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Abstract

The digital era has opened doors to a generation of young entrepreneurs eager to
leverage on new technologies to transform business through innovation. Multiple industries,
such as retail, transportation, telecommunication, information or hospitality, are disrupted by
tech-savvy new entrants that modernize the way consumers and suppliers interact. The
insurance industry resists to such transformation despite the aggressive emergence of digital
start-ups that attempt to change the traditional operating model. Focusing on the Singapore
insurance market, this paper opposes the nature of the digital entrepreneurs that enter the
insurance market and the essence of the industry to explain the difficulties of an effective
disruption of the insurance paradigm by new entrants. The study shows that insurance players
are dealing with a complex industry that requires insurance expertise and experience beyond
digital know-how. The barriers to entry (e.g., regulation, capital, compliance), the difficulties
to respond to a passive demand (e.g., poor value perception, no willingness to pay), and the
necessity to provide a well-processed supply (e.g., technical nature of insurance,
underwriting, after-sale and claims management) favor the position of incumbents and
challenge the fragile ambition of digital entrants – insurtechs. The study concludes that such
paradigm not only slows-down the digital transformation of the industry but also delays its
potential disruption.
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Glossary

$: Singapore Dollars.
ACRA: Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority is the national regulator of business
entities, public accountants and corporate service providers in Singapore.
AI: Artificial intelligence refers to the simulation of human intelligence in machines that are
programmed to learn to think like humans and mimic their actions.
APA: American Psychological Association.
API: Application Programming Interface. API is the acronym for Application Programming
Interface, which is a software intermediary that allows two applications to talk to each other.
B2C: Business-to-Consumer. The term business-to-consumer refers to the process of selling
products and services directly between a business and consumers who are the end-users of its
products or services.
Blockchain: Blockchain is a digital ledger of transactions that is duplicated and distributed
across an entire network of computer systems.
CEO: Chief Executive Officer.
CDO: Chief Digital Officer.
CFO: Chief Financial Officer.
Chatbot: A chatbot is a computer program that simulates human conversation through voice
commands or text chats or both.
CIO: Chief IT Officer.
CMO: Chief Marketing Officer.
COVID-19: A disease caused by a new strain of coronavirus that appears in 2019. 'CO'
stands for corona, 'VI' for virus, and 'D' for disease.
xii

CTO: Chief Technical Officer.
e-KYC: electronic Know Your Customer Document.
Fintech: a fintech is a start-up that use computer programs and other technologies to deploy
innovative solutions in banking and financial services.
GDP: Gross Domestic Product.
GIA: General Insurance Association.
GWP: Gross Written Premium. Revenue scale in General Insurance Industry.
IMDA: Infocomm Media Development Authority. The statutory board of the Singapore
government, under the Ministry of Communications and Information.
Insurance Agent: an insurance agent is an insurance intermediary that hold a license to
advise, promote insurance products and services on behalf of an insurance company only
Insurance Broker: an insurance broker is an insurance intermediary that hold a license to
advise, recommend insurance products and services for its clients.
Insurance Tied Agent: A tied agent is a financial adviser representative of an insurance
company only that can sell one product only. In Singapore they are mainly selling Travel or
Motor insurance.
Insurtech: Insurtech is a combination of the words insurance and technology, inspired by the
term fintech. Insurtech refers to the company that develops or uses technology innovations to
design efficient insurance solutions.
IoT: Internet of Things.
IT: Information Technology.
KPI: Key Performance Indicator.
LIA: Life Insurance Association.

xiii

MAS: Ministry Authority of Singapore.
MD: Managing Director.
PDPA: Personal Data Protection Act.
PDPC: Personal Data Protection Commission.
Peer-to-Peer: A peer-to-peer (P2P) network is a network that does not use a centralize
administrative system. It rather share resources through interconnected nodes (peers) and
helps computers and devices work collaboratively.
Sandbox: A sandbox is a testing environment that isolates innovative solutions from the
production environment to experiment, test them without affecting the insurance industry.
SaaS: Software as a service.
SFA: Singapore Fintech Association.
Start-up: A start-up is a young company founded by one or more entrepreneurs to develop a
unique product or service and bring it to market. By its nature, the typical start-up tends to be
a shoestring operation, with initial funding from the founders or their friends and families.
Telematics: Telematics is a technology solution that deals with the long-distance
transmission of computerized information.
UBI: Usage based Insurance.
VC: Venture Capital.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

With the advent of digital, customers want to access everything, everywhere, and at any
time. The revolution in consumer behavior transformed industries through the adoption of new
technologies, forced incumbents to adapt their organization and opened doors to a tech-savvy
generation of new entrants. The digital dynamic facilitated the deployment of innovative
solutions and empowered start-ups to become genuine competitors to the existing incumbents,
challenge the position of the leaders and disrupt traditional industries (Pei, 2018).
The emergence of innovative entrepreneurs is also real in the insurance industry. Pain
(2014) states that a quiet digital revolution is underway that re-configures the traditional
insurance distribution model and changes how consumers interact with insurers. Barinskiy
(2020) defines these entrepreneurs in the insurance industry as agile newcomers that develop
innovative ideas through technologies and aim at disrupting the current model used by most
incumbents to bring insurance shoppers savings and efficiency. Such start-ups, called also
insurtechs, enter the market and force the insurance industry to experience a technological shift.
They deploy unconventional value proposition and new operating models built around digital
know-how. Insurtechs attempt also to compete with traditional intermediaries (e.g., agents,
brokers, or financial advisors) and launch direct solutions through e-commerce that facilitate
product comparison, simplify the purchasing process, and foremost reduce significantly the cost
of purchase (Barinskiy, 2020). For the past ten years, insurtechs have been a powerful driver for
change, pressing incumbents to modernize their business models by responding faster and more
1

efficiently to the consumer demand (Pain, 2014). Some experts, such as Catlin (2017), forecast a
disruption that could be as dramatic as the one seen in other industries:
Insurtechs are technology-led companies that enter the insurance sector, taking advantage
of new technologies to provide coverage to a more digitally savvy customer base.
Incumbents need to keep their eyes out for new entrants that use technology to create a
strategic advantage. The size of their share in the next generation of the insurance
industry is at stake. (Catlin, 2017, para. 5)

Problem Statement

The industry witness the emergence of start-ups that ambition to disrupt the insurance
business model yet these insurtechs have difficulties to appeal to consumer and differentiate
themselves against traditional yet powerful incumbents. Historical leaders (e.g., Allianz, AXA,
Generali, Prudential) remain ahead on all indicators such as revenue, presence, market share, and
reliability (Nicoletti, 2016).
The traditional insurance players understood the importance of digitalizing their business
and the necessity to transform their organization to respond to tech-savvy consumers. Unlike
insurtechs, these established insurers have the advantage of being in the market for a long time
which gives them the following advantages:
•

They developed strong insurance expertise and held relevant field experience,

•

They deal with legacy systems and robust governance that ensure stability and scalability,

•

They also carry products and services with proven capabilities that help to preserve a
strong ground on the market, and
2

•

They have the appropriate distribution channel in place, traditional intermediaries that
hold and deal with a large in-force book , that can help preserve the client portfolio.
Historical players launch also solutions to respond to the digital demand while leveraging

on their incumbent status. They transform themselves and revisit their processes, services, and
operations. As consequence, despite a revolution expected by new entrants, there is no dramatic
change in the way the insurance market is organized and driven. Mainstream insurance firms are
considered better than new entrants at security and fraud protection, at products and services, and
finally at brand awareness (Browne, 2017). Pain (2014) highlights that the penetration of ecommerce through new start-ups is generally less in insurance than in other industries. In the
European Union for example, e-commerce represents 14% of total sales across all sectors
compared with an average of less than 5% for insurance purchases (Pain, 2014). Insurance is an
industry that is digitally changing without experiencing the expected and established disruption
driven by innovative new entrants.

Objective and Significance of the Research Area

There is an abundance of research on the impact of new entrants in insurance (Vander
Linden et al., 2018). There are essays published on insurtechs that focus on the opportunity to
change the value perception and willingness to pay through digital means. Their authors describe
how business models of these new entrants are different from the traditional ones. Finally, there
are multiple papers on how new entrants disrupt the traditional governance of the historical
players. These publications show the appetite for insurance players to modernize themselves to
change the customer perception and transform the industry by embracing new technologies. I
3

found no research pointing to the difficulties that incumbents in general, new entrants in
particular have to truly disrupt the insurance paradigm. I also found no study explaining why
incumbents stay leaders of their markets and what are or could be the key success factors (if any)
of the new entrants to transform the insurance market.
The insurance industry has notable barriers to entry (e.g., regulations, capital
requirements, and consumer behaviors) that make it complex to enter and even more difficult to
stay. Yet, a new generation of entrepreneurs expects to conquer the insurance market by
leveraging on their digital know-how only. They lack both insurance experience and expertise,
and believe that the knowledge in new technologies is the only competence required to
successfully disrupt and impact the position of the conservative incumbents. The purpose of the
study is to evaluate the competence that may be required from a new entrant willing to remodel
the insurance industry on a long term. The research assesses the importance of both the
experience and expertise in insurance to respond to powerful incumbents, stiff regulations, and
conservative purchasing behavior.

The Research Question

This study examined three main research questions:
RQ 1. Is the insurance industry digital transformation slowed down by a complex and strict
regulation?
RQ 2. Is the insurance industry digital disruption delayed by poor value perception from the
consumer?
RQ 3. Is being tech savvy sufficient for an entrepreneur to disrupt the insurance industry?
4

Delimitations and Limitations

The research focuses on the Singapore market only. Singapore welcomes disruption
through entrepreneurship (Pei, 2018). In the insurance environment, the governing bodies have
simplified rules and regulations to welcome insurtechs and facilitate innovation (Tan, 2012). The
government provides reliable and frequent statistics on the evolution of both entrepreneurship
and insurance. First, I can engage with local experts to evaluate their sentiments on the effective
transformation and digitalization of the industry, and second I have access easily to both the
main players and the insurtechs performances and statistics. However, restricting the study to
Singapore creates biases and may not represent the situation of the insurance industry overall.
For instance, the size of the Singapore insurance market is small and its regulation is very
specific which may affect the overall significance of the findings.

Assumptions

The insurance environment is complicated at both supply and demand and requires a
minimum of know-how. On the supply side, the industry deals with a complex and volatile set of
laws. Insurance suppliers must allocate significant time and budget to have the right resources
and the appropriate organization to remain compliant. Lorenz (2017) writes:
Regulation, product complexity, and insurers’ large balance sheets have kept digital
attackers from insurers’ gates. (Lorenz, 2017, p. 6)

5

The demand is conventional and purchasing behavior remains conservative. Customers
need to be constantly educated, advised, and supported in their insurance acquisition journey as
their value perception is poor and the willingness to pay is low.
The insurance industry is slower than other industries to feel the digital effect owing to
regulation that absorb time and energy from players, complex understanding that demand
insurance experience, and young, innovative and tech-savvy entrepreneurs that miss appropriate
expertise that is needed to grow steadily.

Methodology

The dissertation starts through a literature review made of academic and research libraries
and professional publications to address the status of the different components that makes the
study relevant and includes:
•

The consumer behavior and the digital impact,

•

The nature of entrepreneurship and the digital impact,

•

Incumbent and new entrant respective advantages and the digital impact,

•

The insurance industry context (e.g., regulation, business model and distribution) and the
digital impact, and

•

The Singapore market context from a digital, an entrepreneurship, and an insurance
perspective.
The CHAPTER THREE defines the methodology used to test the assumptions. The

research is inductive with a pragmatism philosophy and used a mixed-methods. The collection of
data was done through an online survey and a series of face-to-face, standardized, semi6

structured interviews. The CHAPTER FOUR exposes the results of both quantitative and
qualitative study. The quantitative study was done in May and June 2020 and managed to collect
37 responses from 34 different insurtechs, and 25 responses from 18 different incumbents. The
qualitative study was done in July 2020 with 14 experts from both insurtechs and incumbents.
CHAPTER FIVE discusses the results and interprets them according to the literature review and
the initial assumptions:
•

Despite the MAS lighting up rules and regulations for digital experimentation, insurance
is more regulated than other retail or service-related industries which slows down digital
transformation and delay potential disruption from new entrants,

•

Consumer behavior in insurance remains traditional. Customer value perception is poor
and willingness to pay is low. Internet is used to search for information but rarely to
acquire an insurance product online, and

•

Entrepreneurs that enter the market are digital-savvy but lack insurance expertise. They
have no or little interest to deal with the technicality of the industry which affects their
customer understanding and handicaps their insurtech to scale up.
The study concludes that, while a new generation of entrepreneurs participate in the

insurance transformation, it has yet to go beyond digital know-how and build-up insurance
experience and expertise to disrupt the industry truly.

7

Singapore Case

Singapore is a small island country based in South-East Asia. With 5.6 million
inhabitants living in 720 km squares, it is one of the most densely populated countries in the
World. Singapore is also known as one of the richest countries in the world with a Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) reaching $103,000 per inhabitants in 2020 (Heritage Foundation,
2020). Singapore Internet penetration rate reached 82% in 2018 which is 30 points higher than
the global average. Singapore's mobile penetration reached 86% in 2018 (Shahari, 2019).
Singapore defines itself as a “start-up nation” that fosters modern entrepreneurship by
simplifying rules and regulations, overall administration, and other corporate processes (Yeoh,
2016). For instance, the Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority (ACRA), the governing
body that controls the creation of businesses, takes pride in providing 100% of its services
through the Internet and guarantee that a new business can be created in less than 2 hours
through their system (World Bank, 2010). The Singapore government tries to engage investors,
major corporations, and start-ups to work and discuss together to boost the digital
transformation. Specific to finance and entrepreneurship, Singapore has developed a fintech
innovation hub that includes high tech infrastructure and facilities, and offer tax reliefs or grants,
to welcome innovators from all over the world willing to transform the banking or insurance
industry (Pei, 2018). From proofs of concept supporting schemes to a specific sandbox for new
entrants, the country provides clear fast track and impactful subsidies to the fintech industry
(MAS, 2016).
In Singapore, the insurance industry is matured and deals with slow growth since 2012
(MAS, 2020). As of 2020, 104 insurers hold a license for more than 20 years (LIA, 2020) and
8

only five new entrants that have tried to penetrate the market since 2015 - Singapore Life, China
Life, FWD, Budget Insurance (MAS, 2020). In general insurance, the top three general insurers
(AXA, Income, AIG) owns 60% of the market (Ernst & Young, 2017) while in life insurance,
four players (Prudential, Great Eastern, AIA, Income) own 78% of the market (LIA, 2020); The
insurance industry has difficulties to innovate as Friedman (2018) points out:
Insurers still too often hold on to outdated orthodoxies about the industry’s inherent
ability to ward off fundamental disruption. (Friedman, 2018)
The incumbents are reluctant to change as they hold most of the market, and spend most
of their energy in dealing with a difficult regulatory environment. The Ministry of Authority of
Singapore (MAS), may have simplified the guidelines for new entrants but enforced a series of
new and stricter laws for the bigger players. Incumbents deal with additional terms and
conditions to distribute their products, manage data, or deploy new services. This situation forces
incumbents to revisit regularly their governance, their organization, and strategy (Sharps, 2018).
As such, rather than investing in innovation, incumbents allocate their budget to respond to these
regulatory guidelines (Sharps, 2018). Pei (2018) justifies the government regulatory strategy:
The need for sharper focus on the risk and threat analysis associated with increasingly
complex activities, products and delivery mechanisms of financial institutions where
multiple risks are taken and/or bundled together. (Pei, 2018)
The different regulatory initiatives launched by the Singapore government on welcoming
innovation opened doors to a new generation of entrepreneurs. Pei (2018) states:
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MAS is clearly aware that introducing regulations prematurely may stifle innovation and
potentially derail the adoption of useful technology, therefore it always ensures that
regulation must not be a front-runner of innovation. (Pei, 2018)
Since the deployment of this philosophy, multiple start-ups enter the insurance market
and try to deploy innovative solutions. Unlike traditional players which provide the full range of
comprehensive services and products, these new entrants develop specific technology to improve
one particular vertical or product. Smaller, they do not need to follow all the rules imposed by
the MAS. More agile, they also adapt faster to the market. Yet these start-ups have not been able
to disrupt the market. These insurtechs entered the industry that offer direct purchase facility
which attempt to shorten and simplify the process of acquisition (Heong, 2019).
Despite high expectations from the industry, the insurtech business remains marginal and
represented less than 0.2% of the total insurance premium generated in Singapore in 2019
(Heong, 2019). Customers remain traditional, conservative, and still opt for a face-to-face
financial planning session with a trusted financial adviser rather than opting for a digital selfassessment or buying from innovative provider (Goby & Lewis, 2000). Heong (2019) explains:
Singaporeans want the benefits that online market places provide: ease of buying, having
all the information easily accessible 24/7, and perhaps lower prices. And major insurers
have responded by creating mobile apps, allowing downloading of benefit illustrations
online, and even allow insurance policies to be purchased directly online. These new
insurtechs haven’t done enough to differentiate themselves and their products to make it
through. (Heong, 2019, para. 6)
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This thesis has five chapters. CHAPTER 1 presented the background, problem and
questions of the study, and summarized the approach of the research to validate or not the
assumptions. CHAPTER TWO reviews the literature on the digital impact on consumer
behavior, insurance and the nature of entrepreneurship and describes the context of Singapore.
CHAPTER THREE explains the methodology used to conduct the study, how the data are
collected and analysed, and calls attention to limitations. CHAPTER FOUR summarizes the
results from the data collected. CHAPTER FIVE discusses the findings and the conclusions as
well as the potential areas for future studies.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

CHAPTER TWO explains through a literature review the context of insurance and the
influence of new technologies in the transformation of the industry. CHAPTER TWO also
describes the consumer behavior theory in the insurance environment and digital paradigm to
explain the tentative shift in the marketing patterns of the market players. CHAPTER TWO
enumerates the theoretical forces of the respective insurance players in a complex regulatory
environment and evaluates the impact of new technologies on such forces. Finally, CHAPTER
TWO reviews the context of Singapore before evaluating the relevance of the research project.

Insurance and Digital Transformation Context

Confusion, lack of appeal and complexity have grown for insurance consumers and
suppliers amid changes in regulation, product and service expansions, demands for data
transparency and pressures for efficient operations (Sollmann, 2018). Kunreuther and
McMorrow (2013) states:
Insurance probably is the most misunderstood industry, misunderstood by all impacted
segments of our society. (Kunreuther & McMorrow, 2013, para. 7)
On the consumer side, insurance distributes intangible products designed around a
promise that covers financially a client against a risk that may or may not happen (Devlin, 2013).
If the risk does not occur during the coverage period, the insurer does need to deliver the service
or pay out the benefits. There are three consequences on the insurance purchasing behavior
according to Schmidt-Gallas and Zur Horst (2018). First, there is a tendency to view insurance as
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an unnecessary expenditure if no claims have been made after paying premiums for years.
Second, purchasing insurance is not an act of pleasure but rather considered as an act of
responsibility or compliance with the law. Third and last, the value perception is poor and the
willingness to pay nearly inexistent.
On the supplier side, the insurance industry deals with sophisticated and restrictive
regulations. The financial crisis of 2008 affected the financial stability of the industry as the
solidity of the main players was weakened following the credit crunch (Klein, 2012). In
response, most governments stiffen the rules and regulations of the incumbents and increase the
barriers to entry for new players (Klein, 2012). New laws and guidelines made more stringent the
rules applicable to market and distribute, the methods to advise, the usage of data collected, and
the governance relative to insurance product management (Plsek & Wood, 2015). With such
constraints, the industry dynamic, lead mainly by incumbents, prioritised the compliance to the
regulation rather than the digital transformation (Bolt, 2019). Traditional firms reorganized
themselves around administrative and controlling functions to protect the interest of the company
at the expense of innovation. For instance, new departments such as compliance, risk, legal, and
audit lead the company governance rather than business-related departments. At the same time,
economy of scales, capital requirements, license restrictions, regulatory guidelines, compliance
limitation, and flat demand arbitrated against new entrants (Dirnberger, et al., 2018). The
insurance industry started to witness a lack of attractivity (Bolt, 2019). Rather than seeing new
insurers entering the industry, the sector witnessed a massive concentration through multiple
mergers and acquisitions (Matthew & Bosworth, 2015). Historical insurers divest their non-core
business to generate cash and in return merge with similar companies. From 2011 to 2015,
mergers and acquisitions within the global insurance industry have grown at a compound annual
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growth rate of 42% (Matthew & Bosworth, 2015). Also, the deal size shifted from $280 million
in 2011 to $781 million in (Matthew & Bosworth, 2015).
On the digital front, incumbents are pressurised by the advent of new technologies.
Historical players are forced to review their processes, governances, and organization beyond the
regulatory requirement to respond to the digital demand and protect their legacy business
(Orlovácz, 2016). Nicoletti (2016) confirms:
Most of insurance companies have been static for a long time. It is now time to change
under the push of four disruptive factors: demand for innovation, agility, security and
cost optimization. The move from the physical to the virtual world is already reaching the
insurance industry. (Nicoletti, 2016, p. 72)
Incumbents understand that they must take the lead in innovation and make their
processes leaner and digitized. They create centres of expertise, establish innovation labs or
initiates venture funds that aim at boosting their effective transformation (Yoder, et al., March
2016). New departments are set to reinvent not only business models but also processes and
operations (Desyllas & Sako, 2013) and includes solutions that revisit claims management,
customer relationship, policy processing, or fraud administration. Lastly, incumbents recruit a
new breed of employees that are not only insurance-focused but offer a new set of skills that can
respond to the digital requirement (e.g.: developers, entrepreneurs, innovators). Trussell (2015)
resumes:
Insurers need to respond to a changing world. But navigating complex challenges and
staying ahead requires a new approach. Integrated business accelerator for insurers offers
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a dynamic prototype to accelerate digitalization, forecasting, analysis, performance
management and controlling for insurers. (Trusell, 2015, p. 7)
Overall, the insurance industry is slow to transform as the focus of the main players
remains the compliance (Klein, 2012). Rossar (2019) points out:
The insurance sector has always been relatively slow to adapt to technology, even falling
behind banks, which are also notoriously held back by their legacy infrastructure.
(Rossar, 2019, para. 4)
Governments, aware of such situation (Dirnberger, et al., 2018), adapts the regulation to
simplify requirements (solvency margin, data regulation….) to those that are small, digital focus
or new entrants willing experiment the market with innovative solutions (McQuivey, 2013).
While traditional insurers remain slow to transform, the industry witnesses a digital shift
influenced the barriers to entry lowered for start-ups (Fruchard, 2016). Insurtechs launch online
platform to do e-commerce, but also unconventional concepts such as usage-based insurance
(UBI), telematics or geolocation insurance services (Desyllas & Sako, 2013). In 2018, more than
$2 billion is invested to deploy e-solutions in the insurance ecosystem (Fintech Global, 2018)
which made insurance the most dynamic industries in the digital space (Orlovácz, 2016).
These insurtechs leverage not only on legal exemptions from governments but also on
special grants or dedicated fiscal and labour policies to take the risk and deploy experimental
solutions (Orlovácz, 2016). Lastly, they are young minded and more agile, smaller and faster to
act or react than the incumbents (Coe, et al., 2015). Chen (2013) summarizes:
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Young attackers are transforming the competitive landscape and elevating customer
expectations, so insurance companies must integrate digital technologies into their
operations to keep pace. (Chen, 2013, p. 808)
Despite the deployment of innovative digital solutions, consumers, especially in
Singapore, prefer to buy an insurance offline rather than purely online and favor a traditional
face-to-face rather than an unorthodox interaction (Chan, 2017). Reviewing the consumer
behavior specific to the insurance industry denotes peculiar patterns and explains why online
acquisition journey may still not appeal to insurance buyers.

Consumer Behavior

As of April 2020, 4.57 billion people (58% of the population) could access the Internet,
4.2 billion were on mobile, and 3,8 billion were active on social media daily (Statista, 2020).
Digital tools changed the way consumers interact with businesses and affected the purchasing
behaviours, habits and preferences (Shree, 2018). Consumer behavior theories must consider the
revolution of technologies. Shree (2018) confirms:
Over the years, the consumer behavior had changed drastically because of the technical
interference and so is the consumer behavioral theory. (Shree, 2018)

Consumer Behavior Initial Theory
Buyer (consumer) and supplier behaviors have been theorized to explain how
marketplace paradigms are structured and how they evolve through the advent of new
technologies. Buying a product or a service is done in an orderly manner (Kotler & Armstrong,
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2014). The buyer follows an inner and systematic process that goes from problem recognition to
problem-solving. Each step is critical and meaningful. Consumer behavior theories explain to the
marketer why, how, when, where, and in which circumstance a consumer is looking for a
specific need and gets it. Solomon (2006) summarizes:
Consumer behavior refers to the process in which the individual or a group of consumers
selects, purchases, uses or disposes products to meet their needs and desires. (Solomon,
2006, para. 8)
All suppliers of goods and services – including insurers – study the consumer buying
process also called consumer behavior to understand, and to adapt their marketing strategies
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2014). Marketers leverage such theories to evaluate the best way to
organize customer experience and optimize the acquisition of their products. Consumer behavior
theories look at the decision making patterns of the buyer. They attempt to predict how
consumers make decisions when it comes to acquiring goods or services. Howard and Sheth
(1969) show that five main stages define purchasing behavior.
The primary source of force of purchase is the identification of the need. A need can
come from different angles that are physical or mental and is triggered by an internal or external
stimuli. The internal stimuli come from everyday needs such as thirst, protection, or comfort.
The external stimuli are triggered by a third party (e.g., watching advertisements, following
social influencers). Once the need has been recognised, there is the search for information to
understand how to fulfil such needs. Information is available through different means and can be
found at the location where the product or service stands or online. The information can be
provided by a salesman, by someone who purchased the product before, or by an influencer that
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provide a set of details or anecdote. Kotler (2014) identifies four types of sources: personal
sources (e.g., family members or relatives, friends or colleagues), commercial sources (e.g.,
advertising, salesmen, stores and showroom..), public sources (e.g., traditional media, new media
such as the Internet, social networks), and experimental sources (e.g., testing, sample, visits).
The search for information and the quantity of information required varies according to buyers,
products, and services. Developing the right set of information to reach, educate, and influence
the consumer is critical for the marketer. Then there is the evaluation of alternatives where the
value perceived is challenged by the willingness to pay. Prospects compare the benefits offered
by the product (e.g., qualities, features or attributes, and performance) versus its price, appraise
the popularity, the image, and the reputation of the brands, and review the delivery, warranty,
and after-sales services. The decision to purchase comes next and depends on the fear of the
anticipated (e.g., danger or consequences relative to making the purchase or not making it,
acceptance and perception from others) or unanticipated (e.g., budget impact, opportunity to
purchase something else, what if) situation following the acquisition. Lastly and following the
purchase comes the consumption and experience. The level of satisfaction or unsatisfaction may
change the consumer value perception and trigger another series of actions (e.g., ask to be
reimbursed, change for another type of product, purchase more product, talk about the product).

The Consumer Behavior Digital Shift
The use of digital tools have created new needs and have changed the way consumers
look for information, make decisions and buy products (Shree, 2018). Kaur (2019) explains also
that consumers feel that the Internet reduces cost, acts as a good information agent, helps
evaluate alternatives, and gives better decision-making power. New technologies opened doors
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and gave access to more and better purchase (Salim, 2019). Retail consumer demands to reach
anything, everywhere at any time, and want to evaluate or get everything anywhere every time.
In 2019, people spent six hours and 42 minutes online (Salim, 2019). The growing use of
computers, smartphones, and other digital media has changed the nature of the identification of a
need (Miklosik, 2015). With the Internet, social networks, online influencers, and multiple
websites that give greater product or service reviews, identification of new needs has proliferated
significantly (Su, 2019) and the engagement of the external stimuli has increased notably (Kaur,
et al., 2019). Prior to the digital era, customers searched for information or assessed a product or
a service by visiting stores, discussing with friends, or checking relevant magazines. Now they
use online means to collect information and make an opinion. Both the content and the funnel of
communication to describe, explain or market a product have changed (Kaur, et al., 2019). The
content evolved from being produced by marketers and advertisers to be generated through
neutral websites that compare products, or services (Miklosik, 2015) and to be drafted by
customers that share their experiences online (e.g., influencers, blogs, references, reviews). The
communication channel shifted from “in-stores” or traditional media (e.g., TV, magazines) to the
direct hands of the consumer (e.g., mobile phones, tablets, computers). Shree (2018) concludes
that the various source of information, which were segregated in the traditional consumer
behavior, is now combined together. Internet is acting as one source of information and enables
the consumer to compare alternative products in all means including the product specifications
and the price (Shree, 2018).
With the advent of new technologies, online consumers feel more empowered, evaluate
easily alternatives and make more decisions without leaving their homes. Only 26% of the online
customers have visited physical stores to see or try the product before purchase (KPMG, 2017).
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Customers can buy products that are manufactured or marketed from all over the world.
Customers can opt for free access to a service before signing and paying for a membership or can
purchase a product online, try it and send it back if the experience is not satisfactory (Miklosik,
2015). Customers purchase faster as they do not need to queue or wait for the goods to be in
store. Finally, practical purchase is eased by the mode of payment that has been simplified and
diversified (Miklosik, 2015).
While word of mouth, direct referrals, friend feed-backs were widely used to evaluate
different choices prior to the digital era, online recommendations, opinions from influencers,
product ratings, anonymous reviews, or customer testimonials are now critical for consumers to
make their final decisions (Miklosik, 2015). With the advent of technologies and the opportunity
to spread a purchasing experience worldwide, online consumers have a lower tolerance level for
poor customer service. They are unwilling to compromise and do not hesitate to post negative
remarks that may affect the brand image. They consider their voices as a powerful tool to
influence suppliers (Yasav, 2015). They leverage the social network to share their thought on
both purchasing experiences and quality of acquisition. They expect fast if not immediate
customer-centric response (Estay, 2020).

Insurance Purchasing Behavior and Digital Impact
Insurance product is a credence good, designed around a promise having qualities that
cannot be satisfied immediately after purchase. An insurance policy is also not a material product
that someone can hold or possess (Devlin, 2013). Finally, purchasing insurance is a technical
journey and includes a series of compulsory steps that can be considered unpleasant for the buyer
(Devlin, 2013). Prospects must provide personal details and confidential information (e.g.,
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health, financial, work) to be risk assessed, underwritten, and accepted by insurers.
Consequently, customers have difficulties to assess the true value of an insurance coverage and
to develop a sense of satisfaction after the purchase (Braun, et al., 2016). The insurance is a push
rather than a pull marketing industry and requires to engage primarily the prospect through an
internal -empathic and emotional- stimuli (Ioncica & Petrescu, 2012). Brand credibility and trust
are critical in the intention to purchase (Ansari & Riasi, 2016). Customer satisfaction is also
strongly correlated to the advice provided during the purchase (Braun, et al., 2016). Bell (2019)
confirms:
The insurance industry has a reputation of distrust amongst customers, leaving these
customers feeling alienated and disengaged. Trust in the advice is the main purchasing
trigger thus the only marketing. (Bell, 2019, para. 5)
Customers believe that new technologies help to offer wider and clearer coverages and
services (Nicoletti, 2016) and that the entire purchase supposed to facilitated (Ansari & Riasi,
2016), yet overall 93% insurance buyers still favor face-to-face rather than online advice (Braun
& Schreiber, 2017). 32% of the customers who purchased a life insurance policy got their needs
created through Internet, 25% after discussing with a financial adviser, and 20% from the
influence of family members. 82% of the people that purchased an insurance used the internet to
seek for advice and information, and found computer-generated advice faster and more
convenient (Ansari & Riasi, 2016). Only 51% have purchased a retail insurance product (motor,
travel, home, personal accident) at least once (Ansari & Riasi, 2016). Only 7% of people tried to
purchase a life coverage online and admitted that life insurance is more complicated than retail
insurance and requires the support of a financial advisor (Braun & Schreiber, 2017). They also
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considered the intervention of the human touch more pertinent to understand and evaluate truly
their needs, more engaging and more reliable (Braun & Schreiber, 2017). Crowe (2017) confirms
the importance of reliability in insurance:
Consumers still buy based on the recommendations of people within their network—
family, friends, trusted co-workers and those we see every week at our kids' game.
(Crowe, 2017, para. 6)
Insurance prospects feel more appealed in the purchasing process when the offer includes
tangible and personalized benefits (e.g., a car replacement, a helper while in hospital…), and the
promise of adapted services (e.g., the guarantee of effective support in the process of
hospitalization, settling bills on behalf of the insured) (Ansari & Riasi, 2016). Mamun (2009)
concludes:
The selling activity in the insurance industry is tremendously dependent on personal
selling function. Insurance sales agents formulate different strategies to win the client
both in the short and long run. This unsought, intangible product requires out of the box
tactics of sales agents to be successfully adopted by the clients. (Mamun, 2009, p. 7)
Consumers find in new technologies the opportunity to learn, evaluate and compare
coverages but they still prefer to purchase offline with the assistance and the reassurance of an
expert.
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Market Player Theory

Insurance Player Regulatory Constraints
The insurance industry is a prominent industry like energy, banking, and
telecommunication, where both capital requirement and business models are domestically
regulated (Ferguson & William, 2015). The capital requirement of the insurance players is
defined by the company solvency ratio. Such ratio defines and monitors the insurer's ability to
meet its long-term debt obligations and controls that insurers are able to keep their promise to
reimburse their customers. Insurers are required to allocate a percentage in reserve to serve their
long-term liabilities that is more than the revenue itself which makes the insurance industry
capital-intensive (Bolt, 2019). In Singapore, insurers must have a solvency ratio that represents
between 200% to 250% of the revenue collected (Lee, 2019). The business model is regulated to
protect policyholders, prevent discrimination and dubious practices. Such regulation restricts the
industry players on the types of products and services they can sell, how such products and
services can be promoted or marketed, at which price and through which channels they can be
distributed (Ferguson & William, 2015). With the digital era, additional rules came up to
regulate data collection and management such as data storage, data flow, data ownership, and
data access (Thomas, 2012). These rules and regulations generate significant barriers to entry.
New entrants need to apply for licenses that are limited in number, raise the appropriate capital,
get their products approved and demonstrate their compliance before activating any marketing
(Koprivica, 2018). Such barriers to entry benefit to the incumbents.
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The Incumbent Advantage Theory
An incumbent is a company that has a history, expertise, and experience in its market
segment (Lin, 2012). An historical player has most of the time a significant market share in
revenue and brand credibility and participated in shaping its market. The incumbent theory, also
called the first-mover advantage (Porter, 1979) is defined around four factors that strengthen the
position of historical players in the market. First, while every players operates with incomplete
information, an incumbent, through its experience, suppose to have more insights and greater
understanding of the market than a new entrant (Lin, 2012). An incumbent knows better what it
takes –economically and financially – to respond to the evolution of the customer demands, and
how to deal with the constraints of the market (e.g., regulation, distribution, competitions,
seasons, geography, culture…) (MacMillan & Selden, 2008). Second, an incumbent is in a better
position to defend their market share as it can leverage on its brand already marketed and its
products or services already commercialized (MacMillan & Selden, 2008). An historical player
can deter a new entrant by deploying solutions that make difficult for someone else to access the
market. For instance, an incumbent can increase the barriers to entry for later entrants by locking
customers or key channels of distribution (Porter, 1979). Third, an incumbent is supposed to
have a better knowledge of the incidence, be more reactive and adapt faster than latecomers to a
shift of the market. For instance, an incumbent may be able to reduce the price to decrease the
profitable value of the business and affect the forecast of new entrants (MacMillan & Selden,
2008). An historical player has a better position to know what investments are necessary to
launch a new product, fight the competition, acquire new customers, or retain current ones.
Fourth and last, an incumbent is most of the time considered as a reference in terms of brand or
product, and remain the relevant company to rely on, especially if the product or service provides
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enough satisfaction (Porter, 1979). In addition, a satisfied customer tends to be reluctant to try
another product from a new entrant and rather stays loyal to its current supplier (Porter, 1979).

The New Entrant Advantage Theory
As a market expands, opportunities for new players to propose alternative products or
services naturally arise (Porter, 1979). Competition is created and new entrants have also some
advantages that can contribute to fasten their successes if they are well utilized. First new
entrants learned from the pioneers that invested in innovation to develop and deploy the product
or service, in marketing, advertising, and promotion to create the market, engage and educate the
consumers (Iansiti, et al., 2003). As such, the time to market and the initial investment required
from new entrants are often lower than those from the initial players (unless barriers to entry
minimize such factors). Also, new entrants can choose a different market segment identified as
easier, faster, or cheaper to penetrate or more profitable with a higher potential of growth.
Second, new entrants are generally small, more agile, with no customer base or legacy system.
As such, new entrants can develop new or similar products or services at a better cost, adapt or
change the distribution approach for greater efficiency, launch a different type of services to
respond to changing customer needs. New entrants can also respond and adjust their business
strategy faster to market shifts like (Porter, 1979):
•

Technologies that may change the architecture or equilibrium of the market (e.g., digital,
smart phone, Wi-Fi access),

•

Change of regulation or governance (e.g., financial crisis in 2008 that changes the
insurance regulations),
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•

Crisis that affects the size, growth or competition of the market (e.g., Covid 19, SARS),
and,

•

Drastic transformation of the patterns or profile of the customers (e.g., Airbnb with
hospitality, Uber, and sharing transport).
Third and last, a technical or complicated market, where the interest is limited for the

customer, or an atomized market where there are many available brands, multiple voices, and
products or services available, both tend to be more attractive to new entrants (Porter, 1979).
Consumers act differently, either being confused (e.g., brand does not matter anymore) or choose
products or services according to different motive (e.g., location, price, referral) (Porter, 1979).

Market Player Theory and Digital
As the world evolves and becomes digital so the business opportunities. In 2020, ecommerce represented 16% of total retail purchases against 5.1% in 2010 (Estay, 2020). Most of
the market players adapted internally and changed their organization and governance to welcome
new technologies. They also digitalized their products, services, processes and sale strategies to
respond to the external pressure of the market (Marsh, 2018). Foremost, digital marketing
became necessary to understand and optimize the overall customer experience across all
touchpoints, applications, and devices. For instance, in 2018, the primary reasons for digital
shoppers in the United States to abandon their purchase were: delivery cost (43%), discount
promised not given (36%), and credit cards not accepted (10%) (Estay, 2020). Still in 2018, 23%
of the item was sent back immediately after purchase for the following reasons: the item did not
fit expectation (35%), the item delivered was not in line with the one purchased (31%), the item
has been delivered but was broken (22%) or the item was a counterfeit (12%) (Estay, 2020).
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Studying and understanding digital purchasing behavior becomes very important for all players
to ensure that they respond accurately to the customer journey's evolution with the right
strategies.
The nature of the business changed through the digitalization of industries (Thomas, 2012)
and modified the characteristics of new entrants. The computerization of the economy has
interconnected, and spread businesses worldwide seamlessly. The required capital to set up and
deploy a company has lowered, tools and functions for a company to operates (e.g., accounting,
communication, governance) are now outsourced (Marsh, 2018). New technologies also
simplified the governance of companies (e.g., accounting, communication, governance) (Marsh,
2018), reduced the barriers to entry to facilitate new entrants, and helped a generation of
entrepreneurs to innovate without the necessary experience or expertise for a given industry
(Thomas, 2012). These entrepreneurs have developed a digital know-how that help design
solutions online and challenge traditional business models (Hebert & Link. 2009). Historical
players must adapt rapidly to digital shift, defend their business and protect their ecosystem
(Thomas, 2012).

Singapore Overview

A Start-up Nation that Welcomes Innovation
Singapore positions itself as a “start-up nation” (Yeoh, 2016). A start-up nation is a nation
that creates the appropriate environment for people to easily innovate, create and consume digital
solutions (Wong, 2015). Singapore has a 99% connectivity coverage and the highest download
broadband speed in the world in 2020 (Ookla, 2020). With 3.3 connected devices, Singapore
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reaches 150% mobile penetration which makes it the third country in the world with the highest
connectivity after South Korea (Hootsuite, 2017). Singaporean spend more than 12 hours a day
on the digital media (e.g., video games, TV, Internet, Social media, mobile phone) and spent
more than $8 billion online in 2019 or $1,350 per inhabitants (Mediaone, 2020).
A start-up nation implement fiscal, labour and educative policies to boost its digital
economy through entrepreneurship (Nagy, 2018). Singapore invested, developed, and now
maintains a high level of infrastructures such as scalable telecommunications and technologies,
reliable transport facilities, and modern and accessible hospitality facilities to welcome a new
breed of innovators (Nagy, 2018). The MAS (Monetary Authority of Singapore) simplified its
foreign investment policies and deployed experimental grant (e.g., government matching funds
with private investors, free tax for the first 3 years, goods in kind provided to newly set up
companies) to welcome private equity and venture capital firms willing to finance innovation in
Singapore (Nagy, 2018). Singapore also developed educative programs that celebrate
entrepreneurialism and enhance meritocracy (Nagy, 2018). Lastly, the Singapore government
created business hubs that concentrate in one zone start-ups from similar industries to boost
entrepreneurial collaboration (Nagy, 2018). Overall, Singapore constantly strives to create a safe
and sound environment where entrepreneurs feel at home and where technologies can easily be
deployed (Wong, 2015).

An Insurance Industry that Welcomes New Entrants
Singapore ranked 7th among the top 20 cities for start-ups worldwide with the highest
potential to drive the insurtech disruption (Fintech Global, 2018). With less than 10 insurtechs
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registered in 2015, there are 38 certified under the SFA label (Singapore Fintech Association) in
2019. Chakraborty (2019) states:
Considered as one of the best places in the world for tech start-ups to launch and grow
their businesses, Singapore has welcomed many InsurTech players who seek to innovate
and collaborate with the insurance industry. Currently, the InsurTech scene in Singapore
can be best described as booming yet not saturated but competitive. (Chakraborty, 2019,
para. 3)
For the past four years, the MAS (Monetary Authority of Singapore) invested millions in
adapting the infrastructure and promoting a culture of innovation in the insurance sector (Fintech
Festival, 2020). For instance, since 2017, Singapore invites investors, major insurance players,
and insurtechs the Fintech Festival. In 2018, this one week event gathered more than 30,000
people and 200 start-ups from the financial and insurance industry and raised a record $470
million (MAS, 2020). Singapore is also welcoming insurance-focused entrepreneurs
(Pennington, 2017) by facilitating new entrants to deploy proof of concepts without an initial
license (MAS, 2020).With such emulation, there is a rapid deployment of tech-related initiatives
from both incumbents and new entrants (SFA, 2020).
Historical players such as Aviva, AXA, MetLife, and NTUC Income choose Singapore to
launch their regional digital hubs in view of the political, social, and economic stability (Trussell
& Reader, 2015). Such centres of digital excellence assist incumbent organization to innovate
and transform internally (Pennington, 2017). In 2017, a local insurtech start-up, Singapore Life,
raised a record $70M to start its operation (Tan, 2017) and obtained the first direct and digital
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life license in Singapore. Singapore Life was the first insurance company to be digitally
automated from prospection to sell, from policy processing to after-sale service (Yan Min, 2017).
Since then multiple insurtechs followed through and entered the Singapore market with digital
solutions (Xu, 2018). Comparison portals, Peer-to-Peer, On-demand, Build-Your-Own, Big
Data, Internet of Things (IoT) insurance products, and coverages that can be embedded into other
services or products, blockchain, crypto, artificial intelligence, or machine learning coverages
have been deployed and strive to modernize the insurance market (Start-ups Insights, 2020).

Insurance in Singapore: A Industry Slow To Transform
Despite the government initiatives and the deployment of digital solutions, the insurance
industry remains slow to transform (Heong, 2019). Singapore counts 104 insurers for less than 6
million inhabitants (one insurer for fifty-three thousand habitants) and 75% of the market is
controlled by 3 general insurers (e.g., AXA, INCOME, AIG). With such small, atomized and
competitive market, Singapore’s insurance industry is volatile and innovation is key to maintain
satisfactory growth (Pennington, 2017). Yet the industry players must comply to a complex
regulation (Pennington, 2017) and deal with consumer behavior that stays traditional despite the
advent of digital (Dollars & Sense, 2017).
The MAS (Monetary Authority of Singapore) have helped insurtechs to deploy digital
solution, but it has also enforced a series of laws for the industry that did not help historical
players to focus on innovation (Pennington, 2017). For the past 8 years, incumbents are
struggling to respond to new rules (e.g., solvency margin, data protection, product application)
that supposed to protect better the end-customer (Pennington, 2017). For example, insurance
advisors are required to collect the prospect's consent and signature at both the starts of the
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advisory session and before purchase (Ho, 2017). Also, after the purchase, an advisor needs to
seek and receive a written confirmation that the advice was non-biased, non-partisan, and fairminded (Ho, 2017). These procedures and security constraint force incumbents to allocate budget
to respond to compliance at the detriment of business innovation (Olano, 2018).
Yet if Singaporean spend on average $7,800 per year on their insurance (e.g., critical
illness, term life, health insurance and retail insurance) they do it mainly through traditional
channels (Dollars & Sense, 2017). 61% (the highest in the world, average is 46%) of
Singaporeans do not find the engagement they need in online solutions and still buy through and
insurance intermediary (Olano, 2017). 85% of the insurance were purchased face-to-face (agents,
brokers or financial advisor), 10% through banks, 4.8% through omnichannel (online and
offline), and 0.2% purely online (Olano, 2017). Harvey (2020), CEO of St. James’s Place
Singapore explains:
Unsurprisingly, whilst technology has made great strides in the investing ecosystem, we
still see that investors prefer to receive face-to-face, human advice. This is because
investing one’s savings and trusting in others to manage wealth can be a very emotional
decision, even more so in today’s volatile markets, one that requires mutual trust, respect
and reassurance. (Harvey, 2020, para. 2)
Overall digital direct sales accounted for less than $3 million in premiums for the first
half of 2019 (Dollars & Sense, 2019). Singapore customers remain conservative and purchase an
insurance offline (Ho, 2017) disregarding digital opportunities marketed by insurtechs.
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Relevance of the Research Project

In 2018 the insurance industry was the fourth industry the most disrupted but ranked first
for becoming the most disrupted in the near future (Gasc, 2018). Hanson (2017) points out:
The emerging insurance tech (insurtech) industry is growing at breakneck speed. While
in 2011 insurtech start-ups received $140 million in funding from 28 total deals,
investment increased more than tenfold in 2016, with investors pouring nearly $1.7
billion into 173 deals. Given the massive opportunity to innovate within the insurance
industry, those trends are projected to continue. (Hanson, 2017)
Still in 2018, insurance was the worst industry for innovative thinking (first for the least
innovative) but saw a gain of 9 points for the willingness to innovate (Gasc, 2018). Geramian
(2019) explains:
Today’s insurers are facing a perfect storm of three converging factors: the struggle to
achieve top-line revenue growth, changing customer needs and expectations, and
encroaching technology giants and other new players taking market share from
incumbents. In light of these pressures, innovation is a business imperative. (Geramian,
2019, para. 3)
Historical players try to adapt their organization and create a relevant culture of
innovation by fighting against conservatism and obsolete approaches (Reddy, 2014). Incumbents
focus on redesigning their back-office, process, and governance. From services to products, from
processing to underwriting, from claims to finance, they deploy digital solutions that modernize
traditional scopes. Geramian (2019) summarizes:
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Insurers must rethink their business models, operating models and customer engagement
methods in order to maintain and gain market relevance—and, for many, this process is
already well underway. (Geramian, 2019, para. 4)
Insurtechs, on the other side, leverage on their agility and the different government
initiatives to enter the insurance market and deploy digital solutions faster than the incumbents
that focus on product acquisitions and insurance peripheral services. Even if these new entrants
have little insurance background (expertise and experience), they are well funded by external
parties (Venture Capital or Private Equity firm) that trust they will make a difference and
modernize the insurance industry. Experts like Catlin (2017) believes that it is the premise of the
industry disruption:
Incumbents need to keep their eyes out for new entrants that use technology to create a
strategic advantage. The size of their share in the next generation of the insurance
industry is at stake. (Catlin, 2017)
Yet and to date, no insurtechs have been able to make a difference or truly challenge the
current market equilibrium. Epstein (2020) confirms:
Led by ambitious entrepreneurs from outside insurance, early Insurtech initially promised
to displace incumbents and usher in a new era of insurance offerings and tech-driven
solutions. Nearly 10 years since its inception, the reality has evolved and the future of
insurance industry will not be Decided by insurtechs alone. (Epstein, 2020, para. 4)
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Incumbents, inspired by innovative solutions from insurance-based start-ups, transform
their organization and learn to digitalize their business model as well. Bas van de Pas (2016)
resumes:
Insurtechs is a golden opportunity for insurers to innovate. The insurance industry has
remained much the same for more than 100 years, but over the past decade it has seen a
number of exciting new innovations and new business models. Insurtech, is emerging as
a game changing opportunity for insurers to innovate, improve the relevance of their
offerings, and grow. (Bas van de Pas, 2016, p. 3)
Incumbents keep gaining market shares against fragile insurtechs that still have
difficulties to attract an audience and scale up while remaining compliant to stringent regulations
(Ernst & Young, 2017; Asia-Pacific insurance outlook, 2017). Epstein (2020) points out:
The messaging about supplanting industry giants is gone. The simple reality is
technology cannot do everything. The integration of experienced insurance professionals
and tech is needed to manage across the insurance value chain. (Epstein, 2020, para. 5)

The Beneficiaries of the Study

The research compares the different nature of incumbents and insurtechs to explain the
digital transformation path in the industry. New entrants maybe experts in digital technologies,
yet they lack experience in insurance which is critical to comprehend a complex regulation and a
conservative consumer. Epstein (2020) confirms:
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Many of Insurtech’s early players came from outside insurance after observing the
industry struggle to deliver what was, in their view, a competitive customer experience.
(Epstein, 2020, para. 7)
Incumbents understand the importance to transform, but are slow to digitalize. The
priorities of the traditional players are to protect the company legacy and comply to the
regulation. They endorse innovation as a defensive rather than an offensive strategy (Plsek &
Wood, 2015). Chester (2020) explains:
Large incumbents lag behind because the complicated nature of their work. The next
normal of core technology will see insurers making the leap from traditional to modern
IT that is on the frontier of technology and operations efficiency. These gains have
already led several incumbents to invest the time, money, and resources in core
technology transformations. (Chester, 2020, p. 30)
Incumbents should accelerate their digitalization by making their organization and
governance more agile while recruiting more tech savvy resources. Entrepreneurs should
understand the insurance ecosystem that is regulated and complex, and adapt their business
model to the specificities of the market (e.g., technical, regulated, conservative).

Importance of the Research

Experts believe that traditional insurers are challenged by new entrants and speculate that
insurtechs will shift the market equilibrium to redesign the insurance business model through
digital innovation (Carbone, 2018). The study reveals that the current digitalization of the
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insurance industry transforms but does not disrupt the insurance market yet. Insurtechs deploy
creative ideas, but their sustainability and scalability require consumer adherence and
adaptability to the regulation (Klapkiv, 2017). Today, these insurtechs are too digital focused and
insurance mechanic inexperienced to value such requirement. Epstein (2020) points out:
The reality is simple: technology alone will not fully eliminate the challenges that
surround key regulatory concerns or processes like claims, which is the foremost area the
insurance industry is moving to address. (Epstein, 2020)

Conclusion

The study concludes on the opportunity for both players to collaborate rather than to
compete in disrupting the industry. Incumbents should collaborate with new entrants to speed up
their digital transformation and help adjust their organization and governance to embrace new
technologies fully. Insurtechs should partner with insurers to gain insurance know-how, leverage
on license to beat major barriers to entry and scale up faster. Until then, the industry will
transform slower than other industries, and the incumbents will remain the leaders of such
transformation. Chen (2019) highlights:
Increased collaboration will accelerate the use of new technologies in the insurance
market and deliver efficiencies and improvements for insurers and customers alike.
Collaboration is how insurtech will grow! (Chen, 2019, p.3)
CHAPTER TWO explained the context of the insurance industry, and the influence of
new technologies in its transformation with a specific view on Singapore. CHAPTER THREE
explains and justifies the methodology adopted to collect quality data to test the assumptions.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study aims at evaluating the reasons why the insurance industry does not witness an
effective digital disruption. The research compares the different characteristics and schools of
thought of both incumbents and insurtechs to explain the digital transformation of the industry.
The profile of the new generation of entrepreneurs (e.g., lack of insurance experience, disruption
obsessed, digital B2C convinced) is incompatible with the complexity of the insurance industry
(e.g., regulatory constraints, complex mechanics and processes, conservative purchasing
behavior). The digital transformation of the industry is slowed down by the necessity to remain
compliant to a restrictive regulation. At the same time, customers are not receptive to digital
innovation and do not have appetite to experiment online insurance purchase; Insurance value
perception and willingness to pay are mainly created through face-to-face discussion and trusted
relationship with intermediaries. This chapter defines the research strategy, explains the methods
of data collection, the ethical considerations and the potential limitation of the findings.
According to Bajpai, there are four main research philosophies to consider when a study
contains vital business component (Bajpai, 2011):
1. Positivism is based on the idea that science is the only way to learn about the truth. It is
used prominently in business studies and has a very quantitative data focus as it must use
the quantifiable finding to generate statistical analyses.
2. Interpretivism emphasizes qualitative analysis over quantitative analysis and takes into
consideration the potential bias created by the author’s interest.
3. Realism differentiates the scientific reality and the human mind bias, and
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4. Pragmatism acknowledges that pure quantitative or qualitative may not be adapted to the
reality of the business world. Pragmatism mixes two-or-more elements to validate the
initial hypotheses of the research.
I opt for a pragmatism and combine positivism and interpretivism to respond to limited
data availability (e.g., the size of the population is small) and a potential human bias (e.g., inner
agenda, profile, characters, and attitude of the interviewees – entrepreneurs and insurance
executives).

Research Design

There are numerous theories from experts on how new technologies revolutionized
industries, how digital entrants have influenced incumbent organizations and disrupted multiple
market equilibriums. While these hold true for diverse industries such as telecommunication,
transport, or hospitality, there is little evidence validating such statement in insurance. I believe
that the particular nature of the insurance industry may delay or handicap similar digital
disruption. To demonstrate this assumption, there are two types of research approach (Gratton &
Jones, 2009):
1. The inductive approach that generalizes a specific finding to develop a theory, and
2. The deductive approach that tests an existing theory through different findings.
The inductive approach is more appropriate as little research in this area has been done as
Gratton and Jones point out (2009):
You should not consider any approach as necessarily better than any other, and choose
the approach that best suits the objectives of the research. If you are interested in
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explaining why something is happening, and the area is relatively new, or underresearched, then an inductive approach may be better. (Gratton & Jones, 2009)
The inductive approach with a small population may lead to over-generalization,
stereotyping, or over-simplifying findings (Cooper, 2015). On the contrary the inductive research
approach gives some flexibility on the design of the study and facilitates other researchers in
reiterating similar studies to either confirm or challenge conclusions that can be hardly proven
(Cooper, 2015).
The research is inductive and uses a mixed-methods to integrate different source of
information. Mixed-methods research is a methodology that involves collecting and analysing
quantitative (e.g., experiments, surveys) and qualitative (e.g., focus groups, interviews) research
to strengthen the overall findings. According to Greene (2008), mixed-methods help initiates the
discovery of paradox and contradiction or new perspectives of a given problem. Reporting both
quantitative and qualitative methods helps make the findings stronger and more holistic by
triangulating different results. Venkatesh, et al. (2013) states:
Mixed methods research is an approach that combines quantitative and qualitative
research methods in the same research inquiry. Such work can help develop rich insights
into various phenomena of interest that cannot be fully understood using only a
quantitative or a qualitative method. (Venkatesh, et al., 2013, p. 21)
The information available in Singapore is limited for quantitative and qualitative
methods. Mixed-methods research provides a degree of complementarity in the results (Cooper,
2015) and helps to elaborate, enhance, confirm, or offset each method's results, especially if each
set of results is limited and/or can be challenged (Bryman, 2006). I have collected raw data
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through a series of questions completed over the Internet with the quantitative study. I then
organized a series of semi-structured interviews with the relevant actors of the industry and
collected another set of data. Using a mixed-methods approach put in perspective the
contradictions and potentially the limitations of each respective study.
The quantitative study uses numbers to evaluate views and opinions from a given
population. It collects convergent reasoning rather than divergent reasoning data. The main
characteristics to realize a quantitative study are (Babbie, 2008):
1. Data are collected using structured research instruments. I used a software called
Paperform that allows me to create, deploy, monitor surveys, and collect responses in a
timely and orderly manner,
2. The results must be based on large sample sizes that are representative of the population.
I study two types of populations in Singapore (incumbents and insurtechs) that are both
small in size. The population of insurtechs can be found on the website of the fintech
governing body, the SFA (Singapore Fintech Association), while the population of
incumbents can be found on the website of the MAS, insurance governing body,
3. The questions must be clearly defined with the appropriate objective,
4. Data are in the form of numbers and statistics, often arranged in tables, charts, figures, or
other non-textual forms. I use also Google Sheet and Data Studio programs to compile
the data and design the result through different graphs and tables, and
5. The analysis classifies and ranks different responses to explain what is studied. In the
research I analyse the business models, experience and expertise and the school of
thoughts of the respondent.
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The qualitative study collects the sentiments, opinions, and perceptions through different
approaches such as one-to-one, face-to-face video interviews. Bhandari (2020) highlights:
Qualitative research is used to understand how people experience the world. While there
are many approaches to qualitative research, interviews tend to be the most flexible to
focus on retaining rich meaning when interpreting data. (Bhandari, 2020)
There are three types of interview according to McLeod (2014). The unstructured
interview which is mainly a discussion or a conversation between the author and the interviewee,
the structured interview which is conducted through a strict protocol, a predefined guideline to
help the author to focus on his topic, and the semi-structured interview that is somewhere
between a fully structured survey and an unstructured, casual conversation. The semi-structured
interview allows the interviewer to go beyond the formalized list of questions and further
discussion with the interviewee rather than a straightforward question and answer format. The
purpose of the study is to evaluate a new theory from a topic with little preliminary research.
Informants must have the freedom to express their views openly and need to be empowered to
offer any direction or opportunities to challenge questions or assumptions if necessary. I opted to
collect testimonies through standardized and semi-structured interviews in line with Cohen and
Crabtree (2006):
The advantage of the semi-structured interview is that the interviewer is in control of the
process of obtaining information from the interviewee, but is free to follow new leads as
they arise. (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006)
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Research Strategy

The problem requires a multifaceted type of investigation that focuses on evaluating
what, why, and how the problem arises. There are three types of research (Wilson, 2010):
1. Exploratory research provides a better understanding of an identified problem that has not
been thoroughly observed or theorized yet,
2. Descriptive research attempts to explore a theory and explains it further, and
3. Causal research focuses on analysing the patterns of variables that create a specific
problem.
Exploratory research is mainly used to investigate a problem that is not clearly defined or
is carried out when a problem is at a preliminary stage and requires better understanding. The
exploratory research may not lead to conclusive results but may generate new ideas and give a
better understanding of the problem. Insurance digital disruption has not been studied and lacks
detailed preliminary research studies. The assumption may not be valid or unique. Exploring the
subject matter using an exploratory approach broadens the possible outcomes, as Stebbins (2011)
points out:
In terms of goals, exploration aims to generate new ideas and weave them together to
form grounded theory, or theory that emerges directly from data. (Stebbins, 2011)
Case studies are often used in exploratory research to help generate new ideas or evaluate
the first set of assumptions that could be further investigated by other methods. McLeod (2014)
explains:
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Case studies are in-depth investigations of a single person, group, event or community.
Typically, data are gathered from a variety of sources and by using several different
methods. (McLeod, 2014)
The study focuses on the Singapore distinct phenomena of lack of successful digital
transformation in the insurance industry. With more than 20 years of experience in South East
Asia in general and in Singapore in particular, I am familiar with the environment of the
insurance sector. Since 2001, I worked with different government bodies and insurers on the
evolution of the regulation, the market guidelines, and product and service evolutions. Cath
(2006) confirms:
The aim (of the case study) is to understand the case/phenomenon selected specifically
for study. The researcher gives detailed descriptions, develops possible explanations and
evaluates the phenomenon. Case studies are designed to provide detailed information
about a specific area but there is often a view to place the case in the context of the wider
society. (Cath, 2006)
The findings of the Singapore case study may be too specific and may not be replicable
elsewhere, yet it opens up potential opportunities to explore similar patterns in other countries.
Shields (2007) attests the strength of case study:
Case studies do not attempt to eliminate what cannot be discounted or to simplify what
cannot be simplified. It is precisely because the case study includes paradoxes and
acknowledges that there are no simple answers, that it can and should qualify as the gold
standard. (Shield, 2007)
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Data Collection

Data collection is defined as the procedure of collecting, measuring, and analysing
accurate insights. Shanks and Bekmamedova (2018) describe the collection techniques
specifically for case study research:
Case study research typically includes multiple data collection techniques and data are
collected from multiple sources. Data collection techniques include interviews,
observations (direct and participant) and questionnaires. In case study research, the data
collected are usually qualitative (words, meanings, views) but can also be quantitative
(descriptive numbers, tables). (Shanks & Bekmamedova, 2018)
There are two types of time horizon to collect data:
1. Cross-sectional time horizon involves collecting a set of data from a population at one
specific point in time, and
2. Longitudinal time horizon necessitates to conduct several findings of the same subjects
over a period of time.
In this research, I have collected cross data over a period of a three months. The
collection has been undertaken through a quantitative survey done online in May 2020, and a
series of face-to-face standardized, semi-structured interviews done in June 2020. Both
techniques, once combined, can ground initial assumptions and build a theory through pattern
matching (Shanks & Bekmamedova, 2018). For each study, I have used open-source software
(e.g., Paperform, WhatsApp, Google sheet), and social network platforms (e.g., LinkedIn,
Singaporefintech.org).
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Sampling and Questionnaire of the Quantitative Study

The survey for the quantitative study contained 27 questions (Table 1) and was drafted
according to Jha (2017) recommendations:
1. Consistency: The researcher must be able to define and understand the sample to ensure
that it can be replicated if necessary. The study focuses on the Singapore market only and
uses the official directory of start-ups (SFA) to identify all the start-ups registered as
Insurtechs. The author narrowed and chose a list of contacts by selecting the insurtechs
that are either licensed as an insurer or certified fintech only. The fintech label is given to
Singapore based companies that have been recognized as being involved in fintechrelated activities only.
2. Diversity: to be truly representative, a sample must be as diverse as the population the
researcher wishes to study. Jha (2017) points out:
When the population is small enough, researchers have the resources to reach out to all of
them. This would be the best case scenario, making sure that everybody who matters to
the survey is represented accurately. (Jha, 2017)
In Singapore, there are as of May 2020, 38 registered and certified Insurtechs and 32
Incumbents. As both populations are small, I chose to send the questionnaire to each
founder, co-founders, main shareholders of the Insurtechs and each employees of the
Incumbents, and
3. Transparency: there may be limitations to define the right sample (e.g., size, structure,
profile) and they may affect the findings. The researcher must openly discuss these
constraints so that the results of the survey are seen with the right perspective.
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CHAPTER 4 highlights the limitations of the data collected, and CHAPTER 5 describes
the constraints and the potential biases that could impact the overall findings.
Table 1
Questions Asked During Quantitative Study
1.

What is your position in your current company?

2.

Name of your current company

3.

Email,

4.

Do you consider your company to be primarily a Insurtech or Incumbent?

5.

How long have you been in this company?

6.

How long this company has this company be running in Singapore?

7.

How many years of experience do you have in Insurance?

8.

How many years of experience do you have in total?

9.

Have you worked for another industry than Insurance?

10. What is the distribution channel of your company?
11. How many staff does your company have?
12. How many staff with an insurance background does your company have?
13. Is an Insurance background important for someone to succeed in Insurance
14. Do you believe that an Insurtech will disrupt the market in the near future?
15. What type of Insurtech may disrupt the market?
16. Unlike other industries can you explain why insurance has not been disrupted yet?
17. According to you, what are the most important criteria for someone to purchase insurance?
18. Do you think digitalization in the Insurance industry is happening at fast pace
19. In insurance, in which area should the digitalization be done in priority?
20. Do you believe the insurance is over regulated?
21. Do you consider the insurance purchasing behavior similar to other industries ?
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(Table 2 Continued)
22. In insurance purchasing behavior, how is the Identification of the needs influenced by
23. In insurance purchasing behavior, how is the Search for information influenced by
24. In insurance purchasing behavior, how is Making a choice or evaluate alternatives influenced by
25. Which one of them has an advantage compared to the other when it comes to digitalization of the insurance
industry?
26. What does your company focus on?
27. Did digitalization has changed the purchasing behavior of insurance?

Sampling and Questionnaire of the Qualitative Study

Whitehead (2013) identifies various sampling techniques applicable for qualitative study.
The two most popular are purposeful sampling, a selective and subjective sampling whereby the
researcher relies on his judgment to choose the interviewees, and convenience sampling, a
simple randomized sample defined by the convenience to reach or access the interviewees. I
opted for a purposeful sampling approach and contacted 18 executives chosen because of their
operational status, experience and backgrounds at the time of the interview. Out of the 18
executives, 14 accepted the invitation to be interviewed (Table 2). I differentiated the
interviewees according to:
1. Their status, scope, role, and position: they have a relevant position in their respective
companies that allows them to have a global view, judgment, and opinions of their
organization's success (or not).
2. The scope of their firms: seven executives from each type of firm and distribution
channels were interviewed: Incumbent, Insurtech B2C, Insurtech B2B.
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3. Their experience and expertise: Profiles that have been in the industry before
digitalization (e.g. Legacy and traditional insurers, market leaders, Historical players).
Profiles that entered the market recently (e.g. start-ups, insurtechs, new insurers), and
4. They are all based in Singapore at the point of an interview.
Due to COVID-19 crisis, I organized video calls rather than face-to-face meetings.
Interviews were done individually and lasted between 30-45 minutes. They were not
recorded but keywords were documented using Paperform software.
Table 3
Profile of the Interviewees of the Qualitative Study
ITEM

FULL NAME

COMPANY NAME

COMPANY TYPE

INSURANCE EXPERIENCE

1

Jerome SOUBAIGNE

AXA

INSURTECH

22 years

2

Paul de BRUIJN

ADA

INSURTECH

30 years

3

Otbert de JONG

INSURANCEMARKET

INSURTECH

6 years

4

Jean-Remi BERNARD

MY INSURER

INSURTECH

5 years

5

Regine LAI

MY INSURER

INSURTECH

4 years

6

Richard LUQUAIN

AIG

INCUMBENT

20 years

7

DJ de VILLIERS

MANULIFE

INCUMBENT

15 years

8

Frederic GUILLET

AUDIENCEVALUE

INSURTECH

1 years

9

Jason YEO

AXA

INCUMBENT

20 years

10

Walter de OUDE

SINGAPORE LIFE

INSURTECH

12 years

11

Patrick PECK

GREAT EASTERN

INCUMBENT

17 years

12

Juliet KHEW

RAFFLES INSURANCE

INCUMBENT

20 years

13

Dawn Sia

MARSH

INCUMBENT

6 years

14

Mat PEYRON

AEGON

INCUMBENT

20 years
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A semi-structured interview focuses on deploying an agenda through an interview guide
(Adams, 2015). I organized a preliminary set of questions (Table 3) to guide the sense of the
interview rather deploying a questionnaire as per Adams (2015) suggestion:
Conducted conversationally with one respondent at a time, the semi-structured interview
(SSI) employs a blend of closed- and open-ended questions, often accompanied by
follow-up why or how questions. About one hour is considered a reasonable maximum
length for SSIs in order to minimize fatigue for both interviewers and respondents.
(Adams, 2015)
Table 4
Questions Asked During the Qualitative Study
1.

Is an Insurance background important for someone to succeed in Insurance

2.

What makes an Insurtech succeed?

3.

Do you believe that an Insurtech will disrupt the market in the near future?

4.

Unlike other industries, can you explain why insurance has not been disrupted yet?

5.

According to you, what are the most important criteria for someone to purchase insurance?

6.

Do you think digitalization in the Insurance industry is happening at fast pace

7.

Do you believe the insurance is over regulated?

8.

Do you consider the insurance purchasing behavior similar to others?

9.

Which one has an advantage compared to the other when it comes to digitalization of the insurance industry?

10. Did digitalization has changed the purchasing behavior of insurance?
11. How do you explain why there no insurtech that has been able to disrupt the insurance market yet?
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Ensuring Quality of Research

A study's quality must be of the highest standard and provide evidence that the research is
robust enough to be relevant for the policymakers. The research must present credible
information, that can be diagnosed and analysed objectively. I followed the protocol suggested
by Radhakrishna (2012) that defined how quality research must be relevant, valid, reliable,
objective, ethic, complete and useful. I also follow the American Psychological Association
(APA) guidelines and adhere to principles that ensure the quality of the data collected has been
preserved during the entire research. All the participants’ responses have been used carefully and
protected under the Data Protection Act (PDPA) of Singapore. I also guaranteed that I would
communicate the results and findings once it has been vetted and validated by the study
reviewers.

Conclusion

The research study used a pragmatic philosophy with an exploratory research approach.
The case study focused on the insurance industry and uses a mixed-methods with a stronger
focus on the qualitative research. The findings compare and diagnose the sentiments on the
insurance industry transformation from two categories of players, the insuretchs and incumbents.
The case study focuses on the Singapore market only and the findings can be considered limited
or country-specific. Although the research employed an inductive method to keep flexibility in
its design, there are practical implications such as data availability, time of the study, and human
bias that can challenge the conclusions. Nevertheless, the research is a first step in the insurance
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innovation area and the findings may provide researchers with opportunities to undertake similar
studies in other countries to assess, confirm, or challenge the conclusions.
CHAPTER THREE presented the specific structure of the study and the methodology
adopted to collect quality data. CHAPTER FOUR presents the findings of the study and details
specifically what was found related to the research questions presented in CHAPTER THREE.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

The case study focuses on the insurance industry in Singapore, compares and diagnoses
the sentiments of insuretchs and incumbents. In this chapter, I expose the results of both
quantitative and qualitative studies. The quantitative study was made of a 27 questions survey
sent to more than hundred people over a period of three weeks during the month of May and
June 2020. The qualitative study was made in June, July and August 2020 through a series of
interview with 14 insurtech leaders and incumbents CEOs.

Quantitative Study

Sample Size and Significance
The quantitative study focuses on the certified insurtechs based in Singapore only. An
insurtech is defined by the Ministry of Authority of Singapore (MAS) as follow (SFA, 2021):
•

It must be a registered entity based in Singapore,

•

It must be a member of the Singapore Fintech Association (SFA),

•

It must be accredited by the SFA as a Fintech, and

•

It must work in the insurance field as a product provider, product distributor or insurance
service provider.
As of June 2020, there were 81 insurtechs registered as a member of the SFA. However,

there were only 38 insurtechs accredited and certified by the SFA. The list of the certified
insurtechs at the time of the study (May 27, 2020) are shown in Table 4.
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Table 5
List of the Insurtechs in Singapore and Scope
Table 1 - Population size of Insurtechs
Item

Website

Type

1

http://fundnel.com

Fundnel is a private investment platform that offers unlisted securities in growth and pre-IPO st...

2

https://www.plannerbee.co/

Planner Bee is bridging the gap in digital financial services, bringing financial advisory digital.

3

https://infocorp.io/

WE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO LOGISTICS AND FINANCIAL INDUSTRIES TO SOLVE THE LAST MILE CHALLENGES IN P...

4

https://www.aktivolabs.com/

Digital Health Data Analytics Company helping BFSI companies create novel financial products

5

http://www.walletengine.io

Wallet Engine provides eMoney Wallets as a Service to App based communities.

6

http://www.pinboxsolutions.com

pinBox is the only entity globally that provides ready-to-deploy yet customised solutions for com...

7

https://policyxchange.com/

PolicyXchange is a FinTech/InsurTech platform provider to Financial Consultants

8

http://www.newwealth.com.sg

New Wealth delivers breakthrough digital tools, apps and micro-services to financial institutions...

9

http://www.wenconsulting.com/

We are a trusted IT solutions Provider, with a focus on the Financial Services Industry

10

https://www.lilardiacapital.com/

Lilardia Capital is both a market place and an enterprise application software provider to Financ...

11

https://ancileo.com/

Plug-and-play, secure and customizable insurance software-as-a-service solutions

12

http://www.my-insurer.net/

We are the first dynamic CRM platform for insurance intermediaries that comes with a 360 degree M...

13

https://www.insuranceguru.com.sg/ We are providing digital sales and marketing solutions in the Singapore insurance industry

14

https://insurancemarket.sg/

Insurance Market is an technology driven innovator for the insurance domain

15

https://www.jaguartransit.com/

JAGUAR TRANSIT is poised to be The World’s first Secure Transit InsurTech ecosystem.

16

https://www.synchestra.com

Synchestra is a cloud-based InsurTech tool that enables purchasing of life and health insurance w...

17

https://www.fraxtor.com/

Fraxtor is a blockchain enabled real estate co-investment platform aimed at providing investors e...

18

https://jumper.ai

jumper.ai has built AI powered omni-channel commerce platform that enables buy, sell and collect ...

19

http://www.avatec.ai/

AVATEC is an intelligent financial services technology platform. We create innovative solutions t...

20

https://www.agiliux.com/

Agiliux offers cloud-based insurance software with extensive policy and claims management capabil...

21

https://www.policypal.com/

PolicyPal is licensed as a digital insurance broker and financial advisor by the MAS.

22

https://www.goldbell.com.sg/

Goldbell Financial Services harnesses the power of cloud based platforms and partners, delivering...

23

https://www.cxagroup.com/

CXA offers a digital platform for administering and selling employee health insurance

24

https://www.gobear.com/sg

GoBear is an online comparison portal that provides various insurance and finance products. It of...

25

http://www.oneconnectft.com.sg/

Oneconnect has one of the world’s best technology development team. For example, in the aspect of...

26

https://www.goalsmapper.com

27

http://www.oneconnectft.com.sg/

Oneconnect has one of the world’s best technology development team. For example, in the aspect of...

28

http://beamandgo.com

BeamAndGo offers remittance services by converting money into digital gift certificates that the ...

29

http://ftall.sg

30

http://octifi.com

OctiFi is a B2B2C technology platform that makes it easy for businesses of all sizes to offer on-...

31

https://www.limitless.app/

Investing made easy with the Limitless app – helping financial institutions engage millenni...

32

http://www.aidatech.io

AIDA Technologies focuses on AI-based predictive analytics and intelligent systems. Through its A...

33

https://shentonbrokers.com.sg/

FinTech Certified

34

http://WWW.KASHTEC.COM

Kashtec, a Singapore FinTech company, develops and operates a solution that enables the creation ...

35

http://www.ebaotech.com

eBaoTech is a technology partner of the global insurance industry in enabling connected insurance...

36

https://insurevite.com/

InsureVite is a dual-role, modular technology solution using blockchain and AI for the financial ...

37

https://additiv.com/

additiv is a Swiss Fintech company that was established in 1998 and today is the leading provider...

38

https://bettertradeoff.com/

BTO developed a solution that upgrades financial planning to become holistic life-planning.
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I have defined an incumbent in the Singapore insurance industry as a traditional
insurance player that:
•

Is based in Singapore for at least ten years,

•

Is licensed and governed under the Insurance Act defined by the Ministry of Authority of
Singapore (MAS),

•

Is accredited under one of the following MAS licenses: Composite Insurer, Life Direct
Insurer or General Insurer, and

•

Sells at least one retail, life, or health insurance product in Singapore.
As of May 27, 2020, the number of incumbents was 32 (Table 5)

54

Table 6
List of the Incumbents in Singapore
Table 2 - Population of Incumbent Insurers
Item

Website

1

Ace Insurance Limited

2

Aetna Insurance Company Limited (Singapore Branch)

3

Allianz Insurance Company of Singapore Private Limited

4

AIG Asia Pacific Private Limited

5

Auto & General Insurance (Singapore) Pte. Limited - trading as Budget Direct Insurance

6

MSIG Insurance (Singapore) Private Limited

7

Axa Insurance Singapore Private Limited

8

Direct Asia Insurance (Singapore) Private Limited

9

EQ Insurance Company Limited

10

First Capital Insurance Limited

11

FWD Singapore Pte. Ltd.

12

India International Insurance Private Limited

13

Liberty Insurance Pte Ltd C/o Liberty Mutual

14

Lonpac Insurance Berhad

15

Mitsui Sumitomo Insurance (Singapore) Private Limited

16

Overseas Union Insurance Limited

17

QBE Insurance International Limited

18

Shenton Insurance Private Limited

19

Sompo Japan (Asia) Private Limited

20

Tenet Sompo Insurance Private Limited

21

TM Asia Insurance Singapore Ltd

22

Zurich Insurance (Singapore)

23

Great Eastern Life Assurance Private Limited

24

Manulife (Singapore) Private Limited

25

Singapore Life Pte. Ltd.

26

Transamerica Life (Bermuda) Ltd.

27

Prudential Assurance Company Singapore (Pte) Limited

28

Friends Provident International Ltd (Singapore Branch)

29

Aviva Limited

30

HSBC Insurance (Singapore) Private Limited

31

NTUC Income Insurance Co-Operative Limited

32

Overseas Assurance Corporation Limited
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According to Gallo (2018), there are two main contributors that help to validate
statistically the results of a study:
1. The size of the sample of the population studied. The sample supposes to be a random but
also a representative selection of members of the population. The sample size depends of
the required confidence level and an acceptable margin of error. The margin of error is the
difference between the mean number on the sample and the mean number of the population.
The nearer the sample size to the population size, the lower the margin error is, and
2. The variation in the underlying population of the study. The larger the population
(associated with the relevant sample for a good confidence level), the higher the probability
of the findings are accurate and true. The smaller the population, the more volatile the
result, and the less the result can be considered statistically significant. The statistical
significance determines if the findings from the study are true and are not only explainable
by chance alone.
Delice (2018) points out that at least hundred samples should be identified for each major
sub-group in the population and between 20 to 50 samples for each minor sub-group in survey
research. Delice (2018) also states that the underlying population studied must be of a relevant
size to make the findings significant, else, the sample size should be nearly equal to the
population. The quantitative study managed to collect 37 responses (Table 6) from 34 different
insurtechs and 87% of the respondents were founders, co-founders or main shareholders of the
firm (Table 7). The sample size of the insurtechs represented 82% of the total population
available which makes both the confidence level and margin error comfortable. The overall
population remains however too small to make the results statistically significant. On the
incumbent side, I have been able to collect 25 responses from employees from 18 different
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incumbents which makes the confidence level and margin error weak, and the results statistically
not significant. I consider the findings of the study as a compilation of responses and a
comparison of the different views of two segments (Incumbents and insurtechs) of the insurance
industry rather than a true confirmation of initial assumptions.
Table 7
Overview of the Mix of Respondents according to their Status

Table 8
Overview of the Position of the Respondents according to their Status
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Profile of the Respondents
Insurtech activities mainly focus on BtoC (Business to Consumer) acquisition or B2B
(Business to Business) service. Table 8 shows that 82% of the insurtech respondents (31 out of
37) are B2C driven companies and 87% of the traditional insurers (22 out of 25) work primarily
with intermediaries. Table 9 shows that the median age of insurtechs is 12.5 times lower than the
median age of traditional insurers. The median age of the insurtechs is also lower than the
average by two years. It means that some of the insurtechs are old but most of them are even
younger than four years old.
Table 9
Overview of the Scope of the Respondents according to their Status
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Table 10
Average and Median Age of the Respondents according to their Status

Table 10 indicates that insurtech respondents have a much lower experience in insurance
compared to the incumbent respondents (median at four years compared to an overall experience
at fifteen). Table 11 shows that 89% of the insurtech respondents (33 out of 37) worked for
another industry before joining the insurance. Table 12 reveals that 75% of the insurtech
respondents (21 out of 37) have less than 50% of their staff with an insurance background.
Table 11
Average and Median Years of Experience of the Respondents according to Status
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Table 12
Have You Worked in Another Industry than Insurance?

Table 13
What Percentage of Your Staff Has an Insurance Background?

Insurance and Regulation
Table 13 shows that 76% of the insurtech respondents (28 out of 37) consider the
insurance industry over-regulated. The traditional insurer respondents are more mitigated with
only 48% (12 out of 25) that state the insurance is over-regulated. Table 14 indicates that 46% of
insurtech respondents (17 out of 37) consider that over-regulation is mainly affecting data
management and 46% (17 out of 37) believe that it affects distribution and advisory. Table 14
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shows also that 62% of the incumbents (16 out of 25) consider the underwriting and product
segment is over-regulated.
Table 14
According to You, Is Insurance Over-regulated?

Table 15
In Which Segment Do You Consider Insurance Over-regulated?

Insurance and Transformation
Table 15 shows that 78% of the insurtech respondents (29 out of 37) and 69% of the
incumbent respondents (15 out of 25) consider that the digitalization of their industry is not
happening at a fast pace . Table 16 indicates that according to 68% of the insurtech respondents
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(25 out of 37), the industry has not been disrupted yet because of the resistance of the current
players. The remaining 32% (12 out of 37) claim that the regulation makes it difficult to digital
the insurance industry. According to incumbents, the industry is too technical (44% or 11 out of
25) and too regulated (40% or 10 out of 25) to be disrupted easily. Table 17 shows that unlike
incumbents (32% or 8 out of 25), insurtechs (86% or 32 out of 37) consider entrepreneur
attributes, such as risk taker, innovation and resilience, more important (86% or 32 out of 37)
than insurance experience to disrupt the insurance industry.
Table 16
Is Digitalization in the Insurance Happening at Fast Pace?
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Table 17
According to You, Why the Insurance Has not Been Disrupted Yet?

Table 18
According to You, What Are the Traits Required to Disrupt the Insurance Industry?

Customer Purchasing Behavior Has Evolved With Digital
Table 18 reveals that most incumbents (83% or 21 out of 25) believe that the purchasing
behavior in insurance is different compared to other industries. 16 out of 37 insurtech
respondents (43%) believe that the purchasing behavior is similar to the other Industries .
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Table 19
Is the Purchasing Behavior in Insurance Similar to the One From Other Industries?

Table 19 shows that 95% insurtech respondents (35 out of 37) and 80% (20 out of 25) of
incumbent respondents consider that the digital advent has changed the purchasing behavior.
Table 20
Did the Digitalization Changed the Purchasing Behavior of Insurance Prospects?
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Insurance Purchasing Behavior
Table 20 shows that insurtech respondents consider price (51% or 19 out of 37) and
simple purchasing process (30% or 11 out of 37) as the two main criteria (Total: 81% or 30 out
of 37) for effective purchase while the incumbent respondents opt for advice and trust and aftersale-service (64% or 16 out 25).
Table 21
What Are the Most Important Criteria Prospects Consider When They Purchase an Insurance?

Table 21 indicates that the value proposition of the respective companies is consistent
with what the respondent believe as most important criteria to sell insurance. Insurtech main
value proposition focuses on price for 60% (22 out of 37) of the respondents while incumbent
main value proposition focuses on advice and trust for 52% (13 out of 25) of the respondents.
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Table 22
What Is Your Company Main Value Proposition?

Table 22 shows that 81% of the insurtech respondents (30 out of 37) and 84% of the
incumbent respondents (21 out of 25) consider that the customer need is created mainly offline
through face-to-face advisory or friends and family discussion.
Table 23
According to You, How Are Insurance Needs Triggered by?

Table 23 reveals that 68% of the insurtech respondents (25 out of 37) and 72% of the
incumbent respondents (18 out of 25) consider that online search is the main source of
information.
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Table 24
According to You, Through Which Channels Customers Collect Information About Insurance?

Table 24 indicates that 78% of the insurtech respondents (29 out of 37) and 92% of the
incumbent respondents (23 out of 25) believe customers acquire insurance product mainly
offline.
Table 25
According to You, How Customers Purchase Insurance Products?
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Insurance Digitalization Opportunities
Table 25 shows that 78% insurtech respondents (29 out 37) believe that the priority is
digitalizing the distribution. The incumbents put digitalization of the services first (52% or 13
out of 25). Table 26 shows that 72% of the insurtech respondents (27 out of 37) believe that if
there is disruption, then it will be in the distribution while 97% of the traditional insurer
respondents (24 out of 25) believe that the disruption will come in the services and the processes.
Table 26
According to You, in Which Insurance Segment the Digitalization Should be Done in Priority?

Table 27
According to You, in Which Area Insurtechs May Disrupt the Market?
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Qualitative Study

Sample Size, Significance, and Disclaimer
General recommendations for in-depth interviews vary from a sample size that goes from
5 to 50. Dworking (2012) points out:
While some experts in qualitative research avoid the topic of how many interviews are
enough, there is indeed variability in what is suggested as a minimum. An extremely
large number of articles, book chapters, and books recommend guidance and suggest
anywhere from 5 to 50 participants as adequate. (Dworking, 2012, para. 13)
The quality of the information collected is also critical to make the analysis and the
interpretation valid and relevant as Morse (2020) states:
The quality of data, the scope of the study, the nature of the topic, the amount of useful
information obtained from each participant, the use of shadowed data, and the qualitative
method and study designed used. (Morse, 2000)
Despite the time constraint and the COVID-19 crisis, I have met with 14 experts (Table
27), and collected and sorted out enough data to withdraw results that can be analysed aside of
the quantitative study.
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Table 28
Profile of the Interviewees
ITEM

FULL NAME

COMPANY NAME

COMPANY TYPE

INSURANCE EXPERIENCE

1

Jerome SOUBAIGNE

AXA

INCUMBENT

22 years

2

Paul de BRUIJN

ADA

INSURTECH

30 years

3

Otbert de JONG

INSURANCEMARKET

INSURTECH

6 years

4

Jean-Remi BERNARD

MY INSURER

INSURTECH

5 years

5

Regine LAI

MY INSURER

INSURTECH

4 years

6

Richard LUQUAIN

AIG

INCUMBENT

20 years

7

DJ de VILLIERS

MANULIFE

INCUMBENT

15 years

8

Frederic GUILLET

AUDIENCEVALUE

INSURTECH

1 years

9

Jason YEO

AXA

INCUMBENT

20 years

10

Walter de OUDE

SINGAPORE LIFE

INSURTECH

12 years

11

Patrick PECK

GREAT EASTERN

INCUMBENT

17 years

12

Juliet KHEW

RAFFLES INSURANCE

INCUMBENT

20 years

13

Dawn Sia

MARSH

INCUMBENT

6 years

14

Mat PEYRON

AEGON

INCUMBENT

20 years
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Qualitative studies can be challenged in many ways as they do not aim at being scientific.
The way the questions are set (e.g. order, content, tone, open or close) and the method use to
collect responses can create multiple biases and subjectivities as Kvale (1994) resumes:
Qualitative research seldom follows a linear route from hypothesis formulation to data
collection, data analysis, and theory construction. There is rather a continual back-andforth process between observation and interaction, description and interpretation,
conceptualizing and theorizing. (Kvale, 1994)
Rather than demonstrating scientifically my assumptions, I want to contribute to a piece
of new knowledge in the insurance field by putting in perspective the transformation of the
insurance market in the digital revolution. Translating the results of interviews can also be
challenging as Gratton and Jones (2009) points out:
Qualitative research, aims to capture meanings or qualities that are not quantifiable, such
as feelings, thoughts and experiences and so on, that is those concepts associated with
interpretative approaches. Qualitative research uses non-numerical data – often collected
over an extended time period – and analysis to describe and understand concepts. Such
concepts are difficult to meaningfully convert into numbers, and thus it is data in the form
of words that have to be interpreted by the researcher that is relevant. (Gratton & Jones,
2009)
During the interviews, I did not record the responses but took extensive notes. I
consolidated these notes into one main sheet and extracted key words that were recurrent in the
response of the interviewees. I also reproduced opinions or comments that I considered
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important. For each question, I tried to portray as objectively as possible the opinion, points of
view, and sentiments of the respective experts.

The Importance of the Insurance and Digital Experience to Succeed in the Industry
All incumbents considered important to have a background in insurance to succeed in the
industry. The main reasons they pointed out include, in order of importance:
1. The insurance industry is an industry that deals with cycles. These cycles vary according
to the type of products (e.g., motor, health, constructions). Such cycles are complex to
comprehend and foresee. Technical knowledge is required to assess and translate these
cycle into profitable business opportunities,
2. Expertise in insurance product engineering such as actuarial science, underwriting,
technical pricing, claims assessment, is fundamental to ensure that a deployed solution is
legal, scalable, profitable, and sustainable, and
3. Selling or distributing insurance requires the ability to do proper risk assessment at-priori
and being aware of the regulation on what can be sold and how it can be sold. and a
minimum of experience and expertise in distribution is required.

Table 28 reveals that the insurtech respondents were more mitigated and pointed out the
importance having a digital know-how rather than insurance knowledge. Insurtech respondents
believed that there is space for entrepreneurs with digital mindsets that think out-of-the-box, are
innovators, or marketing and technology-driven and explain that:
1. The insurance industry is slow to digitalize because it is lacking expertise in new
technologies,
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2. Expertise in marketing and web development are both as important as understanding
insurance and its complexities in a the world that is more and more digitalised,
3. The industry regulation is mainly around data protection and compliance rather than
underwriting and insurance risk. As such, it is critical to have digital and data knowledge
to ensure that the solutions comply with the governing bodies, and
4. Incumbents are technical rather than customer-centric and the industry failed to understand
the digital customer and his purchasing patterns.
Table 29
The Importance of Insurance Background to Succeed in Insurance
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Most of these people [Insurtechs] believe that with a simple

We are not allowed to engineer our own insurance products, we

website you can become an insurer, a digital insurer, but behind

must work with insurers that have the license to do that. As such,

the scene, there are realities when it comes to integrate an

on my side what is important is someone that know how to

insurance product. There are many rules they should be looking at.

develop, market and promote the insurance products. I don’t need

(Mat Peryon)

insurance guys. (Paul de Bruijn)

Insurance is a specific industry compared to others for many

It is important for roles that require technical expertise to have

reasons. I have seen many people coming from other industries

people with a minimum of insurance knowledge. But when you

failed to understand the specificities of insurance and apply recipes

have an online platform, it is very important to have digital

from other industries which were eventually not adapted to

marketing people. (Otbert de Jong)

insurance. (Jason Yeo)
You [Matthias de Ferrieres] have developed multiple products, you

It is important to understand the insurance model, the insurance

understand the complexity of getting the right price with the right

industry, the insurance challenges, the insurance culture etc.

underwriting guidelines. Unlike Policy Pal that creates an app and

However, such knowledge can be acquired fast. Plus the industry is

believe it can sell insurance (DJ De Villiers)

going through a transformation (distribution, products, etc), hence
forward thinking is required. (Jerome Soubaigne)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Both incumbents and insurtechs agreed that, to succeed in insurance, entrepreneurs
require to have skills that go beyond insurance or digital abilities such as:
1. Business acumen or business sense to trigger the willingness to pay,
2. Being customer-centric to create a perception of value to the insurance product,
3. Interpersonal skills such as empathy, tolerance, perseverance, and patience, and
4. Learn how to go beyond risk assessment and know how to serve the clients according to
proper standards.
Insurtech respondents highlighted that insurance skills can be learned relatively easily
compared to interpersonal skills that are more innate characteristics (Table 29). While
incumbents supported the importance to have other skills than insurance, they insisted that
someone with an insurance background tends to understand faster the nuances of policy
wordings, claims management, and the overall insurance journey. Such knowledge contributes to
optimizing potential success.
Table 30
The Importance of Digital Know-how to Succeed in Insurance
Insurtechs
Insurance industry is simple, insurers make it difficult to protect their monopoles. They refuse innovation and leverage on the
misunderstanding of the population remain obsolete. (Walter de Oude)
The most important is the capacity to put in place and idea. Developing an insurance product is secondary, just as Swiss Re or another
insurance to partner with you, and you will see how easy it is. (Frederic Guillet)
It is a technical business and some knowledge is important. Of course a founder can find people if they don't have those skills. (Regine Lai)
Look how many pages I have to fill up when I want to buy a $20 travel policy, seriously! While I just need to give my passport copy and it
should be fine. They (incumbents) don’t think about what we [customer] want. (Regine Lai)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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One insurtech interviewee (Walter de Oude, 2020) believed that insurance experience is
unnecessary but the digital experience is critical because:
1. Other expertise brings innovation and new ideas into the industry,
2. The insurance people are too risk obsessed and price-conscious; they don’t think out-ofthe-box,
3. Insurance needs to digitalize as everyone is going online to purchase product and services,
as such they must accept that other expertise come onboard,
4. Insurance expertise can be outsourced, the idea cannot,
5. Time to market is critical and the new technologies allow to deploy a solution very fast,
6. Lastly, insurers are too regulation or compliance-focused. They don’t respond to customers
that ask for digital solutions.
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The Purchasing Behavior is Different in Insurance Compared to Other Industries?
Both incumbents and insurtechs agreed that the insurance purchasing behavior is
different from other industries’ (Table 30). Firstly, respondents mentioned that insurance is not
acquired by pleasure, but purchased because:
1. It is compulsory, required by the government, the employers or the banks,
2. The consumer is scared, concerned, apprehensive, fearful, or
3. They reach a step in their life that demand mature planning (e.g. wedding, buying a house
or a car, expecting a baby)
Table 31
Consumer Behavior and Insurance attractivity
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Customer buys an insurance because he has too. You buy a home

Have you ever waked up one day and say today, I am going to buy an

insurance because you bought a new house and have a loan that

insurance? the answer is no. You buy one because someone told you to

requires you to have an insurance. Same for your car insurance. It is

buy one. (Jerome Soubaigne)

because you have too. Else you will not buy one. (DJ De Villiers)
The perception of insurance is changing. Still the way you buy an

People don’t buy insurance the same way they buy other product. It is

insurance is different from other services or goods. You are careful

always an alert, an event or a promotion that point out dramatic

on what you pay. The price is what matters. You mainly purchase the

statistics, death rates, danger, or risks that push leads to come and ask

minimum to meet the legal requirement. Sometimes you consider a

for quotation. Otbert de Jong)

bit more, but it is rare. (Mat Peyron)
Selling insurance is more difficult than selling shoes. No one like

With my prospect, I always start with a self-assessment. And it always

buying insurance. You just want to buy the minimum and be in line

show that they are not well protected. And suddenly when you show

with the law. (Juliet Khew)

that to them, they are more concerned. (Otbert de Jong)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Secondly, both incumbents and insurtech highlighted that insurance is a technical product
that requires the intervention of experts (e.g., Financial Advisors, Agents) to help, explain, and
support the decision making process (Table 31).
Table 32
The complexity of marketing an insurance product affects the purchasing behavior
Incumbents

Insurtechs

We try to be as comprehensive and clear as possible. Still it

Some are trying to make product simple, but you realise it is

remains complicated with all the guidelines, restriction, term

impossible. Or you will lose money. You need to put gateway

and conditions. And they don’t want to spend time on this on

and restrictions in the product. And such restriction requires

their own. They need someone to assist them. (Dawn Sia)

explanations. (Walter de Oudes)

The problem is that you give them a quote, you collect 10 data

Try explaining what is a critical illness and how the benefits are

from the name to the date of birth and gender. They buy and

triggered when you have one in less than 5 minutes. Good luck.

then you send them a 50 pages of policy wordings that explain

(Jean-Remi Bernard)

the product. And they call you back because they are lost. (DJ
De Villiers)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Thirdly respondents confirmed that there is poor or no value perception for insurance
(Table 32). In other industries, the purchasing behavior is driven out of desire, or attachment to a
brand. These industries can trigger different emotional consumer behaviors (level of satisfaction
achieved, the pleasure of effective purchase, association to the products, etc…) to onboard them
in the purchasing cycle. In the insurance industry, customers prefer to opt for the lowest price
rather than for the perceived quality of the insurance product.
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Table 33
The Value Perception and Willingness to Pay and the Insurance Purchasing Behavior
Incumbents

Insurtechs

There is no attachment to the insurance product. Unlike for a watch or

We are no selling apple watches, phones or dresses. No one care.

a car, customers do not have interest to show the type of product they

They may refer us to a friend but it will happen only because that

purchased. (Juliet Khew)

friend have a problem and request for support. No one out of the blue
will share his latest insurance acquisition. (Paul de Bruijn)

Insurance supposes to protect. You will assume that after purchase, a

People buys because they understand that they need something not

customer will trust is protected. In fact, he does not feel protected, he

because they want something. Once they understand the need it is

has not sense of satisfaction or sense of accomplishment. (Mat Peyron)

easier. The most important is create the need. The emotion is done
through the need not the wish. (Regine Lai)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

New Technologies Changed the Insurance Purchasing Behavior
All respondents mentioned that the digital revolution changed the way people purchase
insurance (Table 33):
1. Digital is convenient: customers can get access to unbiased information anywhere and
anytime. Rather than having one single opinion or point of view that comes from a financial
advisor, online technologies give access to multiple points of information. Websites
provide different analyses, views, experiences, and from the crowd (influencers, insurers,
agents, current and former customers…)
2. Digital expands the spectrum of offers: More products and greater services can be deployed
and made easily accessible. Customers do not only analyse but also compare and seek
information from a multitude of suppliers at the same time.
3. Digital eases the purchasing experience: Technologies helped to make insurance simpler
and clearer. With the Internet, purchasing a product is less process-driven than before.
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Lastly, with the online application, the paperwork and waiting time have decreased
significantly.
4. Digital participates in reengineering insurance products: Online system helps to design
customizable products that fit specific profiles. The customer journey is now seamless,
personalized and adapted to the each and every prospects.
5. Digital expands after-sale customer engagement. Customers are not willing to only acquire
financial protection or insurance coverage, they are also interested to buy an experience.
Online platforms give the opportunity to offer peripheral services to customers that can get
access to additional services not available before (e.g. access to a specific network of
clinics, promotion on cars and fixes, or type of gym membership, or travel offers…) and
increase the overall value perception.
Table 34
The Digital Era Transformed the Way People Purchase Insurance
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Thanks to digital technologies, purchasing became less process

The deployment of digital solution is changing the way consumer

driven. Insurance companies start to understand the importance of

behave. Such change influences how insurance is purchased.

convenience during the purchasing cycle. (Juliet Khew)

Consequently, we also need to adapt our way of selling insurance.
(Paul de Bruijn)

The digital revolution forced insurers to recognise the importance

Online technologies helped us to make insurance products clearer

of customer engagement and user experience. (Dawn Sia)

and more customer focus. We develop services around the insurance
product that we could not do before. (Regine Lai)

On our side, digital helped my department to reduce all the admin

The beauty of Internet is that we can have all at our fingertips and

works in term of monitoring and reporting. It helped also our

understand what we have and don’t have! We can buy more and do

company to offer different services directly to the customer. (Juliet

simple top up to get additional services. (Regine Lai)

Khew)
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(Table 35 Continued)
Incumbents

Insurtechs

People want easier purchasing experiences. So they will go

Internet makes it easier to collect information. At least agents cannot

wherever and whoever makes it less painful. Digital has fasten

pretend or mislead their prospect. Customer get access to multiple

such change of mindset. (DJ de Villiers)

channel to check and make his own opinion. (Walter de Oude)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

At the same time, both incumbents and insurtechs recognized that the digitalization of
insurance remains limited. The rising of new technologies transformed but did not revolutionize
the industry because of:
1. Heavy regulation that restricts the deployment of innovative digital solutions,
2. Poor value perception of insurance that requires face-to-face explanation before purchase,
and
3. Complex underwritings and assessment of the risk that require customization digital tools
cannot offer.
They concluded that purchase will continue to be mainly offline as most of insurance
products are too complicated to be both acquired and served online (Table 34).
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Table 36
The Insurance Purchasing Behavior Remains Traditional Despite Digital Advent
Incumbents

Insurtechs

People search for information yet they still don’t understand what

Buying insurance is not buying a movie ticket. Don’t expect a

they buy. They remain scared to purchased fully online. As such

Lazada or an Amazon in insurance any time soon. Purchasing

most of the Direct to Customer websites still closed their deals

insurance requires trust, understanding. insurance products remain

after a phone call. (Dawn Sia)

too dry to be attractive on Internet. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

I don’t know anyone who bought a health product online without

people go online for insurance that are commoditized such as

asking information offline. (DJ De Villiers)

travel or home insurance, I don’t know any online tools that works
for construction or commercial insurance. It is too complicated.
(Regine Lai)

More products have been simplified for online purchase. Industry

It is true that to put a professional liability insurance online

innovators are thinking more about the products and how to make

remains very complicated or nearly impossible. The information to

it simple to evaluate and understand. This however does not work

collect depends of the risk to underwrite, as such it is difficult to

for all products so we need to be realistic on what products truly

ask it online. (Walter de Oude)

need digitalization. (Jason Yeo)
Digital has somewhat commoditised the general insurance

People search and compare on the Internet. For easy insurance

products like Travel, Motor, Home - but not the complex products

products, they buy directly online. For more complicated products

(Life, Health). (Jerome Soubaigne)

such as health insurance, they are able to book a meeting with an
agent instead of calling the main hotline. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

While it makes it easier to collect information and compare

At the end Internet can give all, we realize that people feels better

different insurers, I don’t see really changes when it comes to

when we call them or follow up with them once they have applied

effective purchase. In fact, I think it is still easier to buy with an

or sent their application form. (Jerome Soubaigne)

agent, especially when it comes to collect signature or validate the
information and pay. (Mat Peyron)
People says it is easier to make purchase because of Internet, but
look at what happens, people chose always the cheapest price
rather than the good products. I don’t think it ideal. (Patrick Pek)
At Raffles Insurance, we tried to push people to purchase online,
but they don’t respond well. They are always concerned that
something is missing and prefer to get an advisor to help them.
(Juliet Khew)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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The COVID-19 Crisis Fasten the Digitalization of Insurance
According to respondents, the insurance deals with constraints (e.g., regulation, value
perception, product technicality) that slow down its digital transformation (Table 35). Yet both
incumbents and insurtechs pointed out that COVID-19 speeded up the digital adoption because:
1. The Singapore government imposed confinement on everyone and banned face-to-face
meetings for a two months. Incumbents mentioned that following this restriction, they
witnessed a serious distress from most insurance intermediaries that could not meet and
advise their clients anymore. Intermediaries did not know how to adapt and ask incumbents
for assistance. Insurers deployed solutions that included video calls, compliant e-FNA, or
e-KYC platforms to support their intermediaries to keep prospecting and staying in touch
their clients,
2. The insurance regulator smoothed the overall compliance guidelines and facilitated the
insurance business continuity. The MAS invited incumbents to simplify the collection and
the management of data, ease the client applications and the onboarding processes, and
3. Different government agencies deployed financial subsidies to support the intermediaries
to digitalize themselves. For instance, the MAS launched a grant that financed 80% of a
financial advisory firm investment made in online technologies.
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Table 37
The COVID-19 Crisis Speeded-up the Digitalization of the Insurance
Incumbents

Insurtechs

The Covid-19 situation has made digitalization important. Crisis

Two days after the announcement of the confinement, MAS issued a

change the way of doing business and in this case, it definitively

guidelines to all agents to say face-to-face discussion was not allowed

imposed digital to all of us. I have been asked to give access to Zoom

anymore. We had to cancel all our meetings. The only way was to use

to everyone [intermediaries] in less than 48hoo. (Richard Luquain)

Zoom and try video calls. Luckily it was free. (Frederic Guillet)

Agents were surprised by the announcement and completely loss.

We received a surged of phone call and demand to see if we were able

They did not know what to do with all their paperwork and how to

to offer video call and e-signature via our app. (Regine Lai)

manage renewal or give health card. They were all stressing us to
find digital solutions. (Juliet Khew)
Everyone suddenly was able to organized video calls. I was able to

SFA did a big communication to announce that any certified Fintech

spend my entire day behind my desk through Google Meet or

could get up to 80% funding for any digital solution implemented

Microsoft software. Quickly we saw the distributors suggesting

during the period of Covid. It took us 5 days to get the certification and

solutions to adopt to simplify their processes. (Dawn Sia)

we have been able to get the subsidies quite fast as well. This helped us
to adopt digital solutions. (Paul de Bruijn)

The CEO organized a board meeting and invited everyone to come

Our solution was ideal, we had everything digitalized and the

back with digital solutions that should be easy and compliant to

government was pushing all the intermediaries to use it! Overnight they

implement. Cost did not matter anymore. (Patrick Pek)

became digital savvy! (Jean-Remi Bernard)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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The COVID-19 crisis also changed the mindset of the traditional players (Table 36).
Incumbents understood that traditional methods had to be digitalized quickly and reallocated
their initial budget to invest in external online solutions to ensure business continuity. Their
compliance and procurement team reduced to essentials their processes to facilitate the
implementation of digital solutions. Both respondents confirmed that such situation opened up
the market to a new group of players because:
1. Insurtechs were welcomed to pitch and demo their solutions to incumbents, and
2. Incumbents were more prompt to partner with insurtechs to deploy a POC (Proof Of
Concept) or launch a pilot.
Table 38
The COVID-19 Crisis Changed the Mentalities of the Insurance Players
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Due to COVID-19, overnight we had to review our budget for our IT

I recall that NTUC Income management called us and invited us to

programs. The management asked us to contact American Express to

participate to a webinar called the new normal. We introduced our

see if they could help us deploy quickly some corporate credit lines

platform and explain the importance to adopt digital solutions quickly

and B2C app to our agents to facilitate online payment collection.

to do business from home. (Regine Lai)

(Richard Luquain)
When they shut down all the branches, we needed to still serve our

We have been onboarded by AXA without going through the usual

customers. It took us 3 weeks to create a quick protocol that could

procurement and legal governance. Suddenly it was much more easier.

support our processes through digital without affecting the new rules

There was a sense of urgency. (Jerome Soubaigne)

of No face-to-face imposed by the MAS to our intermediaries.
(Dawn Sia)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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If most of the interviewees agreed that insurance is digitalizing at a faster pace since the
COVID-19 crisis, they also believed that the industry is still transforming at a slower pace than
most industries. Respondents pointed out that:
1. The regulator still imposes far more compliance to the insurance industry compared to other
industries. Such compliance forces the players to invest time and money that cannot be
spent elsewhere (Table 37).
Table 39
Digitalization is Slowed-Down by Regulations
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Look at the number of guidelines or rules the MAS is publishing

It took us more than 1.5 years to be certified Data Trustmark

every quarters. They ask us to be compliant to new things every time.

certified by the regulator. We spent some time and resources that

(Jason Yeo)

could have been spent elsewhere. Especially when you know that
the customer don’t really care if we are or not certified. (Regine
Lai)

Do you consider e-signature as innovation? We have been requested

Interestingly, Facebook or Google or even the Telco’s don’t have

to design a solution for e-signature while we don’t need e-signature

the same restriction than we do. For instance all our softcopies

for most insurance. Because we have to follow internal protocol, it

have to be encrypted, our email, our pdf to clients. First the client

cost us $450,000 to have it deployed, and it took us 6 months.

does not like it and on top of that it cost us so much. And I don’t

Imagine what you can do with this money! (Patrick Peck)

consider this as innovation, but rather dealing with what the
regulator wants. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

2. There are still resistance from incumbents (Table 38):
•

The traditional players have difficulties to partner with start-ups that suggest new and
innovative business models,

•

Historical insurers deal with legacy systems most of the time not compatible with new
technologies,
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•

Traditional players time to market remain slow. According to some respondents turnaround times for incumbents can be twice as long as insurtech’, and

•

Incumbent internal organizations are often reluctant to transform. The governance of
traditional players remains heavy, complex, and inefficient when it comes to deploying
digital solutions.

Table 40
Digitalization is Slowed-Down by Incumbent Resistance
Incumbents

Insurtechs

AXA is using 2 main core system or legacy system that we

You [the Incumbents] contact them in March, they respond in

implemented in 1994. It is called Policy SEA and it is written in

April, you meet them in May, they highlight a potential interest

Cobol source code. No one code in Cobol anymore. As such no one

in June. By then they are on holiday up to August. Once they are

knows how to plug any solutions to this. (Patrick Peck)

back, their priorities have changed. (Paul de Bruijn)

API [application program interface]? What does it mean? I never

Go and speak to an insurer about APIs, you will see their

heard of it. (Dawn Sia)

response. Beside their IT, no one knows what APIs are. So how
do you want to work with them? Imagine about blockchain, AI
and other machine learning. (Regine Lai)

We have start-ups contacting us, but I cannot make decision alone. I

Insurers are very predictable. First you are dealing with staff that

am in charge of the business not IT. So, I need to get the approval of

are driven by a calendar. All starts in June with Strat Plan,

the digital team. The digital team will need to discuss with IT, that

September action plan, November they can’t see you because

will discuss with compliance and procurement. It is indeed difficult

they have to close the year. At the beginning of the year, they

to onboard third party solutions. (Jason Yeo)

can’t see you because there is Christmas, New Year, Chinese
new year. In April, the staff has left to another company because
he received his bonus in March. (Frederic Guillet)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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3. There is a resistance from the distribution (Table 39). Insurance intermediaries such as
financial advisers, agents, or brokers remain conservative and have a wrong perception of
digital technologies.
Table 41
Digitalization is Slowed-Down by Distribution Resistance
Incumbents

Insurtechs

The insurance agents, especially the general agents [agent that are

Intermediaries are very happy with their excel sheet and emails and

certified to sell retail insurance only], are very old school. First they

phone. Some still have fax in their office. Ask them to download

are old, second they have an existing portfolio so they are not

an app to do business and they laugh at you. (Frederic Guillet)

interested to acquire much more new business. As such they don’t
really care about new tools. They just want to maintain the
relationship with clients. (Juliet Khew)
You introduce a digital tools to insurance intermediaries, the next

They just don’t want to pay. They think it is the insurers that has to

day they forget about it. They don’t use it. They claim that it is too

pay. Their mindset is very stingy. And after they don’t understand

complicated. Some says it is not enough or they have their own

why they don’t succeed. You can see that the one that adopt the

digital tools. But we have to help them, the market is asking for it.

solutions is the one that position itself better on the market. Still

(Mat Peyron)

very few want to pay for the solutions. (Paul de Bruijn)

If we launch a solutions, we need to follow a protocol of security of
access. Our intermediaries dislike to deal with such security and
access. They have already too many passwords. It is as simple as
that. Just because they forget their password, they don’t use digital
solutions. (DJ De Villiers)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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4. Lastly, the poor value perception of insurance from consumers versus the investment
required to get into the market does not attract the best digital disruptors (Table 40).
Table 42
Digitalization is Slowed-Down by Lack of Industry Attractivity
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Economy of scale in insurance is big. So you need to a lot of volume to

There are better industries to disrupt than insurance. Too many

recover your money once you launch something. Insurers can invest a

problems in term of regulation, licenses, data and so on. (Jean-

lot but not start-ups. That’s why entrepreneur may be reluctant to join

Remi Bernard)

the industry. (Juliet Khew)
We have difficulties on our side to make our intermediaries adopt our

Cost of acquisition is high. I remember pay per click word for the

digital solutions, imagine a new entrants or an entrepreneur that has no

world travel insurance was $9; now it is $14, while the average

brand, no network… I think it is very difficult to build a credibility in

premium is $25. Cost acquisition is negative. How do you want to

our industry. (Patrick Pek)

make money if you go direct. (Paul de Bruijn)

Most of the insurtechs develop a website and go direct. And then they
ask why they don’t sell. Well, if they understand the consumer, they
will see that they are not interested by their websites. You need to be
more innovative. And the best innovators have better things to do than
developing stuff in insurance. They can make better money faster
elsewhere. (Dawn Sia)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Digital Advantages of Incumbents and Insurtechs
Most respondents mentioned that it remains difficult for traditional insurers to go digital
without putting at risk their existing business (Table 41). There are multiple constraints that
affect digital transformation and technology adoption such as:
•

Legacy systems that are conflicting with new technologies. They are obsolete because
they have been coded in a language that is not in use anymore or cannot be integrated
with new solutions. Also, it is difficult to find resources that can up-grade these solutions,
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•

Digitalizing the organization requires transferring a lot of data from a system to another
and migrating data in compliance with the regulation is complicated,

•

Incumbent organizations are less motivated to change and adopt digital solutions. They
are already well implemented in the market. They must adopt in priority a defensive
action plan to protect their business from new entrants. They do not believe that
deploying new technologies respond to their priority, and

•

Incumbents are more regulated than the new entrants because they hold licenses that
govern strictly what they can do, and are under scrutiny by the regulator as soon as they
deploy a digital solution. Incumbents must be extra careful and spend more time and
money to ensure that their innovation is compliant with the regulator.

Table 43
Incumbent Digitalization Difficulties
Incumbents

Insurtechs

We have multiple systems. What we try to do is to consolidate

I have the app from AXA. It does not work. They make a lot of

them into one. It is very complicated, especially when

noise and communication, but in reality, it is not working.

compliance [department] is always scrutinizing us on the data

When you ask why, it is because they have not been able to

flow and data management. It slows down all deployment. We

create APIs with their old system that are still in used. If you

would have deployed something from scratch, it will have been

look at the ratings on app store you will see that everyone

easier and faster. (Jason Yeo)

complain and say it is not a good app. (Regine Lai)

They are different agenda in the organization ; it does not help

It is true that Insurers don’t have the same constraint that our

to bring everyone around a same goal: digitalize and offer

company. They are under supervision the authority and check

something different. Meanwhile, we must deal with MAS

what they do all the time. The regulator asks for their initiatives

guideline that changes all the time, We are never ready to

all the time and put barriers. On our side we don’t have that.

launch a system fully. (Mat Peyron)

(Paul de Bruijn)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
Respondents believed that the advantages lie more in the insurtech because (Table 42):
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•

An insurtech enters the market with no legacy system to transform, starts from scratch,
and leverages the available technologies that are more flexible,

•

An insurtech is made of entrepreneurs that have the will to change the market by trying
new things, and are not convinced and driven strictly by insurance concepts,

•

An insurtech is a small organization with lighter governance that makes decisions faster
which is critical in the digital world, and

•

The regulator fosters innovation and both subsidizes and does not impose strict
compliance to insurtechs.

Table 44
Insurtech Digital Advantages
Incumbents

Insurtechs

How long did it take and how much did you spent to have My-

We started everything from scratch. We did not need to transfer and

insurer Pt. Ltd. data certified? It took you 1 year and SGD1,200.

migrate data from one system to another. So it is much simpler to

On our side, we are in this process for the past 3 years. In addition

deploy a new system when you are just starting and don’t have a

the regulator asked us to pay a percentage of the profit. Do you

portfolio to migrate. (Frederic Guillet)

think it is fair? (Dawn Sia)
The MAS reimburses 80% of digital investment of any insurance

Insurtechs are created by people that could not develop or deploy

companies with less than 200 employees. So it is easier for an

their idea in the traditional insurance environment. They have ideas,

insurtech to invest as they are supported by the government.

innovative thinking. It is through their companies that you will see

Meanwhile, us, insurers that have more than 1,000 employees, we

the market evolving. (Regine Lai)

need to fund 100% of our transformation. (DJ de Villiers)
I am the only one that makes decisions. We are a small organization.
Insurance companies have so many committees to make decisions.
Me, I can simply launch a new tool and it is the same for start-ups.
Time is critical in the digital world, and we definitively have an
advantage when we are a start-up because we are small and agile.
(Paul de Bruijn)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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However, Incumbent respondents also consider that incumbents may still have the power
to remain in the market and be the digital disruptors (Table 43). The main reasons include:
•

Incumbents are in the market with a strong brand and a significant customer portfolio. Even
if they are on the defensive mode when it comes to transformation, it is easier for them to
launch a new solution and get it adopted by the market,

•

Incumbents have the governance and available capital to scale up and resist to potential
new entrants, and

•

Incumbents have the know-how and insurance expertise that remain critical in the industry.

Table 45
Opportunities for Incumbents to Go Digital
Incumbents

Insurtechs

The day an insurance company decides to light up its

Our cost of acquisition is very high, or higher than traditional

governance and put enough money to deploy a solution fast,

insurers. So we need funding to spend on marketing. It may be

then most probably, it will succeed. (Jason Yeo)

a problem in the future, when you see that spending in
marketing is not really a unique value proposition but a
problem of scalability. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

Insurers have the money to wipe out insurtechs if they want to.

We opted to digitalize our company fully and immediately. The

They are just too busy to fight internally. So they have the

difficult part was to win the market. What we have done is to

power win over Insurtechs. I would be the boss, I will bet on

purchase client portfolio from traditional players. We are lucky

my insurance companies as I will put a team to design and

to be funded. With such, we get the best of both world: buying

deploy solutions as fast as possible. (Mat Peyron)

a brand and a portfolio from traditional insurers, and stay agile
because we digitized all. (Walter de Oudes)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Incumbent Resistance, Complex Regulation and Insurtech Maturity Delay Digital Disruption
Insurtechs and incumbents were mitigated in their responses. For the insurtech
respondents, the regulation and the conservatism of a monopolistic industry explain why it
remains difficult to have innovative solutions deployed in the market (Table 44):
•

The Singapore market is already extremely matured and the penetration rate is high
compared to other countries. The market is owned by incumbents that make it difficult for
new entrants using digital solutions to penetrate the market,

•

The regulator eases the access of new entrants to the insurance market as long as they do
not engineer their own insurance products. New entrants must still work with insurance
companies when it comes to the product offering. Yet, incumbents are reluctant to work
with start-ups as they see potential disruption and potential loss of market share,

•

Customers ask for a digitalized purchasing experience, at the same time, they prefer a faceto-face discussion with experts to help them to make decisions. There is no insurtech that
offer a combined digital solution and a face-to-face approach to make the distribution omni
channel, and

•

The distribution is conservative and deny that customers ask for digital tools for
information, communication, quotation, and processes. Insurance intermediaries believe
that they may lose their customers if they use online third-party providers and are reluctant
to partner with start-ups that offer digital solutions.
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Table 46
Insurance Industry Difficulties to Welcome Potential Disruption
Insurtechs
The market is small and very atomised. We are mainly fighting for a business that is not growing year and year. Customers
tend to renew with their current agents and insurer unless they had a poor experience with them. As such it is costly to acquire
new customers. Customers are not very receptive to our digital innovation. We must provide discount and reduce our margin
instead. So we spend more money on discount that on developing new ideas. (Regine Lai)
Difficult to penetrate the market. First, to enter the market requires a proper license. It takes time and money. Second, the
insurers are not very supportive of our solutions. They are doing everything not do let us implement it. Lastly, customers are
aging in Singapore and they have their old habits of purchase. They are not very willing to try new solutions, even if they are
through apps or website. (Paul de Bruijn)
Singapore is small so everyone knows each other and can meet easily. Everyone knows an agent that can provide an insurance
when needed. As such, we prefer to deal with someone we know rather than a complicated platform that comes out of the blue
on Internet. Many tried like GoBear or Policy Pal, but it did not work. (Jean-Remi Bernard)
As soon as you launch a service that implies the collection of data, we must face clients [insurers, agents] questioning and
challenging us on the regulation. In fact, it seems that no one wants to have true digitalization to take place. They are all
scared. (Frederic Guillet)
We came up with disruptive online solutions to invite people to purchase online. Yet, 90% of the sell is done on the phone.
The end of the purchase must be done with someone. So it seems pointless to develop full stack solutions because at the end
the customer wants to deal with you face-to-face. (Walter de Oudes)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

For the incumbents, the market cannot be disrupted yet due to the profile and attitude of
new entrants. According to them, most founders that enter the market may be innovative and
ambitious but:
•

They lack insurance expertise,

•

They are too young, and overall inexperienced,

•

They are convinced that a digital mindset is key while an insurance background
unnecessary, and
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•

They do not have the insurance network required to get the right connection to launch and
enter the market efficiently.
Incumbents agree that there are some entrepreneurs that have the proper experience and

insurance expertise but:
•

They are obsessed with the idea to get rid of the insurance intermediary,

•

They are price centric rather than benefit focus. They develop comparators and aggregators
that provide price comparison rather than benefits or services analysis, and

•

They are oversimplifying the purchasing cycle which is not compatible with the nature of
insurance nor the customer expectation.
According to incumbents, insurance is and remains too technical to be purchased without

a financial advisor (Table 50). Customers do not want simplification but facilitation:
•

They want someone that facilitate the overall process of acquisition,

•

They want reliability and trust that the product fits their needs,

•

They want to perceive the value of insurance before purchasing it, and

•

They are willing to pay if the value of the insurance coverage is perceived.
Incumbents conclude that, currently, there is no adhesion from the customers to insurtech

platforms because they do not respond to their demand and expectation.

94

Table 47
Incumbent Views on Insurtech Disruption Difficulties
Incumbents
Entrepreneurs are stubborn, they believe that the idea is more important than its implementation. They don’t realise that in insurance
understanding the coverage for a customer is critical. It can hardly be done online. (Jason Yeo)
An insurtech is a start-ups that wants to do business in the insurance industry. Yet they mainly focus on selling products. They want to
innovate and simplify the purchasing process. They don’t think that physical advice is necessary. While I believe it does. (Mat Peyron)
I think most of the insurtech wants to go and cut the agents or the intermediaries. They don’t realise that their cost of acquisition will be
much more expensive. So they try, they raise money, they think they are smart, then they fail and disappear. How many did we see in the
past 8 years? (Richard Luquain)
There must be a demand from the market for disruption. I am not sure that the market or at least the customer ask for it. They want people
to help them in buying products and service their claims. (Dawn Sia)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Client and Service Focused Platforms, the Potential Market Disruptors
Both insurtechs and incumbents believe that the market will be disrupted by someone that
deploy client focus solutions (Table 46). More than identifying whether the disruption will come
from a transformation in the process, the service, the distribution, or the product, respondents
confirmed that change will come from the customer satisfaction. Both believe that :
•

The customer wants to be nurtured and pampered,

•

The customer wants to understand what he buys, and

•

The customer wants to trust what he buys.
Insurtechs stated that such satisfaction will be achieved through product differentiation

and low prices. Incumbents said that all products are similar and customer satisfaction will be
accomplished through added services and clear and simple onboarding processes.
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Table 48
Views from Interviewees When Disruption Is Expected to Come through Client Focus Solutions
Incumbents

Insurtechs

All our survey shows that more than products, our clients want

People wants to understand easily the different products

some support in understanding the products. It is also

available on the market. We need to facilitate their

something that is missing on our side. Should someone comes

understanding by showing the alternative and in which way

with a tool that simplify all our processes and clarify the

each products are different. (Regine Lai)

content of our products, it will something really disruptive. (DJ
de Villiers)
The customer wants to feel appreciated or desired. It is not only

A prospect will always opt for the cheapest options as his

for the insurance; it is like that for all industries. In insurance,

willingness to pay is and remain very low when it comes to

no one seems to care about such demand. (Jerome Soubaigne )

buying insurance. (Paul de Bruijn)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Incumbents explained that providing additional services on top of the insurance coverage
enhance the value perception (Table 47):
•

Good services attract and retain clients as it creates different experiences,

•

Current services, especially in claims management, are lacking. An entrepreneur that
comes with a new process to facilitate claims settlement can make a real difference in the
market, and

•

Any solutions that offer a seamless experience for a client at acquisition or after-sale
service will be able to transform the perception of the market.
Incumbents believes that insurtechs should leave the core insurance expertise to the

traditional players (e.g., risk management, underwriting) and focus on deploying innovative
services or processes that can be digitalized easily and complement insurance core product:
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•

Peripheral services to the insurance such as telematic tools (e.g., health, lifestyle app,
health rewards, top-up services, claims services),

•

Third-party administrators to support insurers (e.g., health networks, garages, fraud
detectors, marine immediate policy issuance, lead generators or dispatchers), and

•

Distribution tools to speed client onboarding, train and educate the financial advisors, and
facilitate traditional insurance overall compliance and data management.
Insurtechs disagree and believe that displaying products nicely and clearly is more

important than deploying digitalised services. According to them, customer value perception is
poor and can be enhanced through a simplified purchasing cycle and clearer customer journey:
•

Showing and comparing products can help customers to assess and take a position
towards a given product, and

•

Customers are price-sensitive, so it is critical to differentiate products according to the
price.
At the same time, insurtechs added and confirmed that such digital solutions, when

dedicated directly to consumers, did not succeed and should rather be design to assist and ease
the insurance intermediaries in simplifying the advice and the promotion of the insurance
products and services.
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Table 49
Views from Interviewees When Disruption Is Expected to Come Through Service Focus Solutions
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Entrepreneurs have a huge opportunity to develop solutions that

We are lacking distribution tools that are agnostics to any

insurers cannot do. For instance, solutions that deal with

insurers. Each insurers deploy solutions that are centred to

multiple insurer products or services, tools that can consolidate

themselves. It does not serve our purpose. If we are able to get

demands and is able to gather all the services available from all

a tool that consolidate all insurance in one consolidated system,

players. (Jason Yeo)

then we will be willing to pay and adopt it. (Paul de Bruijn)

Distribution and product consolidations can change the way the

I don’t think the insurtech that succeeds will be one that focus

insurance can be marketed. We saw in India some CRM tools

on Business to Consumer. A company that knows how to work

dedicated to Financial Advisors that helped them to service

with intermediaries and facilitate the job of intermediations:

their customers much better. At the end, customers pay more

collect information on products and able to send it quickly and

and seem more satisfied. (Mat Peyron)

simply to agent prospects. (Regine Lai)

Insurance products will remain under the supervision of the

The next entrepreneur that comes and thinks out of the box will

insurers. However providing services such as app with towing

get the market. The one that will be able to create willingness

services for cars, auctions on property repairs, or healthcare tips

to pay in insurance will get the market. Today, customers don’t

can create interest and boost the adoption of products. All these

want to pay but the insurance intermediary want. It is the

can be done by third party or insurtech through apps for

intermediary that pushes customer to buy. (Frederic Guillet)

instance. (Dawn Sia)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Conclusion

CHAPTER FOUR summarizes the results from the data collected and display the reasons
that delay the digital disruption of the insurance. Both quantitative and qualitative studies
showed the different opinions and strategies of incumbents and insurtechs. The findings
highlight that new entrants are digitally driven rather than insurance focused, while traditional
players priorities compliance over innovation. Insurtech founders are convinced that the industry
may be disrupted despite their lack of insurance expertise and experience. Incumbents believe
that digital transformation must be compatible with the complexity of the insurance industry
(regulation, technicality, processes, purchasing behavior) to succeed. CHAPTER FIVE discusses
the findings in greater details within the limitations and potential biases before concluding and
suggesting potential areas for future studies.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Recap of the Context of the Thesis

In this chapter, I explore the relevance of the results and how they relate to the literature
review, the research questions and the initial hypothesis. The digital revolution facilitated the
deployment of innovative ideas through a new generation of entrepreneurs and transformed
significantly the way retail and service industries do business and interact with their clients.
Some industries have been disrupted with new entrants taking over the position of the
incumbents. Others, such as the insurance industry, witness a transformation rather than a
revolution and keep their market mix stable despite the attempt of digital entrants. The insurance
industry is more regulated, more complex and conservative than conventional retail or service
industries. On the regulation aspect, new entrants contemplate that:
•

Selling, promoting, distributing and carrying the liability of an insurance product,
demand to hold the appropriate licenses. These licenses are specific to each scope, limited
in numbers, and granted after a lengthy and costly process,

•

Engineering and servicing an insurance product requires a specific set of expertise and
knowledge that are also regulated and licensed. For example, underwriters, actuaries,
claims assessors are three specific, essential, certified and regulated scope of work. In
Singapore only qualified actuaries are allowed to sign and certify the financial account of
insurance companies. These qualifications are also limited in numbers and granted after
costly and lengthy studies, and
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•

Insurance is dealing with personal data (e.g., health information, lifestyle patterns,
Identifications). The industry must comply to specific and costly to implement guidelines
to guarantee appropriate data protection (e.g., IT hosting security, data flow, data
management, data access),
On the acquisition process, insurtechs must recognize that customers are conservative and

remain attached to a traditional face-to-face relationship as:
•

Understanding insurance benefits takes time. There are different types of coverages
defined by limits or terms, that may confuse rather than reassure a prospect and the
assistance of an intermediary helps to remain confident in the purchase,

•

Buying an insurance product is constraining. The process of purchase must be compliant
with underwriting processes (e.g., risk assessment, actuarial, capacity, reinsurance treaty)
and regulatory requirements (e.g., product license, distribution certification, data
protection compliance, governance), and not all products can be sold online or through
digital means,

•

The value perception of insurance is fragile. Insurance products are intangible and their
services are designed around a promise. Customer do not buy a coverage because they
want to, but because they have to or have been forced to. A discussion done face-to-face,
an advice from an expert, or an experience shared offline by an influencer are more
efficient to trigger a need than digital marketing, and

•

The willingness to pay for insurance is poor. The acquisition journey needs to be
personalized to explain and justify the cost of a given coverage.
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Yet the new generation of entrepreneurs enters the insurance industry persuaded that
digitalization offers the opportunity to go around all these limitations. They are digital savvy but
lack insurance expertise to respond to the technicality and critical compliance of the industry,
young and motivated but field inexperienced and naïve about the insurance ecosystem, and
convinced that new technologies can replace traditional distribution channels but fail to appeal to
direct consumers.

Findings

Regulation Sets the Pace of Insurance Digitalization
Digital transformation in insurance is slower than in other industries (e.g.,
telecommunication, hospitality, transport). Both incumbents and insurtechs justify such a pace by
a complex, rigid and forever changing regulation policy that delay the deployment of new
technologies:
1. The Singapore government issues guidelines that require the industry to constantly adapt
methods, processes, governance and organization to the detriment of its digitalization.
2. The regulator is also demanding when it comes to data protection (i.e., flow, storage, usage,
and ownership). Different governing bodies such as IMDA, MAS, and PDPC require the
insurance providers to put in place appropriate policies to manage the data collected before
launching any new initiatives, services or products, and
3. The MAS, LIA or GIA revisit regularly how the insurance distribution players can market,
promote and onboard customers and insurance players must be ready to respond to any
changes.
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As laws are redefined constantly, players are responsible to allocate appropriate time,
budget and resource to follow strictly the legislation. The insurance actors must prioritize their
organization around the need of compliance rather than the need of the consumer. Such
constraints slow down the digital transformation of the traditional players and makes the industry
less attractive for digital disruptors to enter.
Table 50
Views from Interviewees on the Impact of the Regulation on Insurance Digitalization
Incumbents

Insurtechs

Look at the number of guidelines or rules the MAS is publishing every

There are better industries to disrupt than insurance. Too many

quarters. They ask us to be compliant to new things every time. We

problems in term of regulation, licenses, data and so on. (Jean-

spend far too much time on following these guidelines. (Jason Yeo)

Remi Bernard)

Do you consider e-signature as innovation? We have been requested to

The government does not help us as you think. It took us more than

design a solution for e-signature while we don’t need e-signature for

1.5 years to be certified Data Trustmark certified by the regulator.

most insurance. Because we have to follow internal protocol, it cost us

We spent time and resources that could have been spent elsewhere.

$450,000 to have it deployed, and it took us 6 months. Imagine what

Especially when you know that the customer don’t really care if

you can do with this money! (Patrick Peck)

we are or not certified. (Regine Lai)
Interestingly, Facebook or Google or even the Telco’s don’t have
the same restriction than we do. For instance all our softcopies
have to be encrypted, our email, our pdf to clients. First the client
does not like it and on top of that it cost us so much. And I don’t
consider this as innovation, but rather dealing with what the
regulator wants (Jean-Remi Bernard)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Incumbent Experience Is More Valuable Than Insurtech Digital Expertise
Incumbents and insurtechs disagree on the importance of insurance know-how to
transform the insurance accurately. Incumbents believe that innovation should be primary
insurance-driven rather than digital focused:
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•

The regulation is forever changing and requires to be up to the technical knowledge to
ensure that insurance players remain fully compliant,

•

Understanding how to price a product, underwrite a policy, know how to discuss with a
prospect about his needs and concerns, or being able to adapt the benefits of a product to
ensure that it will suit the clients are more important than designing a website to push an
insurance concept,

•

Working in insurance requires to deal with insurance cycles, face-to-face services such as
endorsement or policy inclusion, personal financial planning, claims assessment that can
hardly be processed,

•

The mechanism of engineering an insurance product is different compared to the one
from other industries. It requires a technical reversed engineering mindset that works with
actuarial and underwriting science and that cannot be digitized yet, and

•

From a marketing side, the industry sells a promise or a future commitment that is poorly
valued by consumers. The purchasing cycle cannot be limited to an online application but
requires the intervention of a face-to-face interaction to generate a willingness to pay.
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Table 51
Views from Incumbents on the Importance of Insurance Experience
Incumbents
Most of these people [Insurtechs] believe that with a simple website you can become an insurer, a digital insurer, but behind the
scene, there are realities when it comes to integrate insurance product. There are many rules they should be looking at: the respect
of data, the process of registering and inputting an insurance, the methods to deal with claims. (Mat Peryon)
You [Matthias de Ferrieres] have developed multiple products, you understand the complexity of getting the right price with the
right underwriting guidelines. Unlike Policy Pal that has no clue, just creates an app and believe it can sell insurance. (DJ De
Villiers)
Insurance is a specific industry compared to others for many reasons. I have seen many people coming from other industries failed
to understand the specificities of insurance and apply recipes from other industries which were eventually not adapted to insurance.
(Jason Yeo)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Insurtechs consider that an entrepreneur mindset is more important to succeed in the
insurance transformation (Table 50) while incumbents believe that it is important to remain
insurance skilled:
•

The industry is heavily regulated and restricts the power of innovation of the insurance
players. For instance, most insurers offer the same type of products using the same
marketing strategy and have little power to set curtail supply or raise prices. The market is
dealing with a monopolistic type of competition where the panel of products and services
is commoditised. The only way to innovate is to take a risk, evaluate the gaps like an
entrepreneur to go around the regulation without going against it,

•

The industry mindset is self-centred rather than market-centric. Traditional insurers are too
scientific, technical, and conservative. Unlike entrepreneurs eager to make a difference,
incumbents are not driven by the ambition to transform the market, and,
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•

The world is changing at a fast pace and new entrants must be agile to deal with such pace.
They must adapt to the environment and pivot fast to respond to customer demand. Their
organizations must have what it takes mentally, morally, and socially to minimize
uncertainties and maximize the chance of success while launching their solutions.

Table 52
Views from Insurtechs on the Importance of Digital Expertise
Insurtechs
Insurance industry is simple, insurers make it difficult to protect their monopoles. They refuse innovation and leverage on the
misunderstanding of the population, that’s why they are obsolete. (Walter de Oude)
Insurtechs are created by people that could not develop or deploy their idea in the traditional insurance environment. They have ideas,
innovative thinking. It is through their companies that you will see the market evolving. (Regine Lai)
The most important is the capacity to put in place an idea. Developing an insurance product is secondary, just find a Swiss Re or another
insurance to partner with you, and you will see how easy it is to develop and launch an insurance innovative product. (Frederic Guillet)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Customer Buying Process Remains Traditional Despite Insurance Digitalization
Both incumbents and insurtechs mentioned that buying an insurance product is not like
buying a typical retail product or service. If the purchasing behavior has been affected by the
advent of new technologies (Table 51), both reliability and trust are the main trigger points for a
prospect to purchase insurance.
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Table 53
Did the Digitalization Changed the Purchasing Behavior of Insurance Prospects?

Online technologies open doors for prospects to search for a wider range of products and
services, do quotation, comparison and analysis by themselves, and read comments, experiences
and opinions from other online users. Prospects use online technologies to collect information
that help them to make an opinion rather than trigger a decision (Table 52).
Table 54
Through Which Channels Customers Collect Information About Insurance?

107

Buyers are not confident to choose on their own products through digital means as they
still find insurance complex and technical. The identification of the needs, the evaluation of the
choice as well as the effective decision to purchase remain done offline as they need reassurance
through the influence of friends or family that are a natural circle of trust, or a face-to-face
discussion with an insurance intermediary. The financial advisor or agent is positioned as an
insurance expert that can listen, assist, explain and create a trustful relationship (Table 53).
Table 55
Through Which Channels Customers Decide to Purchase Insurance?

Table 56
Views from Interviewees on the Impact of Digital on the Purchasing Experience
Incumbents

Insurtechs

People search for information yet they still don’t understand

Buying insurance is not buying a movie ticket. Don’t expect a

what they buy. They remain scared to purchased fully online.

Lazada or an Amazon in insurance any time soon. Purchasing

As such most of the Direct to Customer websites still closed

insurance requires trust, reliability and understanding.

their deals offline, after a phone call. (Dawn Sia)

Insurance products remain too dry to be attractive on Internet
(Jean-Remi Bernard)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Incumbent Digitalization Priorities Differ From Insurtech’s
Digital innovation offers the opportunity to increase overall customer retention and
satisfaction. Both incumbents and insurtechs agreed that digital technologies engage prospects,
onboard customers, and nurture clients faster, better than the traditional and off-line approach.
However, they disagree on where the technologies should focus. On one side, incumbents think
that new technologies should accompany the distributor to optimize both pre and post customer
acquisition by (Table 55):
•

Generating leads more efficiently for the financial advisor by leveraging on social network
platforms,

•

Simplifying financial planning processes that are currently lengthy, complex and imposed
by the regulator,

•

Fastening application form, facilitating policy issuance and document generation,

•

Streamlining payment collection,

•

Offering peripheral services that increase the overall value perception. For instance, an
insurance product that includes fitness and wellness services to the traditional health
benefits or that offers a discount on car repair on top of motor insurance, and

•

Enhancing claims management processes such as reimbursement, service turn-around time,
and fraud monitoring.
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Table 57
Views from Incumbents on Digital Priorities
Incumbents
Entrepreneurs have a huge opportunity to develop solutions that insurers cannot do. For instance, solutions that deal with multiple insurer
products or services, tools that can consolidate demands and are able to gather all the services available from all players. (Jason Yeo)
Distribution and product consolidations can change the way the insurance can be marketed. We saw in India some CRM tools dedicated to
Financial Advisors that helped them to service their customers much better. At the end, customers pay more and seem more satisfied. (Mat
Peyron)
Insurance products will remain under the supervision of the insurers. However providing services such as app with towing services for cars,
auctions on property repairs, or healthcare tips can create interest and boost the adoption of products. All these can be done by third party or
insurtech through apps for instance. (Dawn Sia)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

On the other side, insurtechs believe that new technologies should be dedicated to serve
end-customers through B2C solutions rather than insurance intermediaries. Insurtechs insist that
innovation should come with the primary objective to remove the red tapes created by traditional
distribution channels:
•

New compliance-related tools such as e-Signature, e-KYC (Know-Your-Customer
Document) or e-FNA (Financial Needs Analysis) can replace the legal and administrative
role of the financial advisor,

•

Price comparators or product aggregators can analyse better the different benefits, highlight
better the services of the different insurers and analyse the different benefits with more
neutrality than intermediaries, and

•

Add-on service tools attached to the policy can create additional value for the insured.
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Table 58
View from One Insurtech on Digital Priorities
Insurtech
People wants to understand easily the different products available on the market. We need to facilitate their understanding by showing the
alternative and in which way each products are different. (Regine Lai)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

Offers From New Entrants Do Not Match Customer Demands
•

While new technologies participated in changing the customer journey, people rely still
on off-line distribution and face-to-face acquisition channels as they do not associate
insurance acquisition to pleasure or desire, but rather as a necessary burden that creates
dependability to insurance experts:

•

Prospects search, read and quote online but still prefer to engage into a discussion with an
advisor that confirm their understanding and reassure them with before purchase,

•

Customers value more a comprehensive insurance coverage explained by a reliable
intermediary than a simple insurance products that may be acquired online, and

•

Customers are looking primarily for trust rather than innovative products or services.
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Table 59
Views from Interviewees on the Characteristics of the Customer Demand
Incumbents

Insurtechs

People search for information yet they still don’t understand what they

Buying insurance is not buying a movie ticket. Don’t expect a Lazada

buy. They remain scared to purchased fully online. As such most of the

or an Amazon in insurance any time soon. Purchasing insurance

Direct to Customer websites still closed their deals after a phone call.

requires trust, understanding. insurance products remain too dry to be

(Dawn Sia)

attractive on Internet. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

At Raffles Insurance, we tried to push people to purchase online, but

People search and compare on the Internet. For easy insurance

they don’t respond well. They are always concerned that something is

products, they buy directly online. For more complicated products such

missing and prefer to get an advisor to help them. (Juliet Khew)

as health insurance, they are able to book a meeting with an agent
instead of calling the main hotline. (Jean-Remi Bernard)

More products have been simplified for online purchase. Industry

At the end Internet can give all, we realize that people feels better when

innovators are thinking more about the products and how to make it

we call them or follow up with them once they have applied or sent

simple to evaluate and understand. This however does not work for all

their application form. (Jerome Soubaigne)

products so we need to be realistic on what products truly need
digitalization. (Jason Yeo)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.

While, incumbents develop online services that embark intermediaries into the digital
journey to respond to the customer demands, insurtechs deploy solutions that are mainly
customer acquisition focused rather than service or process-oriented, B2C driven that focus on
the end customers rather than B2B and dedicated to insurance intermediaries, and online
platforms that try to disrupt the equilibrium of the industry with products that target new types of
segments and cover new sets of risks (e.g., Blockchain, Artificial Intelligence, Telematic,
Machine learning).
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Table 60
Overview of the Distribution Channel Used According to Status

Table 61
Views from Interviewees on Demand for Digitalization from Insurance Intermediaries
Incumbents

Insurtechs

When they shut down all the branches [during the period of Covid

You [the Incumbents] contact them in March, they respond in

confinement], we needed to still serve our customers. It took us 3

April, you meet them in May, they highlight a potential interest in

weeks to create a quick protocol that could support our processes

June. By then they are on holiday up to August. Once they are

through digital without affecting the new rules of No face-to-face

back, their priorities have changed and they forgot about you. (Paul

imposed by the MAS to our intermediaries. (Dawn Sia)

de Bruijn)

You introduce a digital tools to insurance intermediaries, the next day

They just don’t want to pay. They think it is the insurers that has to

they forget about it. They don’t use it. They claim that it is too

pay. Their mindset is very stingy. And after they don’t understand

complicated. Some says it is not enough or they have their own digital

why they don’t succeed. You can see that the one that adopt the

tools. But we have to help them, the market is asking for it. (Mat

solutions is the one that position itself better on the market. Still

Peyron)

very few want to pay for the solutions. (Paul de Bruijn)

Overnight we had to review our budget for our IT programs. The

Intermediaries are very happy with their excel sheet and emails and

management asked us to contact American Express to see if they could

phone. Some still have fax in their office. Ask them to download

help us deploy quickly some corporate credit lines and B2C app to our

an app to do business and they laugh at you. (Frederic Guillet)

agents to facilitate online payment collection. (Richard Luquain)
Agents were surprised by the announcement and completely loss. They
did not know what to do with all their paperwork’s and how to manage
renewal or give health card. They were all stressing us to find digital
solutions. (Juliet Khew)

Source: Interview with Insurtechs and Incumbents – 2020.
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Interpretation of Findings

Regulations Delay Incumbent Digital Transformation And Handicap Insurtech Scalability
According to the study the regulation has done more harm than good to the insurance
industry transformation. The need for players to adapt their organization and be compliant is
both costly and time-consuming. Hook (2017), writing about the regulation impact on the
industry, confirms these findings:
While all this time is being spent on regulation and changing the way business is done,
that time, effort and money being spent is not being spent directly in other areas in the
insurance industry, like innovation and pricing enhancements. (Hook, 2017, para. 3)
Said differently, the regulation and the need to comply drain energy and budget of
incumbents (Olano, 2018). Also, the need for compliance slows down or refrains organization to
launch initiative for digital innovation. The rules and laws set by the Singapore government
impact the incumbents and their budget allocation strategy. As mentioned earlier in the literature
review, the capital required to operate has always been significant in insurance. Since the
financial crisis of 2008, the regulator made the capital requirement even higher and transformed
the insurance practice in an even more capital intensive industry (Pennington, 2017). In
Singapore, for $100 worth of product sold, a licensed insurance company needs to freeze a
minimum of $220 as a fixed capital to be compliant with the solvency margin requirement
(MAS, 2020). As the solvency margin is a ratio that is dependent on the revenue, a fast-growing
company must constantly search for fixed capital to allow additional underwriting capacity. This
capital is unused at the detriment of other investment opportunities. Rather than spending such a
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budget on innovations, digital transformations, talents, or other operation up-grades, insurers
must freeze it to stay compliant.
The Singapore government positioned itself as a data security and IT safe hub (Yeoh,
2016). As such the regulatory bodies are very strict with regards to data management (e.g., flow,
hosting, ownership, and usage) with the financial industry. The data security guidelines require
the different insurance companies to invest in robust IT infrastructures that are able to respond to
all sorts of vulnerabilities. The law imposes a series of IT protocols that force incumbents to
work with certified third-party vendors (Pennington, 2017). These consulting firms are
contracted to assist incumbents in changing, up-grading, revamping and monitoring their system
architectures. Lastly, these guidelines call for traditional organizations to adapt themselves, adopt
new IT security methods and develop new sets of expertise to respond to increasing IT threats.
All of these compulsory requirements are costly. Incumbents need to replace their IT legacy
system, recruit and train different profiles of employees which represent a significant portion of
their yearly budget (Pennington, 2017). Instead of investing in new and innovative capabilities
that include digital platforms, resources, products, and distribution workforces, traditional
players spend a lot of money to respond to these restrictive and always evolving compliance
(Nicoletti, 2016).
The regulation defines the governance of the insurance distribution. For instance, an
insurer requires to hold a license to promote, advise, and sell financial products and services. In
Singapore, there are 6 different types of licenses (MAS, 2020). The license is delivered
according to the capital allocated, the corporate governance in place, the experience of the team,
and the scope and strategy of the company (MAS, 2020). The license defines what can be done,
communicated, branded, sold, and supported (MAS, 2020). Not only new entrant must wait up to
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2 years to obtain one of the license, but also, they need to invest in and empower appropriate
department to respond the regulatory bodies (Xu, 2018). Such departments include compliance,
procurement, risk, legal and internal audit departments (Ferguson, 2015). Traditional divisions
such as marketing, underwriting, and actuarial’, that used to drive the innovation and the
insurance business have weakened when it comes to influencing the strategy and the vision of
the insurer (Yan Min, 2017).
The Singapore government fosters the insurance industry to innovate. For instance, to
facilitate digital adoption, the MAS offers financial subsidies to small insurance players that
invest in new technologies (Catlin & Lorenz, 2017). New entrants willing to experiment new
concepts and business models have their solvency margin, distribution licensing and data
management compliance waived (Catlin & Lorenz, 2017). With these initiatives, the barriers to
entry has decreased significantly and the insurance industry became more attractive to new
entrants (Xu, 2018). In 2017, more than seventeen insurtechs leveraged on the government
efforts and deployed innovative IT solutions that included aggregators, B2C, Chatbots, artificial
intelligence, or Internet of things related products and services (Xu, 2018). At the same time, the
Singapore government remains strict and requires insurtechs that are pressing the market leaders
to comply eventually to the full regulation (Pennington, 2017). The necessity for new entrants to
adjust their organization limits their scalability and complicates a new generation of insurance
players to truly emerges. In 2018, out of the 27 insurtechs, twelve of them were struggling and
decided to stop operation. Out of the fifteen remaining, only three had a positive cash flow and
was able to generate more than $500,000 in revenue (Yu, 2020). In 2020, out of 38 insurtechs,
75% are less than three years old. Six only has been able to survive and keep their operations for
more than 6 years (SFA, 2020) - CXA, Singapore Life, My-Insurer, UEX, Stark-Group, Policy
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Pal (Finews Asia, 2020). In early 2021, CXA changed its business model to become a simple
tech platform and abandoned her insurance license, and Policy Pal and Singlife has been
acquired by incumbents (Yu, 2020).
The Singapore government lowered “the barriers to entry” but made “the barriers to stay”
too high and complicated for insurtechs to fully scale up. The new entrants lack insurance
expertise and experience as such they take too much time and effort to be up to the required
regulatory model once they have reached the size to market. In addition, they spend too much
money on acquiring market shares and designing an infrastructure and they have little left to
invest in their organization when it is time to follow strictly the regulation. Consequently,
historical players do not feel the necessity to truly invest in digital infrastructure, prefer to
maintain the right compliance as they remain leaders of the insurance market when start-ups
have difficulties to survive (Olano, 2018).

Successful Digitalization Implies the Respect of Insurance Fundamentals
The industry of insurance works very differently compared to other retail or service
industries. According to Luquain (2020):
Creating a website and launching a simple insurance product is not synonym of
innovation ; it is rather misunderstanding the technicality, the knowledge required to
launch but foremost to remain. (Luquain, 2020)
The essence of insurance requires specific skills. First, an insurance product is intangible
and defined through a series of benefits that are defined and limited. While other industries
transform for instance steel, plastics, or woods to manufacture a product, the insurance industry
deals with claim patterns as raw materials. The industry uses data and runs statistics to anticipate
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the future cost of the product and evaluate the price to sell. The scope of evaluating the
probability of an accident, its frequency, and its severity is a very specific and unique job.
Should a new entrant decide to enter the market, he or she needs to understand the mechanics.
Second, some skills such as underwriting know-how and actuarial science are critical to practice
relatively freely in such industry. In Singapore, only licensed actuaries can sign and certify
company financial statements, only certified underwriters can approve quotation and
applications, only certified adjudicators or claims assessors can investigate and approve claims
settlement. Also, a CEO of an insurance company must be endorsed by the MAS prior to
exercising as such. The MAS will look at the academic background and overall experience
before accepting someone to take the highest responsibility in the company. Overall insurance
activity requires appropriate skills beyond industry comprehension and an entrepreneur needs to
anticipate the expertise required to lead a market that works differently.
Insurance exists to intervene and support customers at the worst time of their life. From a
marketing side, the industry sells a promise. Klee (2020), a successful insurance intermediary,
states:
When you buy insurance, you’re buying a promise—a promise that if you have a claim,
you will be made whole to the extent that is possible. (Klee, 2020, para. 1)
People prefer to buy and get something for sure rather than something maybe. The
purchasing behavior theory highlights the different biases that people may have when they are
making purchasing decisions (Harley, 2016):
•

The certainty effect is the importance of getting something rewarding and satisfying for
sure,
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•

The isolation effect refers to people’s tendency to disregard any elements that are common
to the different choices at disposal in an effort to simplify and focus on what differs between
the different choices, and

•

The loss aversion or the fear to enjoy an experience lower than the amount paid (value
perception versus willingness to pay).
In insurance, these biases are strong and affect the purchasing decision. Interest in the

product is low or nearly inexistent. The willingness to pay is also poor. Yet there are additional
biases that people use when they make a decision to purchase insurance (Suter, et al., 2017):
•

Overconfidence bias which leads to assessing poorly the level of coverage a prospect
requires (e.g., a person may believe she is better health she actually purchases too low
coverage),

•

Present bias where individuals focus excessively on the present and fail to plan what could
happen in the future,

•

Persuasion and social influence bias where an insurance prospect tends to substitute
professionalism and trustworthiness with likeability (e.g., friends and family), and

•

Waste aversion where customers feel frustrated over renewing an existing policy if a claim
never occurred.
All of these biases are a deterrent to purchase insurance. They eventually influence the

customer choice and guide how the product is designed and marketed. For instance, there is a
need to explain with clear terms what the product promises to achieve (brochures, application
forms, policy wordings…). Explaining with clear terms does not mean simplifying and removing
what can be considered unnecessary (again the regulation requires that the product must contain
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all the disclaimers). Customers do not want a simple product; they want a product they
understand, are comfortable with, and be associated with (Suter, et al., 2017). Juneja (2015)
mentions the importance of positive brand association for successful marketing:
Brand should be associated with something positive so that the customers relate your
brand to being positive. Brand associations are the attributes of brand which come into
consumers mind when the brand is talked about. (Juneja, 2015)
Brand or product association may not be a reason to buy a product but they both provide
a good differentiation and generate perceived qualities that increase the value perception. To do
so, most industries create, through marketing campaigns, positive emotions such as joy, surprise,
love, or determination to engage and attract customers. Industries focus on creating product
impulse and appeal that generate an immediate sense of achievement. An Insurance coverage,
unlike traditional retail products, hold qualities that cannot be satisfied immediately after
purchase (sense of satisfaction, utility or value). As such trying to associate a customer to the
brand of insurer remains complex. To create such association, the industry needs to demonstrate
empathy, attentiveness, and reliability or trigger negative emotions such as fear, anxiety, sadness,
and anger. Players have difficulties to create a brand deep-seated in the customer's mind as
insurance marketing does lead easily to customers having a negative impression about the
industry.

Insurance Transformation Requires Innovation Not a Revolution
For the past 10 years, the industry witnesses the deployment of solutions that change the
way insurance can be purchased. It includes comparison portals, digital brokers that offer Peer-
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to-Peer, On-demand, Build-Your-Own, Big Data, Internet of Things type of products. More
recently, the industry witnesses the deployment of Blockchain, Crypto, and Artificial Intelligence
insurance products. There are also insurance products or services that are designed to be
embedded in other services (e.g., Insurance embedded in the delivery of a product) or products
(e.g., loan insurance embedded in a property loan, motor insurance embedded in cars) (Xu,
2018).
Innovating means to open market perspectives through creativity. An entrepreneur
innovates if he translate an idea, a product, or a service into a marketing and profitable enterprise
(Gassman, 2014). The enterprise must have the right business model to be both sustainable and
scalable. It can only succeed if the customer purchases the product or the service in the first
place. Gassman (2014) identifies 4 dimensions that make an innovative product economically
viable:
1. What does the disruptor have to offer (e.g., new products, new services, new distribution)?
The offer has to fit customer demand. For instance, developing an insurance product that
has never been made must still be able to respond to a new need or maybe provide an
additional set of services, benefits, or mechanics of subscription,
2. Who are the target customers (e.g. digitized generation, connected elder, car owner..).
3. Why does it work (e.g. flexibility to use, easy and fast access, simplicity)? For instance,
insurance innovation could help reduce underwriting questions, offer a straight-through
process, or simplify the claim administration, and
4. How is the value proposition created (e.g., digital means, marketing incentives, additional
services)? For instance, it can provide an application or access to a web service, generate a
set of APIs, or build a new ecosystem.
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A business model identifies who are the customers and what products are sold to them,
the cost of generating such product, and why the overall model is profitable. The first two
dimensions address the external aspect of the business model (market identity), and the last two
address the internal dimensions (organizations). Gassman (2014) states:
Innovating a business model means changing at least two of those dimensions. One of the
key challenges of business model innovation is to overcome the dominant firm and
industry logic. People prefer physical technologies and products they can see and
understand rather than thinking economic viability. (Gassmann, 2014)
Most insurtechs enter the industry and deploy concepts that modify mainly the “How”
and the “What” dimensions. Most of these innovations affect the way the insurance product is
designed and distributed, yet these new entrants fail to link up accurately the offer (Who) with
the customer segment (What) and fail in creating the right value perception. They do not succeed
in identifying the right customer segment (Who) that will be willing to pay for their new
products or innovative services. Insurtechs fail to acquire the necessary market share to survive
as they do not attract a customer that is conservative and insurance innovation adverse.
While Gassman (2014) defines the dimensions for a sustainable business model, Hirt
(2014) describes the appropriate pillars to ensure proper sustainability of an innovative
organization:
•

The entrepreneur and its organization must know how the market works and have true
ecosystem knowledge,

•

The organization must set a market disruptive trajectory for its product or service. This is
in line with the 4 dimensions defined by Gassman (What, Who, How, Why),
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•

The organization must ensure that it holds a unique and differentiating value proposition
beyond the product or service to make it difficult for competitors to step in (e.g., pricing
strategy, loyalty program, promotion, and marketing plan…),

•

The organization must get stable governance to ensure proper continuity and keep the
vision on track while growing,

•

The organization must have scalable, safe, and secure technology to minimize
disturbance while growing, and

•

The organization must get access to capital to help out the scalability (e.g., Marketing, IT
architecture, Human resources, Research and Development).
Again and specific to the insurance industry, the study shows that the new entrants are

missing most of the points stated by Hirt (2014):
•

These insurtechs have little knowledge or expertise in the industry,

•

They miss developing solutions that appeal to the end customers, and

•

Their organization is small, young, and fragile and have difficulties to scale up.

Meanwhile, the incumbents make it difficult for these entrepreneurs to enter the market.
They leverage on their brand recognition, product or service attention, and customer bases. They
also have the relevant experience and expertise in house to adapt to the evolution of the market.

Confirmation of the Assumptions

The insurance industry must consider the following while entering the digital era:
•

Despite the Singapore government effort to ease the regulation, insurance compliance is
complex, restrictive ever-changing and can be an handicap for new entrants to scale up,
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•

The product is a credence good, intangible, technical, and reversed engineered. Designing
and deploying a coverage requires insurance market knowledge, certified expertise, and
technical experience, and

•

Demand for insurance is not as dynamic, volatile, and digitalized as it is in other
industries. The purchasing behavior has not evolved much despite the advent of new
technologies. Prospects use digital solutions to collect information but still prefer to buy
face-to-face.
But new entrants deploy digital solutions with the willingness to change the industry and

believe that:
•

Purchasing journey must be fully digitized like it is done in other industries,

•

Removing the traditional distribution channels from the customer journey simplifies the
purchasing experience,

•

Customers are looking for insurance simplification while they demand facilitation and
reliability, and

•

Favouring agile solutions to test and learn is better than opting for robust, scalable and
compliant solutions.

Consequently, new entrants deploy digital products or services that are inappropriate, fragile,
and falsely disruptive:
•

Inappropriate as customers still prefer to purchase face to face and deal with
intermediaries to receive personalized services, accurate advice, and reliable support,
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•

Fragile as these entrepreneurs remain small and miss the rigor to respond to restrictive
compliance, deploy expendable solutions, and adapt to change in the economic
environment (Bolt, 2019), and

•

Falsely disruptive as insurtechs, through their digital platform, do not surpass existing
services or product and do not respond faster or better to customer expectations,
(Koprivica, 2018).

Limitations

Rigor in the research is critical to validate or not the initial assumptions. Simundic (2013)
explains:
Authors, journal editors and reviewers need to be concerned about the quality of the work
submitted for publication and ensure that only studies which have been designed,
conducted and reported in a transparent way, honestly and without any deviation from the
truth get to be published. (Simundic, 2013, p. 13)
The findings of a study can be relied upon if both the constraints and the limitations have
been predefined, and impartiality has been well-maintained to avoid potential bias. I summarized
the constraints in the methodology and mentioned the limitations in the result chapters. The
study has been done over a period of three months during the COVID-19 epidemic which
complicated face-to-face meetings and direct discussions, and reduced the time available to test
the assumptions. In addition, the size of the sample of the population studied was small and made
the findings fragile from a significance stand-point. I identified other biases as researcher bias,
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respondent bias and analysis bias and suggest some mitigations to maximize the relevance of the
results.

Researcher Bias
Researcher bias defines the mistakes or errors that a writer may have done intentionally
or unintentionally during the study (Sarniak, 2015). They can be defined and mitigated as follow:
•

Culture bias corresponds to the assumptions influenced by the experience developed by
the cultural lens. I have been in the field for more than 20 years and spent more than
fifteen years in the corporate insurance world in Singapore. Also, I developed more than
four start-ups out of which three are profitable today. The assumptions came up from
such experience. To minimize this bias, I tried to stay pragmatic and realistic about my
situation. I also mentioned that I may be influenced by my own experience at the
beginning of each interview.

•

The question-order bias is the fact that the order of the questions can influence the
answers of the subsequent questions. The way ideas are presented in questions may
impact the thoughts, feelings, and attitudes of the respondents on subsequent questions.
To minimize such bias, I asked general questions before being more specific. I also asked
unaided before aided questions. Lastly, I focused on asking positive before negative
questions,

•

Leading questions and wording bias correspond to elaborating on a respondent’s answer
or put words in the respondent's mouth. To minimize this, I avoided concluding their
questions, engaging interviewees in a conversation that created a debate, or summarizing
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their response using my own words. I tried to transcript the response using respondents’
language as much as possible, and
•

The halo effect is when the moderator sees something in a specific way because of a
single attribute. I knew the new entrants and their professional journey prior to the
interview. I also knew most of the incumbents, their strength and weaknesses. To
minimize the potential halo effect, I invited respondents to discuss their own experience
in insurance to be able to assess them with better neutrality.

Respondent Bias
The respondent bias defines the tendency for respondents to answer untruthfully or
inaccurately and can impact the trustfulness of the findings (Sarniak, 2015). They can be
identified and mitigated as follow:
•

Acquiescence bias occurs when the interviewee tends to agree with or support
systematically the interviewer. I set some questions that did not imply there were right or
wrong answers,

•

Social desirability bias involves respondents that want to be considered as expert, or try
to present themselves in the best possible light. Interviewees were offered to remain
anonymous to ensure that they will answer freely, and

•

Sponsor bias or when respondents know the interviewer, they may adjust their answers
which reduces the overall neutrality. I tried to explain the context of the study without
telling them my assumptions or my beliefs. I also pointed out that it was extremely
important to have their objective view.
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Analysis Bias
Finally, when I analysed the responses of the qualitative study, I took into consideration
the potential confirmation bias. While a lot of responses confirmed the initial hypothesis, I did
not consider them more relevant or reliable from responses that challenged the initial
assumptions. I tried to point out, as objectively as possible, the different opinions of the
respondents including when they were not agreeing with my hypothesis. In addition, I
continually re-evaluated their first responses or impressions and challenged their analysis, even if
they were in line with my assumptions.
Overall, while I believe to have put the necessary efforts to remain neutral and objective,
I also know that I am a novice in research and errors still may have arisen as Farnsworth (2020)
writes:
While it would be nice to think that all scientists everywhere are purely impartial, or are
unable to influence others in unintended ways, the truth is of course that scientists are
(spoiler alert) human – and errors arise. (Farnsworth, 2020, para. 6)

Recommendations and Opportunities

Knowing the findings and keeping in mind the limitations of the study, there are
opportunities to test and expand further the initial assumptions. First, the limited time and the
small size of the sample used to realise the study are the main constraints of the study. A
recommendation would be to extend the time of the quantitative study to get more respondents.
A 3 months extension could collect information from a greater and more representative sample,
and includes another set of experts (e.g., actuaries, underwriters, claim assessors). They could
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share different perspectives, especially after the COVID-19. Second, both studies targeted only
the professionals of the insurance industry. Evaluating the perspective of customers could help
validate or amend the findings and add different reasons on why new entrants have difficulties to
appeal to them. Third, I highlighted the lack of insurance experience and expertise of the new
entrants. I mentioned that such situation influences their comprehension of the market
equilibrium and consequently, affects their probability to truly succeed. Yet, these new entrants
are easily funded and backed up by investors. $0.14 Billion worth of funds were deployed in
2011 and $ 270 billion in 2017 (Koprivica, 2018). With such a source of funding, most of these
entrepreneurs take the chance to launch solutions without a sustainable business model. It would
be interesting to survey investors and understand the reasons of their investments, and why do
they believe in insurtechs. Fourth and last, it would be useful to study the revenue generated by
insurtechs according to their distribution channels (Direct, B2C, B2B2C) and test if the
insurtechs that generate the most significant revenue are the ones that develop solutions for
traditional channels.

Conclusion

The digital era opens opportunities for a new generation of entrepreneurs. Through
innovative technologies, they enter and transform industries. Some of these new entrants make a
real difference and truly disrupt the way markets are organized and driven. Industries like
transport, communication, hospitality, or retail have witnessed traditional players to reinvent
themselves digitally or disappear. The insurance industry is also going under a technological
transformation. In Singapore, insurtechs launch digital driven products and online services that
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attempt to modify the insurance ecosystem. Yet, despite the introduction of multiple insurancefocused start-ups, the industry does not witness similar disruption and incumbents keep their
market leadership despite their lack of digitalisation.
New entrants are made of young and tech savvy entrepreneurs that are insurance
inexperienced, and believe that insurance proficiency is not critical to succeed. Insurtechs believe
that new technologies should challenge the classical and traditional customer journey. The
Singapore government favor newly set up companies willing to launch digital solutions to put
pressure on slow to transform industries. With the stringent compliance waived for new entrants,
a lot of insurtechs have been created over the past 5 years. Yet, insurance remains a conservative,
complex, and technical industry. The value perception remains low and the willingness to pay for
insurance poor. Consumers still prefer to buy insurance face-to-face rather than online. Prospects
may search for information and compare online, but still opt for the expertise of an insurance
intermediary to purchase. Digital platforms do not replace the human touch that is required to
explain, support, pamper, and accompany customers in their lengthy purchasing cycle.
Considered as digital enablers rather than alternatives to incumbents, insurtechs are unable to
influence the insurance ecosystem, develop differentiating value proposition that appeal to the
consumer and make them economically scalable and sustainable.
Such situation has to be opposed to the strict by-law forcing incumbents to invest time
and energy to modify their governance and organization rather than to innovate and transform.
Such situation has to be opposed to the position of incumbents that must prioritize compliance
over digitalization. Traditional players invest time and energy to modify their governance and
organization to respond to a restrictive regulation rather than innovate and transform. Yet,
incumbents understand the importance of digitalizing the industry and they do it in an orderly
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manner. Their strategy is slower, less agile, less innovative but takes into consideration the
necessity:
•

To stay compliant and keep an insurance mindset,

•

To digitalize rather than revolutionize their distribution channels, and

•

To prioritize in-house solutions and internal digital mutations rather than partner with
external providers or insurtechs.
Such dynamic reduces space for new entrants and delays external disruption in the near

future. Bowman (2020), analysing the difficulties of the first and only insurtech (i.e., Lemonade)
that went public on the NASDAQ, concludes:
Lemonade faces stiff competition from deep-pocketed incumbents and other upstarts.
Disrupting a massive industry is never easy, and traditional insurance companies are
embracing many of the digital tools that are central to Lemonade's business. The
company recognizes that entrenched insurance providers have a number of advantages
over it, including better name recognition, more types of insurance to offer, and better
access to capital. (Bowman, 2020)
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