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Getting the Capabilities Right 

The Life Insurance Code of Practice makes some very significant promises about how customers will be 
treated. Companies will need their staff to explain products to clients and guide them through processes 
and exhibit empathy.  

What essentials are companies going to need in the underwriting and claims professionals of the future? If 
these are skills that can be taught like any other, how is the industry going to do this? 

Have companies already started on this journey? Share (with the permission of your supervisor) the story of 
how these skills are being honed in your organisation. 

What did you find to be the most valuable part of this learning and what were the most difficult knowledge 
and insights to acquire? 
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Essential skills for future underwriting and 
claims professionals 

Executive Summary 
Many forces affect the Australian life insurance sector, shaping a not-yet-fully-understood future. Analysis of 
these forces presents clues about what successful life insurers of the future look like, and which people-
capabilities underpin their success. Opportunity exists for the sector to grow and create demand for skilled 
professionals. This opportunity is shaped by competition, changing customer profiles, customers’ distrust of 
insurers, shareholders’ heightened expectation of value, and increased regulation. Combined, these forces 
require a blended approach to deliver exceptional customer service by exploiting available technologies, 
online capabilities, and augmenting these with customer-centric staff capabilities. Widespread availability of 
data presents opportunities for intuition, analysis and insight to insurers who have built these capabilities. 
“VUCA”1 is the industry’s new normal, requiring claims and underwriting professionals to develop new 
change leadership capabilities. Figure 1 summarises these issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

                                                         
1 VUCA is an acronym for the Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity of general conditions and situations. The 
term came into common use in the 1990s and originated in military vocabulary. (Wikipedia, “Volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity,” accessed 4 September 2017(last edited on 6 July 2017), 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volatility,_uncertainty,_complexity_and_ambiguity).  The term has been subsequently 
used in emerging ideas in strategic leadership. (See, for example, B George, “VUCA 2.0: A Strategy For Steady Leadership 
In An Unsteady World,” Forbes, 17 February 2017.) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volatility,_uncertainty,_complexity_and_ambiguity
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1. What essential skills are companies going to need in the 
underwriting and claims professionals of the future?  

The future is now. Customer-centricity, including ability to demonstrate empathy, build trust, and data 
literacy, developing intuition and turning it into insight and strategy, are becoming “table stakes 
capabilities” for insurers”2. In addition, change leadership capabilities are essential for creating resilient 
organisations3 . These skills must be mastered for future success of underwriting and claims businesses. 

Customer-centricity 

Customer-centricity is more than offering good service; it is about treating the customer holistically, as an 
individual in their own right, and genuinely caring about their needs and wellbeing4. Central to achieving 
customer-centricity is ability by underwriting and claims staff to communicate effectively, and through 
communication to demonstrate empathy and build trust. The need to develop customer-centricity is 
apparent when the following issues are considered. 

Australian life insurers are facing unprecedented competition locally and from abroad5 . Competition puts 
pressure on prices6.  Lower-cost models usually mean increasing automation and reducing labour. 
Successful life insurers have a clear view of their customer value proposition for underwriting and claims: 
which part of this proposition can be automated, and which requires people with specific capabilities7. But 
technologies can be imitated and efficiency will become an industry norm. True differentiation, which is 
harder to imitate, is human experience: “customer experience matters the most”8.  

Customers are a force for change in the life insurance industry9.  Customers’ service expectations, created 
through Amazon and eBay, are transferred to other business sectors10. The customer expects to be the focal 
point of every transaction11.  The successful future life insurer will meet these expectations through user-
friendly technology, and will augment online experiences with personalised experiences provided by highly 
skilled, empathetic underwriting and claims staff.  

Customers distrust the insurance industry12. It is not clear whether this distrust was created or merely 
amplified by media alleging procedural and substantive unfairness13. Either way, personal-injury lawyers 

                                                         
2 Howlett, M Rajan and P Chieng Soh, Future of Life Insurance in Australia – Profitable Growth in Challenging Times, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017, accessed 29 August 2017, http://www.pwc.com/insurance. 

3 A Brown and B Balasingham (2013), Leadership and Life Insurance Failures – What can we learn from Financial Leadership, 

Actuaries Institute, accessed 29 August 2017, 

https://www.actuaries.asn.au/Library/Events/SUM/2013/Sum2013PaperAndrew%20Brown%20Bimal%20BalasBalasi.pdf.    

4 B Howlett et al, op. cit. 
5 Notably from Japan and China. Godsall, J., Javanmardian, K. & Nauck, F., The Future of Group Life Insurance in the United 
States, McKinsey & Company, 2016, accessed 29 August 2017, http://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-
services/our-insights/the-future-of-group-life-insurance-in-the-us, accessed 29 August 2017; Howlett et al, op. cit. 
6 The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young (2013), Beyond 2020: Skills required for Future Success in UK Life, 
Pensions and Health Insurance – a View, accessed 29 August 2017, www.cii.co.uk.  
7 Howlett et al, op. cit. 
8 Ernst & Young, The Future of Insurance in a Digital World, 2015, accessed 29 August 2017 from www.ey.com.  
9 Howlett et al, op. cit. 
10 Godsall, J., Javanmardian, K. & Nauck, F. (2016), op cit; The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young, op. cit.; 
Ernst & Young, op. cit. 
11 Ernst & Young, The Agent of the Future, 2017, accessed 29 August 2017 from www.ey.com  
12 The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young, op. cit.; Howlett et al, op. cit. 
13 L Wright, Utmost Good Faith and Fairness in Life Insurance: Restoring Consumer Confidence, 2017, UNSWLJ Student Series 
No. 17-03. Accessed 29 August 2017 from https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm.  

http://www.pwc.com/insurance
https://www.actuaries.asn.au/Library/Events/SUM/2013/Sum2013PaperAndrew%20Brown%20Bimal%20BalasBalasi.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/the-future-of-group-life-insurance-in-the-us
http://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/the-future-of-group-life-insurance-in-the-us
http://www.cii.co.uk/
http://www.ey.com/
http://www.ey.com/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm


 

5 | P a g e  
 

fuel perceptions of unfairness to encourage clients to sue. Real and perceived lapses by insurers have led to 
increased legislation and regulation, a recent example of which is the Code of Practice. These forces are 
prompting insurers to regain customers’ trust by improving the customer experience. This is likely to be 
achieved by automation and enhancing employees’ customer-centric capabilities. 

Data literacy 

“Data and technology are advancing so rapidly that the gap between current and desired capabilities is 
widening daily”14.  To create competitive advantage, “firms will need to be managing, analysing and 
interpreting data using the right technology, processes and people”15.   

Insurers have access to more information about customers16. New platforms track every conceivable 
indicator from the individual to the organisational to the macro-environmental level. While this deluge of 
data is a boon allowing businesses to be smarter and more responsive to their markets, it requires skill to 
maximise its impact.  

The need for a new capability is clear: an ability by both underwriting and claims staff to understand and 
work with burgeoning data pools, to develop intuition that leads to insight and strategy17.  Intuition, or “gut 
feel,” is often overlooked in the rational world of management18.  Malcolm Gladwell19 and Daniel 
Kahnemann20 describe how intuition develops from repeated exposure to situations. Behavioural Economics 
promotes intuition as a decision-support tool. All acknowledge that, while intuition can be flawed, it helps 
individuals make sense of a large body of information which would be difficult to analyse otherwise.  

Change leadership skills 

From the above, it is clear that Australian life insurance is not merely ready for disruption, it is already being 
disrupted. This is driving the need for agility in organisations, making long-term planning more complex and 
requiring new capabilities in leaders. Reinventing claims and underwriting teams and creating customer- 
and data-centric cultures require a new kind of leadership: leaders must be resilient, have experimental 
mindsets, be systems thinkers, find comfort in ambiguity, and be able to lead their teams through waves of 
change21.  

  

                                                         
14 RGA Reinsurance Company of Australia Limited (RGA), What do you Think when you Think of “Data”? 2017, accessed 29 
August 2017, http://www.rgare.com/knowledge-center/articles/what-do-you-think-when-you-think-of-data.  
15 The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young, op. cit. 
16 RGA, op. cit; J Cusano (2017), Flexibility, Social Skills Critical for Future Insurance Industry Workforce, Accenture, 10 
February 2016, accessed 29 August 2017, http://insuranceblog.accenture.com/flexibility-social-skills-critical-for-future-
insurance-industry-workforce; The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young, op. cit. 
17 RGA, op. cit. 
18 Gold, J. and Thorpe, R., Gower Handbook of Leadership and Management Development. 5th edn, New York: Gower 
Publishing, 2010. 
19 M Gladwell, Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking. London: Allen Lane/Penguin, 2005. 
20 D Kahnemann, Thinking Fast and Slow, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011. 
21 J Cusano (2017), op. cit. 

http://www.rgare.com/knowledge-center/articles/what-do-you-think-when-you-think-of-data
http://insuranceblog.accenture.com/flexibility-social-skills-critical-for-future-insurance-industry-workforce
http://insuranceblog.accenture.com/flexibility-social-skills-critical-for-future-insurance-industry-workforce
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2. If these are skills that can be taught like any other, how is 
the industry going to do this?  

Although the literature suggests no single best approach to develop these capabilities, it is acknowledged 
that significant investment is required. This implies that insurers’ learning and development functions will 
become more vital for to address future challenges22.  Savvy insurers will leverage the best available learning 
methodologies and partners to create bespoke learning paths. 

Learning methods have evolved significantly in recent years with the advent of collaborative and interactive 
technologies. Traditional and modern approaches, of classroom training, job experience, coaching, 
mentoring and eLearning, are all improved through gamification, virtual and augmented reality experiences, 
and other simulations23.  Human Centred design24 and Action Learning show the highest promise for 
successful adult learning, although the learning solution will involve the usual trade-offs among time, 
available budget, and resource demand.  

Below I discuss how different organisations across sectors have attempted to build capabilities of customer-
centricity, data-literacy, and change leadership. Claims and underwriting businesses can learn from these 
approaches. 

Customer-centricity 

Search of the literature revealed no detailed case studies of underwriting and claims businesses’ approaches 
to building customer-centric capabilities, other than that consulting firms are often retained to implement 
holistic solutions covering process redesign, technology enhancement and training programs. However, 
examples from other sectors abound. No matter the industry, these examples point to the importance of 
applied practice for developing of empathy and customer-centricity. 

Empathy is a key capability in the medical sphere. Research confirms that empathetic doctor-patient 
relationships result in better patient experiences25 . Medical students in an American university who had 
participated in drama training in “how to act-in-role” demonstrated greater empathy than those who did 
not26 . A trial27 of the use of simulations and role-playing in developing empathy in healthcare students 
found that simulations helped students develop empathetic behaviours: simulations which ask the learner 
to act in the role of patient were particularly effective in developing empathy; role-playing provides learners 
with the patient’s experience and skill in working with patients. This role-reversal was an important 
mechanism for developing empathy.  

Customer centricity is a key capability in the airline sector. Singapore Airlines invests forty percent of its 
innovation budget in staff training. One notable program builds empathy by requiring cabin crew trainees 
                                                         
22 The Chartered Insurance Institute and Ernst & Young, op. cit. 
23 Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (2013), Six Case Studies of Innovation in Professional learning 
and Performance and Development, accessed 29 August 2017, https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-
document-library/case_studies_detailed.pdf?sfvrsn=2; CapitalWave Inc. (2010), Seven Innovative Training Concepts, 
accessed 29 August 2017, http://www.yourtrainingedge.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/7-Innovative-Training-
Concepts-White-Paper-August-2010.pdf.  
24 Deiglmeier, K., Roumani, N and Greco, A. (2017), Design Thinking as a Turnaround Tool, Stanford Social Innovation 
Review, accessed 29 August 2017, https://ssir.org/articles/entry/design_thinking_as_a_turnaround_tool. 
25 The following paper is illustrative of this effect: M E Menendez, N C Chen, C S Mudgal, J B Jupiter and D Ring (2015), 
Physician Empathy as driver of Hand Surgery Patient Satisfaction, doi: 10.1016/j.jhsa.2015.06.105. 
26 Lim, B T, Moriarty, H and Huthwaite, M, “Being-in-role”: a Teaching Innovation to Enhance Empathetic Communication 
Skills in Medical Students, 2011, doi: 10.3109/0142159X.2011.611193., accessed 29 August 2017, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22225448.  
27 Bearman, M., Palermo, C., Allen, L. M., & Williams, B. (2015), Learning Empathy through Simulation: A Systematic Literature 
Review, accessed 29 August 2017, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26426561.  

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/case_studies_detailed.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/case_studies_detailed.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.yourtrainingedge.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/7-Innovative-Training-Concepts-White-Paper-August-2010.pdf
http://www.yourtrainingedge.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/7-Innovative-Training-Concepts-White-Paper-August-2010.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/design_thinking_as_a_turnaround_tool
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22225448
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26426561
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to spend time in homes for the elderly, where they learn to understand fully the challenges and needs of 
older travellers28.  

Data literacy 

A study has found that, while organisations are optimistic about the potential of big data, many struggle to 
turn data into insight, and insight into strategy29.  Companies also underestimate the robust investment and 
cultural change that are required to achieve sustained success with analytics, including the needs to expand 
the skills of individuals who use data and to cultivate decision-making which blends analytical insights with 
intuition.  

The authors of one study30 cite many examples of financial institutions investing heavily in recruiting 
external specialists to build their organisational data-analytics capabilities, rather than developing the skills 
in-house. They conclude that it is not reasonable to expect claims and underwriting professionals to develop 
analytical capabilities to the level of actuaries and quantitative analysts; they do however need to develop 
sound intuition (“gut feel”) and insights about what the data discloses so that this can be translated into the 
right customer experience.  

Intuition is developed through repeated and frequent exposure to specific conditions requiring insight, and 
instant feedback about the intuition’s accuracy. Such experiences are difficult to replicate in classrooms; 
video games, simulations and virtual reality shine in this space. In 2014, LG trained some 240 of its staff to 
analyse evidence-bases and make decisions using a bespoke video game which went on to win the learnX 
impact award in 2016. The game allowed employees to develop and practise their skills effectively in a 
simulation of the environment in which they make decisions31.  

Change leadership 

The literature abounds with examples of leadership-development programs adopted in financial 
institutions32. They have many common elements. Leadership-development programs appear to be more 
holistically designed than other business programs: they exist within a context of defined capability 
frameworks and succession plans. The capabilities commonly developed are self-leadership, leading people 
and teams, leading change, and building culture33.  The programs often consist of a blend of methods 
incorporating classroom training, coaching and action learning projects.  

Resilience programs, to help leaders address and lead teams through a VUCA environment, are a little rarer. 
A common perception seems to be that resilience is a personal-mental-health issue, and is treated as such 
through employee-assistance programs and psychological counselling. At the other end of the spectrum, 
large-group presentations are delivered to organisations by institutes such as Black Dog. These can be useful 
but are generic. A more targeted approach to develop resilience in leaders is required. 

                                                         
28 Goffin, K and Mitchell, R., 3rd edn, Innovation Management: Effective Strategy and Implementation, London: Palgrave, 
2016. 
29 Ransbotham, S., Kiron, D. and Kirk Prentice, P., “Beyond the Hype: The Hard Work Behind Analytics Success,” MIT Sloan 
Management Review, vol. 57, 2016.  This sentiment is echoed by Ernst & Young, op. cit. 
30 Ransbotham, S. et al, op cit. 
31 Gamelearn, LG increases the “Engagement’ and Productivity of its Workforce, 2016, accessed 29 August 2017, 
www.gamelearn.com.  
32 G Golden, Developing High Potential Leaders, accessed 29 August 2017, 
http://www.gailgoldenconsulting.com/developing-high-potential-leaders/.  
33 A Brown and B Balasingham, op. cit. 

http://sloanreview.mit.edu/projects/the-hard-work-behind-data-analytics-strategy/
http://www.gamelearn.com/
http://www.gailgoldenconsulting.com/developing-high-potential-leaders/
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3. Have companies already started on this journey? Share 
the story of how these skills are being honed in your 
organisation.  

AMP’s insurance leadership foresaw the future direction of the industry many years ago. In 2013 they 
embarked on a multi-year transformation journey to become highly customer-centric.  

AMP takes a behaviour-change approach to developing capability (Figure 2 below). 

Figure 2 (AMP behaviour change framework) 

Described below is a program called Courageous Conversations (CC) that was launched in November 2016, 
tested in AMP’s claims business and earmarked for deployment into underwriting, that builds customer-
centric capabilities in staff, with an emphasis on empathy and the inculcating of motivation, using the 
framework illustrated in Figure 1. 

Courageous Conversations 

Courageous conversations (“CC”), which is derived from Motivational Interviewing techniques and principles 
of behaviour change, is a communications capability that enables case managers to build trust in their 
customers by creating empathy, to help customers formulate their own recovery goals, and to tap into their 
customers’ own motivations to achieve those goals.  

Following AMP’s capability-build framework, the program is delivered as follows: 

(i) Belief by case managers in the importance of CC capabilities is created through strategic 
communications and education campaigns which highlight research and successes achieved in 
case management by using these skills.  

(ii) The CC capabilities are inculcated through a variety of methods: case managers, and their team 
managers and coaches, attend two days of classroom training where all necessary concepts are 
introduced through facilitated discussion, simulations and role plays. Real-customer call-recordings 
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are played and customer experiences discussed. Following classroom training, case managers 
receive six months of intensive on-the-job coaching by full-time coaches. Each case manager’s 
individual capabilities are measured at the start of the program and tracked throughout its 
duration. Monthly reporting reveals who is making progress and who requires more assistance, and 
any necessary support is provided.  

(iii) The learning and working environments are proactively managed to minimise potentially adverse 
impacts on learning and practice; these impacts may include high workloads, or disruption caused 
by other organisational changes. 

(iv) Reinforcement is provided through weekly “shout-outs” from coaches and managers to case 
managers who demonstrate successful use of the CC capabilities. 

AMP embeds these capabilities by repeating the capability-build framework: 

(i) Belief in the importance of CC skills is embedded by communicating weekly good-news stories 
(mostly customer compliments on exceptional service) in team huddles, and passing these on to 
the Claims and Insurance leadership teams.  

(ii) Post-program, capability is embedded by CC champions chosen from case managers’ ranks, who 
coach their teams to reach higher levels of competence, and by refresher training sessions.  

(iii) Environmental risks continue to be managed and key performance indicators provide clarity on 
expectations. 

(iv) Team managers and coaches have been trained to use CC capabilities in their managing and 
coaching conversations to ensure that case managers have continual personal experience of the 
application of CC capabilities.Debate continues internationally on the best approach to genetics 
and insurance. Formal positions differ, however evidence suggests approaches are broadly similar. 
Though life insurers in countries with no prohibitions may request genetic information, it seems 
they rarely do.  
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4A. What did you find to be the most valuable part of this 
learning? 

The CC program validated the effectiveness of two “innovations” not previously used in claims training: the 
removal of learning silos, and the introduction of metrics. Previously, training occurred in discrete cohorts for 
case managers, team managers, and coaches. This is the first time entire teams underwent the same training 
at the same time, leading to better common understanding of the skill, and aligned expectations for 
execution and management.  

Weekly and monthly reporting of key metrics engendered increased responsiveness to learner’s needs, and 
optimal support for learning and application. Over 200 case managers and 20 case management teams have 
been trained in the program. Six months after inception, the program scorecard highlighted positive effects 
for learners, customers and the business: 

 Response times from initial customer claim submission to case manager contact improved by 67%; 
 Time spent on outbound calls improved by 285%; 
 52% of case managers and 55% of team managers reported a decrease in customer complaints and 

escalations; 
 65% of case managers reported increases in customer compliments; 
 66% of case managers reported customer re-engagement with AMP, where previously the 

customer had been unwilling to collaborate; 
 82% of team managers reported becoming better leaders as a result of having courageous 

conversations with their staff. 
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4B. What were the most difficult knowledge and insights to 
acquire? 

CC requires trainees to change longstanding behaviours. This “unfreezing”34 of old habits and creating self-
efficacy for new behaviours were the toughest challenges.  

Case managers previously held the attitude that customers had problems the case managers needed to 
solve. This “need to solve” translated into communications behaviours that were at odds with the desired 
customer experience. Case managers’ default communications style focused on telling customers how they 
ought to recover and selling the benefits of treatment, rehabilitation and work. CC is at odds with this belief: 
customers are known to be more likely to return to treatment and work if they have articulated their own 
goals and motivations to achieve them. 

To build case managers’ self-efficacy in the new approach, Bandura’s principles apply35.  Mastery is 
supported through hands-on coaching for six months by full-time coaches who themselves use motivational 
interviewing in their coaching conversations. Vicarious learning is achieved by allowing case managers to 
listen to other case managers’ customer interactions. Team managers and insurance leaders complete the 
process by consistently providing encouragement and reinforcement for adopting the new behaviours. 

This paper outlined approaches by different organisations across sectors to build success capabilities for 
underwriting and claims in future. While each developed bespoke learning approaches, all invested 
significantly to succeed. The conclusion showcases AMP’s own successful approach. 

  

                                                         
34 An early model of change developed by Kurt Lewin described behaviour change as a three-stage process. The first 
stage he called "unfreezing". It involved overcoming inertia and dismantling the existing "mind set". It must be part of 
surviving. Defence mechanisms have to be bypassed. Wikipedia, “Kurt Lewin,” accessed 10 September 2017, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurt_Lewin.  
35 According to Alfred Bandura's theory, people with high self-efficacy—that is, those who believe they can perform 
well—are more likely to view difficult tasks as something to be mastered rather than something to be avoided. Self-
efficacy is said to be developed through experience, vicarious learning, and persuasion. Wikipedia, “Self-efficacy,” 
accessed 10 September 2017, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-efficacy.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurt_Lewin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-efficacy
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The 2018 ALUCA TurksLegal Scholarship will be launched 
and applications available in late-July 2018.  

 
Further information and application forms will be available 

in late-July on the TurksLegal and ALUCA websites. 

http://www.turkslegal.com.au/community/scholarships/aluca-turkslegal-scholarship
https://www.aluca.com/membership/awards-and-scholarships/
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