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A N D R E W L O N G S TA F F : M I C R O S O F T

Digital is transforming the world around us and
it is redefining the insurance industry. This is why
Microsoft is working with partners across the globe to
deliver solutions leveraging AI, machine learning, and
cognitive services – to help insurers drive increased
relevance, loyalty, and profitability. On the following
pages you will find insights into how insurers can
leverage technology as an enabler for a collaborative,
intelligent and customer-centric business.
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F E AT U R E

The modern

insurer
Insurers are leveraging new technologies to gain insights from
their data and transform their business for the digital age

I

nsurers today are negotiating a unique and
complex environment. “Low interest rates and
soft market conditions are driving the need for
increasing efficiency,” says Dennis Vanderlip,
director, insurance industry solutions at Microsoft.
“Competition is intensifying as non-industry
entrants and fintech innovators provide increasing choice and raise consumer expectations of
frictionless, personalised experience. The digital
technologies that enable that experience continue
to develop, bringing with them a data explosion.
And for insurers that can derive deep insights
from that data there are exceptional opportunities
to enhance agility, grow profitable business and
differentiate themselves from the competition.”
Personalisation is the key word when it comes
to customer experience, but research by Celent
has found that 37% of insurance customers prefer using smart technology rather than having to
speak to someone. “Today’s insurance customers expect immediate answers to their questions
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wherever they are online – which is more likely to
be on social media than an insurer’s website” says
Vanderlip. “At the same time, insurers are keen to
move less complex transactions and enquiries to
automated channels. Cognitive services, machine
learning and chatbots are empowering insurers to
create conversational, personalised and insightful
interactions that transform the customer experience. For example, Progressive Insurance’s Flo
chatbot combines artificial intelligence (AI) and
quoting technology to answer questions and start
the auto insurance quoting process on Facebook
Messenger. For more complex discussions,
Progressive representatives can pick up the conversation by phone or private message.”
EIS Group has leveraged Microsoft Azure
Language Understanding Intelligent Service and
Microsoft Bot Framework services to embed AI
capabilities in web and mobile experiences for
users of its core and digital platform for policy,
billing, claims and customer management. “Vicki,
an intelligent assistant chatbot within our customer
self-service apps, uses natural language processing to converse with customers to provide policy
information and assist them to make claims,” says
Fazi Zand, senior vice president of products at EIS
Group. “Another chatbot can support an agent –
via a conversational interface – to search, access
customer data, portfolio and opportunity information, as well as their calendar and upcoming tasks.”
Where multiple stakeholders are involved in a
policy, insurers need to enable secure, real-time
insight for all while providing an immutable audit
trail – and blockchain is providing the solution.

INSURANCE

VIEWPOINT

Reinventing consumer expectations
Fazi Zand explains why improving customer experience is a top
benefit of AI for insurers
Digital disruption is reinventing consumer expectations.
Consumers now routinely use AI-driven features such
as digital voice assistants. As AI takes a central role in
consumers’ lives, insurers are seeing opportunities
to provide differentiating and personalised customer
experiences while, through automation, also lowering
the cost of customer operations.
The benefits begin with the interface. Conversation is a
simpler and more convenient mechanism for customers
to provide information than the tedious form-filling
common in insurance applications or claims interactions.
Voice-enabled digital assistants make short work of
triaging incoming requests for insurance sales, service
and claims and automatically handling routine requests.
The next step for insurers is using AI to give
customers more value. There is enormous opportunity

for insurers to use insights curated by AI to devise
and optimise options and actions, to recommend
products and services best suited to customer needs,
to anticipate future requests, and anticipate factors that
might cause customer churn.
For this reason, industry research shows data/text
mining and machine learning as the AI technology
area with the most potential for insurers. Vast stores
of structured and unstructured data are collected and
managed by insurers. Further insights from data on
customers, risks, and operations as well as emails, notes
and online postings from, to and about customers can
drive customer value and improvement in other areas,
such as underwriting and claims fraud prevention.
Fazi Zand is senior vice president of products at EIS Group
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“Blockchain can improve the efficiency and
speed of traditionally inefficient complex commercial insurance processes,” says Vanderlip.
“Marine insurance, for example, is being transformed by smart contracts enabled by this
technology, which is dramatically decreasing
paper-based transactions while providing a
trusted platform for customers and carriers where
all contract parties have real-time visibility.”
Another key driver for insurers to maximise
the value of their data is risk modelling. “An
increasingly unpredictable risk environment,
combined with regulatory changes, makes risk
modelling a perpetual focus for insurers,” says
Vanderlip. “They need to be confident that they
can respond quickly to an unexpected event, and
that they can assess the impact and the opportunities it brings. That means getting insight from
huge volumes of data, almost in real time.”
The cloud provides an agile, scalable and flexible
technology foundation to improve overall modelling capabilities, better respond to regulatory
pressures, and better model and anticipate risks.
For example, RMS delivers a 
next-generation
approach to exposure and risk management
through its RMS(one) modelling and analytical

solutions. Hosted on Microsoft Azure, the tools
enable insurers to mine deep into the huge
amounts of data they hold to find growth opportunities and minimise potential losses.
By leveraging high-performance computing
(HPC) in the cloud, insurers are achieving levels
of risk modelling that were not possible before.
AXA Global P&C, which manages reinsurance
programs for global insurance provider AXA
Group, created an HPC solution based on the
Microsoft Azure platform and Azure HPC Pack
when it needed to create complex catastrophe
models for floods and other natural disasters.
Now, the company can analyse huge volumes of
detailed topographic data, enabling it to improve
insurance services.
In its Insurance Technology Vision 2017,
Accenture notes, “The biggest innovations in
insurance over the next three years will not be in
the technology tools themselves, but in how we
design them with customers, agents, employees
and other human partners in mind.” That principle is being put into practice by insurers today as
they leverage AI, IoT, blockchain and cloud technologies to deliver the insights they need for agile,
profitable and competitive business.

VIEWPOINT

Reaping the benefits
Matej Pfajfar says new technologies hold potential for insurers to reap
significant benefits from their data
Right now, the adoption of new technologies is early on
the learning curve and tangible financial benefits are
not yet reaped by the majority in the industry. In the
short term, many carriers are looking at the marketing
potential of innovative approaches and technologies.
Doing something ‘cool’ helps them obtain or retain the
attention of the millennial generation.
In the mid-term, new technologies can positively
affect the carriers’ bottom line in many ways. Chatbots,
cognitive services and machine learning have a very
real capability to drastically reduce the cost ratio.
AI-assisted risk profiling and rating, coupled with
insurance products that allow significant customer
segmentation, will enable carriers to attract the
more profitable parts of the market. And tailored
coverage products will both increase attractiveness

to the customers and assist carriers in obtaining an
improvement in the underwriting result overall.
The longer-term opportunity is that new technologies
will assist insurers not just to price and process the risk
efficiently but perhaps to detect and prevent risks from
materialising in the first place. This is an optimistic goal
but the basic building blocks are already there.
When it comes to these technologies, it is hard
to imagine a better platform and ecosystem than
Microsoft Azure. Bots, cognitive services, blockchain
services – all check. With Adacta’s core product offering
fully deployable on Microsoft Azure Platform as a
Service, we can help customers reap the benefits of
these new technologies.
Matej Pfajfar is executive director at Adacta
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Connecting the
customer experience
H E L O I S E R O S S O U W : W I L L I S T O W E R S W AT S O N

Insurers’ new gold standard for customer service requires a seamless back office
that connects customer data and insights with service delivery and value

T

he term ‘customer-centricity’ is now firmly
established in the global business lexicon,
but it is far more than just business speak. A
new generation of retailers and technology specialists are resetting customer expectations, attracting
consumers and finding ways to generate and satisfy
retail demand across a number of business sectors.
This new focus on the customer hasn’t been
lost on the insurance industry. New startups want to exploit digitisation and technology to disrupt the market, and many existing
players are now taking strides to reinvigorate
their business models to compete in this new
customer-centric environment.

“Back-office systems need to be up to
the task of packaging information for
customer-facing technologies”
But the question is, how? Where do companies focus their efforts, and what strategies will
deliver greater customer value and a competitive
advantage that rewards shareholders? A good
place to start is getting to know the customer.
Customer insights on product, price, sales and
brand – the four key competitive differentiators
in business – make it possible to create a sustainable business model that meets customers’ needs
at an affordable cost, provides a great experience
and generates profit.
We have observed that many insurers have
focused mainly on the customer-facing elements
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of the end-user experience, such as faster, intuitive websites and user-friendly apps, in their bids
to become customer-centric. The next step, and
more consequential challenge, is to get to know
customers better and uncover insights from how
insurers interact with them. And finally, once
those insights are learned, insurers need a corresponding agile and seamless back-office architecture to connect customer data and insights to
service delivery and value.
Reengineering back-office operations to
deliver improved customer experiences typically
requires substantial work. For many insurers a
mix of old and new technologies, internal and
external data, and creaking processes makes it
hard to achieve the levels of IT connectivity that
provide the foundation for data and technology
to enhance the customer experience. Fortunately,
software is now available to act as an interface
umbrella, helping insurers integrate their data
and provide a seamless customer interface across
all communication channels.
That connectivity is particularly important
when considering the three main capabilities
a connected, customer-focused digital insurer
typically wants to enhance: analytics, distribution and customer service, and efficiency and
expense management. To date, many insurers
have tended or were forced to concentrate on
only one; whereas, the right level of connectivity
would have made all three possible.
Enhancing analytics capabilities has often been
insurers’ first step to better understanding their
customers. But analytics on their own aren’t

INSURANCE

enough. Companies need to be able to extract
actionable insights and deploy them into their
businesses, so the right people access the right
business intelligence and decision support materials when decisions are made.
Technology needs are also closely allied
to distribution and multichannel customer
service. Technology has raised expectations
among end customers and, increasingly, intermediaries, that they can obtain products and
services they need or want, when and how they
need or want them. Back-office systems need to
be up to the task of packaging information for
customer-facing technologies.
Furthermore, online retailers are shaping
expectations for customer experience by taking
attributes such as ease of use, algorithms that can
pre-empt customer needs, fast or real-time service and individual customer recognition to new
levels. Distribution and customer service nirvana for insurers is therefore increasingly likely
to involve an omni-channel approach, allowing
customers to interact in ways that suit them.
Improved expense management and operational efficiency are further incentives for insurers to pay as much attention to the back office
as they do to customer-facing features. Equally
crucial to success are relatively simple – but
often surprisingly hard-to-achieve – goals such
as streamlining processes free of legacy system
constraints, increasing automation and removing duplication such as data rekeying.
Essentially, customer-centricity doesn’t just
hinge on eradicating inefficient processes. It
also looks at the value and cost chains of an
omni-channel, integrated business model in a
completely new light. This can seem daunting,
but it’s definitely achievable.
Momentum behind the customer-centric
approach in insurance is building, irrespective
of major technological disruptors from outside the industry. One option is to do nothing,
but frankly, that seems risky when most of the
current innovations in 
customer-centricity
call for implementation of technology, data
and analytics – all familiar territory for insurers. Moreover, many of the most disruptive
innovations of recent years have not relied
on superior technology. The difference has
come from enhanced user experiences, more
possible price points and a commitment to
align back-office operations with a positive
customer experience.

Insurers need to recognise that while they may
not be financial technology organisations, they
have a lot working in their favour. Most have
the capital to turn ideas into reality. They have
customers providing plenty of data with which
to work and develop new analytics insights.
Crucially, they also have people with deep industry knowledge and relevant experience.
The challenge for many insurers will be to organise their existing capabilities differently to meet
more customer-focused and 
cross-functional
goals, and to prepare to experiment and try new
things. A useful approach may be to strategically
identify opportunities that can deliver value to
the business, framed in an ‘if you’re going to fail,
fail fast’ mentality. This requires a culture of confidence where management can act quickly – a
comfort level facilitated by accurate real-time
analytics and rapid monitoring.
Tomorrow’s truly customer-centric insurers
will favour understanding the behavioural reasons insurance is needed rather than simply selling insurance products, positioning themselves
to deliver relevant information and services in
an engaging, understandable and efficient way.
This is likely to happen only if the shop window
and the back office align to serve the customer’s
best interest.
Heloise Rossouw is senior consultant at
Willis Towers Watson
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The changing
face of banking
W I M G E U K E N S : V E R I PA R K

Technology is changing how people manage their finances, so it’s imperative that
banks have a strategy to manage multiple customer channels

I

n the past, customers could only interact
with banks via two or three channels – they
could have a face-to-face conversation with
a trusted representative at their local branch,
telephone the bank’s call centre, or use an ATM.
Consequently, banks had little to worry about in
terms of channel strategies, aside from ensuring
their branches were within easy reach of customers, that staff could meet demand and that their
services were of reasonable quality.
However, times are changing and both technology and banking are evolving rapidly. The
explosion in the number of available customer
channels is causing a major shift in the way

“VeriChannel offers a unified
platform that empowers
organisations to manage
consistent customer journeys”
that people and organisations manage their
finances. Today, most customers use multiple
channels to get in touch with their service providers, research products, open and manage
their accounts, resolve issues, receive notifications, or share experiences. This diversity
includes digital-only channels, including social
networks like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn,
chatbots and SMS.
In addition, fintech start-ups are disrupting
the way traditional banking is being done.
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In recent years there has been a significant
growth in the use of peer-to-peer lending,
pay-day loan companies and other innovative
non-traditional banking organisations. In this
overcrowded, highly competitive marketplace
people can easily shop around using price
comparison sites to find the most relevant and
cheapest option and the bank switching service
makes swapping banks as easy as changing
clothing brands. It’s also free.
Now that greater volumes of customers are
expecting instant service, banks are migrating to lower cost digital channels and keeping
the more expensive branches and call centres
for occasions that require a more personal,
in-depth level of service. Although this is often
seen as a cost-effective way of meeting demand,
things are not clear-cut. If low-value customers
choose high-cost channels, the cost to serve
them could surpass the revenue they generate,
and if high-value customers are being served
through low-quality, non-differentiating channels, it could potentially damage their relationship with the bank.
This can have a significant impact on bank
revenues, as well as customer satisfaction.
Therefore, as customers migrate to self-service
channels, banks are challenged with resolving
how to identify an optimal channel mix for each
customer that reduces cost, maximises revenue
and improves the overall experience.
VeriChannel from VeriPark offers a secure,
unified platform that empowers organisations
to manage seamless, consistent and engaging

R E TA I L B A N K I N G

VeriChannel provides
customers with all the
functionalities that are
available to the bank’s
relationship managers

customer journeys across multiple customer
touchpoints, including web, mobile, kiosks
and ATMs. The fully responsive user interfaces enable customers and colleagues to access
the system from any device at any time. The
VeriChannel solution enables banks to adopt a
three-fold strategy to encourage customers to
migrate to low-cost digital channels.
First, the solution delivers a consistent and
scalable user experience. No matter which channel the customer uses, VeriChannel provides all
the features and functionalities that are available to branch-based relationship managers in a
self-service mode. This capability is both secure
and scalable meaning that no matter how many
customers or interactions, the experience will
always be of the same high quality.
Second, VeriChannel differentiates the level of
service across channels based on a customer’s
loyalty, net promoter score, product portfolio or

net worth. For example, some banks have gold or
platinum levels of service for certain customers.
Finally, the solution can be used to incentivise
customers to adopt low-cost channels by offering specialised channel-specific products (with
special pricing) or rewards for self-service
transactions.
VeriPark is helping its customers drive digital
transformation and optimise channel migration
by delivering scalable, intelligent and secure
customer-centric software solutions. By providing
solutions that unify data from separate channels
and creating a single view of each relationship to
help identify insights, VeriPark is enabling its customers to implement practices that allow them to
have meaningful conversations and take the right
action at the right time.
Wim Geukens is managing director
of VeriPark Europe
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Empowering
innovation
M AT E J P FA J FA R : A D A C TA

As new technologies transform the insurance industry,
a future-proof core system is essential for innovation

I

nvestments in the ‘future of insurance’ are
unprecedented, on a global scale. With new
players entering the arena, sometimes with
quite revolutionary ideas, insurers are under
pressure to be part of the story and are making a
concerted effort to incorporate new technologies
and concepts into their business.
Most companies today aim to provide a sleek
digital experience across the board, from receiving a quotation to payment to claim notification, with practically instant service for many
of the possible engagement points. Chatbots
and cognitive services are being used to cover at
least part of the interaction with the customer,
for general questions and answers but also for

“Insurers are making a concerted effort
to incorporate new technologies and
concepts into their business”
assisting the customer in the quote/policy issuing process, as well as first notice of loss. Some
are also utilising image recognition to speed up
the sales process, for example producing quotes
from a scanned existing policy or the vehicle’s
certificate of registration.
Changes to insurance products are driven by
the desire to engage with the customer more
often and attract the most profitable (less risky)
customers in a market segment. Already many of
our customers are taking advantage of the ubiquitous mobile app for some form of usage-based
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coverage, particularly in motor insurance but
moving increasingly towards lifestyle-based personal coverage as well. While the majority still
do not offer any smart-contract based products,
many are planning to do so soon. The future will
favour bespoke coverage, allowing customers to
select their coverage at a much more granular level
(micro policies for a range of situations, mix-andmatch coverage) and to proactively affect the premium levels. The internet of things, coupled with
artificial intelligence, offers huge potential here.
Cost pressure in the insurance industry is
significant and the need to do business more
efficiently is ever present. Workplace automation offers the possibility of throughput levels
unheard of in the traditional model. Almost all
carriers are doing something to automate processes for standard claims, underwriting, and
billing and collection.
The core system is at the heart of innovation.
It should be future-proof and support the quick
and easy introduction of new products, allowing the insurer to leverage a multitude of innovative approaches and technologies without
fuss. Being a core system provider is not just
about developing cool things and making them
operational for our customers, but also being
part of an ecosystem so they can pick from what
is on offer. Our initiatives include telematics
and usage-based insurance, speeding up the
sales process with cognitive services and peerto-peer insurance on the blockchain.
Matej Pfajfar is executive director at Adacta
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Customer expectations
have big implications
MIKE DWYER: EIS GROUP

The digitisation of the everyday has specific digital strategy and technology
implications for insurers

A

s insurers strive to thrive in an increasingly digital marketplace, it is understood
that excellent customer service is no
longer a standout, but a standard. The digitalisation of the everyday – by Uber, Amazon, Yelp
and many others – is something customers are
acutely aware of. It isn’t a bonus feature; it’s an
expectation. It also has specific digital strategy
and technology implications for insurers.
Firstly, customers want to be more than an
account or policy number. Having the content that
they access – and the where, when and how they
access it – customised to them, optimises their
experience and builds brand loyalty. Establishing
a true omni-channel environment is the way to

“Going digital is an organisation-wide
focus from the front-end, customerfacing roles to the back-end”
provide customers the real-time, on-demand servicing they crave. So too is leveraging customer
insights to offer products and services aligned
specifically to their lifecycle and preferences.
Going digital is an organisation-wide focus from
the customer-facing front-end, to the backend
of ‘paperwork’ processing. Yet, insurers are often
faced with a spaghetti of separate systems. For
digital to succeed, the second implication is that it
has to be a silo-free operation. Those insurers who
are digital leaders have a common trait: solid mid/
back office alignment to customer needs.

Thirdly, because customer expectations are
rising and continue to shift, the underlying core
systems – for rating, policy admin, billing, claims
– must also be able to flex. A request for a single bill for a multi-policy household, or telematics-based coverage for a new driver, or starting a
claim by talking into a mobile phone, are all things
insureds may want now, but that legacy systems
may not support. The failing thus far has been in
trying to layer technology on top of existing core
systems that are not built for modern digital interactions. All this does is add complexity.
Finally, insurers must establish digital experience platforms that not only support the demands
of today’s digital world but also support new
engagements as emerging technologies and the
connected world advance. These include shortterm or event-based coverages, risk prevention
and concierge services. And they will leverage
artificial intelligence for zero-data-entry interactions and machine learning for pitch-perfect,
personalised underwriting and value-add offers.
The digital experience platform must be able to
integrate data and emerging technologies in innovative ways to change the insurance value chain.
Insurers can take advantage of a maturing technology landscape. Rather than cobbling disparate
tech solutions together, new, integrated, cloudbased platforms can unify core interactions with
insights and create and deliver personalised digital experiences in real time or close to real time.
Mike Dwyer is CTO and executive vice
president, Engineering at EIS Group
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Innovative insurance technology backed
by industry insight
We combine technical expertise with a rich understanding of the
insurance industry to provide robust, innovative and cost-eﬀective
solutions that span the insurance value chain.
An unwavering focus on the needs of customers has made us one of
the largest providers of actuarial software. We help clients to improve
performance, manage risk and safeguard solvency.
We live insurance.
Find out more: willistowerswatson.com/ICandT
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