 
(includes areas 6 and 7 in the PwC Reference 
Architecture). 

3  Cloud – Private and public options supporting 
faster, more standard deployments with lower 
implementation and run costs, and greater 
performance flexibility and capabilities (area 8 in the 
PwC Reference Architecture).

The reference architecture will change over time. 
(Undepicted) new technologies, like block chain, will 
enable organizations to build decentralized consensus 
ledgers that connect multiple parties to a single agreed 
digital record shared by all that is available in near 
real time. These ledgers are immutable data stores and 
cannot be tampered with. Finance functions adopting 
such consensus block chain ledgers can significantly 
reduce the cost and complexity of maintaining the 
integrity of financial data within the organization and 
across international borders. Identifying the right 
opportunities in reporting, cockpits, analytics and new 
technologies will allow and support, within the overall 
enterprise data strategy, the build out of key capabilities 
to support the business strategy.  

3  Available at https://books.google.com/books?id=bZJbpnqeSgUC&printsec=frontcover&dq=the+soul+of+the+firm&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjy0bqh597JAhWCNiYKHRNEDtMQ6AEIJjAA#v=onepage&q=the%20soul%20of%20
the%20firm&f=false

4 Available at http://www.pwc.com/us/en/advisory/digital-iq-survey/briefs/new-it-platform.html
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In order to reduce costs and improve the impact 
that the finance organization makes, a large global 
insurer undertook several foundational infrastructure 
improvements to link disconnected and disparate data 
islands, improve data quality, and replace ineffective 
reporting and analysis tools. Some of the company’s 
greatest challenges have been cultural, particularly 
encouraging management and staff to curtail the various 
low value activities they had been doing for years and 
focus instead on creating strategic insights.

Through a finance transformation program, the company 
is modernizing its infrastructure in the following areas:  

•  Actuarial modeling – At one point, it was taking two 
to three weeks to run various scenarios  across plan, 
capital adequacy, and business scenario testing. There 
were some improvements to the modelling process, 
but the biggest improvement resulted from moving 
modeling capabilities to the cloud. This allowed 
computing power to be dialed up or down as required, 
reducing modeling time by 90 to 95%. As a result, the 
actuarial function’s focus moved from data and model 
manipulation to greater analysis and insight. 

•  Reporting and analysis – There were regulatory 
and margin pressures on existing books of business 
and recognition that the necessary infrastructure to 
bring together various data elements from multiple 
systems in a timely manner did not exist. Through 
the use of robust integration tools, databases, 
data marts, and business intelligence tools, data 
manipulation exercises in spreadsheets have greatly 
decreased and finance has been able to analyze target 
pricing programs, profitability and effectiveness by 
organization, markets, and distribution channels – 
and thereby support business decisions.  

•  Predictive analytics – The front office and actuarial 
functions have focused primarily on predictive 
analytics. They have looked at elements like price 
elasticity and volume change impacts, but haven’t 
always seen the big picture. It was important for 
finance to become an integral part of the predictive 
analytics process because the front office has tended to 
focus on new sales. Finance was able to look at the big 
picture and push the overall optimization of business 
value and economic returns. Through the finance 
transformation process, the company has identified 
and is now employing new human and technical 
analytics capabilities.    

From theory to reality: 
A case study
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This company’s transformation is not complete. It is on 
a journey in which course adjustments often occur in 
order to meet changing internal and external demands. 
Realistically, considering the pace of change and 
magnitude of disruption prevalent in the business 
world today, finance functions likely will always need 
to adjust their roadmaps’ out-years. Most importantly, 
having the right people to drive and champion cultural 
change has been and always will be critical – and this 
is the hard part.             
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Conclusion

The future is here. It is digital and data driven. In 
addition to maintaining its traditional role, finance 
(and actuarial) need to continually innovate to remain 
relevant to the overall business. Finance customers 
and stakeholders demand greater insights and forward 
looking analysis to improve results, understand trends, 
and inform their decisions. 

By “stepping into the cockpit” and taking a more active 
role, finance can be a truly vital part of the business 
and add value. This all starts with strategy and a 
roadmap. Technology is a key aspect of change.  
There will be new architecture foundations; traditional, 
relational data concepts will need to be updated 
and combined with new sources of unstructured 
data. Advanced analytical and reporting tools 
will uncover business value. However, even more 
importantly, finance will need to add new skills and 
capabilities. It will need to change its operating model 
to successfully partner with the rest of the business. The 
challenge for finance will be to look beyond today and 
the demands of its current responsibilities and champion 
the changes necessary to “step into the cockpit.” 

Key steps on the finance modernization journey

1.  Clearly articulate and understand the key components of the business strategy and build finance and 
actuarial strategies to support them.

2.  Identify key drivers of performance in the form of metrics and reporting.

3.  Maintain traditional skepticism, but collaborate more effectively with the rest of the business and see things 
through their eyes.

4.  Dispense with low to no value analysis and reporting.

5.  Improve the data environment by moving to strategic platforms and systems, eliminating complexity, and 
virtualizing data (especially where the benefit of converting history to new platforms is low to nonexistent). 
Creating “data lakes” and leveraging new technologies such as Hadoop and cloud technologies can allow 
for the quick combination of very large and disparate data sets while keeping costs low.

6.  Leverage advanced analytics, including predictive and prescriptive analytics and data visualization tools 
and techniques, to uncover hitherto unseen patterns and trends, as well as to facilitate scenario modeling 
and analysis.

7.  Form close relationships with business, strategy, actuarial, data scientists, risk management, and others to 
deepen understanding of insights from expanded digitization.

8.  Create a detailed and practical roadmap that promotes achievement of the company’s vision.

9.  Continually assess, adapt, and improve people, processes and systems in order to stay relevant.
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