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Faced with the unprecedented challenges of troubled financial 
markets, changing regulatory oversight and economic 
uncertainty, there is a risk that some insurers may not be 
listening and responding to the most important voice of all 
— that of their customers. For any insurer hoping to navigate 
through this difficult time, understanding how customer 
behaviors and attitudes are changing is critical. Previous 
assumptions and received wisdom about customers may no 
longer be reliable, and those insurers who are able to respond 
best to what customers want now are most likely to succeed.

 24,000
Global customers

 7
Global regions

 23
Countries
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Executive summary 

This is an exciting and challenging time for insurers. 

Customer behavior is changing rapidly. Technology, and in particular 
the growth of online and social media, is driving a fundamental shift 
in customer expectations in terms of how products are marketed, 
priced, sold and serviced, and how companies are perceived. Pure 
internet businesses have set new standards for customer-centricity 
and engagement that raise the performance bar for players in every 
retail business sector. 

At the same time, new geographic markets are growing in significance as the pace of economic 
development creates an increasingly large and affluent middle class with money to invest and assets that 
require protection. 

To seize the opportunity that these changes present, we believe that insurers can no longer rely on 
received wisdom about what consumers think and how they behave. The challenge is to really understand 
what drives customer behavior today, not yesterday, in all the geographies, sectors and channels where 
you operate.

To help insurers rise to this challenge, Ernst & Young undertook a research project with the independent 
firm Ipsos to canvass the opinions of 24,000 consumers across seven regions around the world between 
August and October 2011. In this research, we set out to explore what drives consumer behavior in the 
life and non-life sectors, covering the whole customer life cycle from initial research through purchase, 
servicing, repeat purchase, claims and termination.

The data, compiled from online and face-to-face interviews across a representative sample by age, income, 
location and product holding, has been analyzed by our insurance teams around the world. 

This detailed research has enabled us to drive out both deep local insights and a global perspective on 
how consumer views are changing and how companies need to evolve if they are to capture the growth 
opportunities now and after the global economic crisis settles.

Our global findings are presented in this report and our deeper insights in the six accompanying regional 
and country reports. We very much hope that the data and perspectives we offer will provide you with 
an opportunity to test your thinking, challenge your implicit assumptions and re-assess your customer 
strategy. We also hope these reports will inform discussions about the opportunities you have to reshape 
your business to deliver consistent and profitable growth. 

Shaun Crawford
Global Insurance Leader
Ernst & Young



Our research reveals that, while of 
course there are significant variations 
in customer attitudes and behaviors 
around the globe, driven by the diverse 
economic, demographic, competitive 
and regulatory environments, there 
are some underlying themes that are 
remarkably consistent. 

Listen to the voice of the customer.
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One of the most striking and positive findings 
from our research is that the reputation of the 
life insurance industry has not been tarnished by 
the global crisis. The majority of customers still 
have reasonably high satisfaction levels and are 
confident that their products meet their needs. 
But there is no room for complacency: for a 
significant minority of customers, insufficient 
information about product suitability is creating 
a lack of confidence that their product is right 
for their needs. Customers are looking for value 
to be clearly demonstrated, reflecting a balance 
of price, product features and service tailored to 
their needs. They also expect the buying process 
to be convenient and transparent, allowing them 
to buy with confidence. Once they have made their 
choice and have an established relationship with an 
insurance provider, customers expect the product 
and service to deliver against their expectations. 

This may sound obvious, but the survey shows that 
the customers’ perceptions are that the industry is 
failing to deliver this in some key areas.

In non-life insurance, price is often the main 
measure of value since products are more 
comparable and frequency of purchase drives 
greater customer familiarity. But in some 
territories, brand and reputation are more 
important criteria. This may be a reflection of 
market structure (such as a recent history of price 
tariffs) or it may be a more fundamental desire 
from consumers to find a measure of quality they 
trust. In highly competitive markets characterized 
by price transparency, there is a tendency for 
prices to converge. This leads to non-price 
factors such as brand becoming more important 
selection criteria as customers search for a way to 
differentiate between providers.

Global overview

Customers want to be  
able to buy with confidence
In both the non-life insurance and life and pensions sectors, 
customers want products, and the purchasing process, to be simple 
and transparent so they can understand what they are buying. They 
want to build long-term relationships with insurance providers based 
on trust, and to have confidence that the products they are buying 
are right for them and meet their needs. 

Life and pensions. Customer confidence and satisfaction scores 
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Non-life insurance. Buying factors when making a purchase
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The need for clarity and transparency in the 
buying process is not driven purely by customer 
preferences. As a result of the financial crisis, 
regulators around the globe are focusing on 
protecting consumer interests more than 
ever before, with major new regulations being 
introduced in the EU and many other countries 

around the world. Insurers that align themselves 
to a customer-centric model will find the transition 
to the new regulatory environment less painful, 
and may gain competitive advantage compared to 
those that continue to rely on outdated models that 
fail to satisfy customers or regulators.

Global overview
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The customer-centric nature of pure internet 
businesses is influencing customers’ expectations. 
These businesses are built on customer data, 
recognize each customer as a unique individual and 
are able to offer product and service suggestions 
based on customers’ past behavior and known 
preferences. Many also build in independent data 
as part of the offering, inviting customers to 
review what others’ thought of their purchases and 
making it easy for consumers to compare pricing 
and offerings. Other industries, ranging from 
consumer goods to airlines and hotels, have to 
respond to the widespread availability of internet 
price comparisons and independent quality ratings, 
often compiled by their own customers. 

These developments help customers buy with 
more confidence — and set an expectation that all 
sectors, including insurance, have to meet. This 
transparent, information-rich environment has 
fed an expectation among consumers that they 
will be able to do more independent research 
when buying insurance. While the level of actual 
insurance purchase over the internet remains 
low in many countries, its use varies considerably 
between countries in the survey. In every case we 
found that customers intend to do more research 
using the internet, even if they ultimately rely on 
conventional channels for purchase.

The internet is changing the way  
customers engage with insurers, but 
traditional channels remain important
There is strong evidence in our findings that the way customers want 
to interact with insurers is changing. The internet is transforming 
consumer offerings in other retail industries and setting a new 
benchmark for how businesses interact with consumers. In most 
consumer sectors, there is now far more information available to 
allow customers to compare products and prices and to obtain 
independent opinions before purchasing. 

Life and pensions. Historic use and intended use of research when making a purchase
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Life and pensions. Importance of personal interaction when making a purchase

Life and pensions. Percentage of customers who are self-directed
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Life and pension customers continue to have a 
high preference for personal interaction to actually 
complete the purchase, with the main reason 
being the need for expert assistance because 
the products are too complex. Customers would 
actually prefer products to be simpler and more 
transparent, making it easier for them to make 
an informed choice. A minority of the customers, 
mainly in developed countries, would prefer making 
purchases completely independently without 
using an adviser. This has implications for the role 
of insurance intermediaries — if customers are 
doing more research themselves and taking more 
responsibility for the product choice, what is the 
value-added of the intermediary and what should 
they be remunerated for? In an industry where 
margins are coming under increasing pressure, 
insurers need to choose where they invest across 
the value chain to avoid adding extra cost while still 
paying intermediaries for services customers may 
prefer to do themselves.

Non-life insurance lends itself more to internet 
purchase than life and pensions, given the higher 
customer familiarity and comparability of the 
products. In all countries we found a growing 
trend to use the internet to research non-life 
products, although levels of actual purchase 
vary considerably between countries. The highly 
developed UK internet aggregator channel, 
representing 29% of motor sales, is an outlier in 

this area. We found that most other countries have 
a continued preference for more conventional 
channels to complete the purchase, including 
agents/brokers and direct channels. But given 
the increasing use of the internet as a research 
channel, purchasing may follow if distributors make 
it easy for customers to compare prices and buy 
with confidence.

The degree of use of online by customers also 
varies by type of transaction; some customers 
are happy to use the internet to make a purchase 
but not to deal with a claim. In all locations we 
found an emerging group of customers who had 
a preference for a wholly online experience, but 
most respondents still wanted a mix of online and 
personal contact.

As we have seen in other industries, the emergence 
of new technology does not mean that existing 
channels become obsolete. It is clear that success 
requires finding a way to integrate new technology 
with existing channels. Therefore, seeing 
intermediaries develop strong internet propositions 
or build comparison sites should not be a surprise.

The challenge for insurers is that undertaking 
this integration to ensure that customers can 
contact them by any channel and get a seamless 
and consistent response will require a significant 
change effort for many.

Non-life insurance. Importance of the internet in researching and purchasing
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In the life and pensions sector, the inherently 
more complex nature of the products and the 
dependence on intermediated distribution makes it 
harder for providers to move to a customer-centric 
model. However, our research shows that insurers 
are failing to capture potential customer lifetime 
value through repeat sales and improved customer 
retention. Customers want to build relationships 
with providers they trust and who make it 
convenient for them. Insurers must except this 
challenge and adjust to live up to this expectation. 

We found that the level of repeat purchase is very 
low, and with a few exceptions, customers perceive 
that life companies make very little effort to retain 
them at the point of lapse. Another reason for 
switching providers is that the provider is unable to 
respond to their changing needs.

In the non-life insurance sector, our survey shows 
that consumers are more likely to renew if insurers 
make more effort to retain their business, but that 

in many territories customers’ perception is that 
insurers fail to make this effort. Conversely, we 
found that one area where many insurers believe 
they can differentiate themselves is claims service, 
but this does not actually make that much of a 
difference in building loyalty. Poor claims service 
is definitely linked to low renewal rates, but good 
claims service is largely regarded as a given (“that’s 
what I paid for”), rather than a reason to renew.

Another key area where insurers can encourage 
longer-term relationships is through rewarding 
loyalty. In most territories, consumers perceive 
the life and non-life insurance industry as lagging 
behind other consumer industries on this measure. 
There is a strong sense among consumers that 
insurers could do more to earn their trust and 
loyalty and to reward them for participating in long-
term relationships. Consumers are used to many 
other industries rewarding their loyalty, such as 
supermarkets, airlines or hotels, and they expect 
the same from insurers.

Global overview

Building long-term  
customer relationships
A common finding across both life and non-life sectors is that consumers 
are willing and indeed prefer to buy more products from companies 
that they trust and that can make the purchase experience easy and 
convenient for them. Customers expect companies to contact them at 
product renewal or maturity, and as their needs change over their life 
cycle. By doing so, insurers will demonstrate an interest in retaining their 
business and to make relevant and appropriate suggestions about other 
products that would be appropriate to their needs.

Life and pensions. Customers who have bought another product from the same  
provider in last five years
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Life and pensions. Customer view of reward for loyalty versus other industries

Life and pensions. Effort made by existing provider to retain customer

Life and pensions. Top reason for switching providers
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Non-life insurance. Lack of effort made by insurer at renewal
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It is not surprising that a country like Japan, with a 
highly developed economy and a rapidly aging and 
shrinking population, has different characteristics 
than Brazil and Mexico. Similarly, in some markets, 
pension saving is to varying degrees compulsory, 
driving very different behaviors to those markets 
where it is optional. 

In a number of Asia-Pacific markets, some non-
life products remain governed by price tariffs 
or have only recently removed tariffs, leading 
to competition focusing on non-price factors. 
Regulation plays an important role in distribution 
models, with some countries, such as France, 
requiring a compulsory “duty to advise” for all 
life policies. Countries like China have highly 
concentrated insurance markets with a high level of 
state ownership, giving customers a limited choice 
when selecting providers, whereas others like 
the US have much broader competition between 
private sector players. 

It would be a mistake to characterize countries 
based on simplistic metrics like economic 
development. In South Africa, for example, the use 
of tracker technology in motor insurance is routine. 
This helps to reduce crime and claims and is leading 
to a fast-developing telematics market, something 
a number of more “developed” markets are 
struggling with. Turkish life companies have highly 
developed retention units compared to some more 
“mature” countries. These were mainly developed 
in response to the 2008 financial crisis that led 
to a significant outflow of funds from recently 
introduced personal pension policies. The individual 
regional and country reports develop this country-
specific analysis in more detail, as it is essential 
to understand local factors to appreciate how the 
insurance markets operate in the various countries 
covered in the survey.

Diversity is driven by  
country-specific factors
The analysis on previous pages highlights the common factors 
identified by the survey in customer attitudes and behavior. In 
several important respects customers have common motivations, 
allowing broad conclusions to be drawn. The survey also reveals 
significant variations between different countries, driven by a 
range of factors, including economic development, demographics, 
competitive and regulatory factors. 

Global overview





We believe that by getting  
the customer interaction right, 
there is opportunity in every 
market to do a better job of 
attracting customers and 
strengthening relationships  
in order to drive growth.



18

Life and pensions insurance

In the life and pensions insurance sector  
this means improving consumer trust and 
confidence by:

• Putting the customer, rather than the 
intermediary, at the center of the business 
model, and using customer data to develop deep 
insight into their needs and to offer the right 
product, at the right time, to the right customer, 
and to follow through with service that responds 
to their changing needs

• Working with intermediary channels to be 
sure that they focus on (and are remunerated 
appropriately for) where they really add value to 
the customer. Build stronger direct relationships 
with customers to anticipate and meet their 
needs — particularly during the product life cycle 

• Providing a suite of simple and transparent 
products, tailored to lifestage needs, that 
customers can understand and buy  
with confidence

• Making it easy to access relevant products and 
information throughout the product life cycle, 
particularly online, but supported by trusted 
personal interaction where necessary

• Building trust by delivering a great customer 
experience and anticipating and responding to 
customers’ changing needs

• Rewarding customers’ loyalty with incentives 
that recognize multiple purchasing and value of 
the overall relationship

• Improving customer retention by addressing the 
underlying causes of lapses and being better at 
meeting their changing needs and expectations 
over the life cycle

Non-life insurance

In the non-life insurance sector this means 
delivering convenience and value by:

• Integrating online and offline channels 
seamlessly to meet changing customers’ needs 
over the product life cycle

• Making sales and renewal simple and convenient 
for customers across whichever channel or 
medium they chose

• Understanding how to personalize service and 
show customers they are valued, particularly in 
an ever more digital environment

• Analyzing the cost to serve of the many 
customer micro segments to understand how 
service expectations and profitability differ 
particularly for managing risk selection and 
retention effort

• Developing and managing insurance brand(s) to 
ensure they support the key value messages and 
communicate this effectively in the digital world

Global overview

Learning from the  
voice of the customer
Our research suggests that there is a lot that insurance companies 
can do to improve their businesses by listening to the voice of the 
customer, as revealed by our survey. We believe that by getting the 
customer interaction right, there is opportunity in every market to do 
a better job of attracting customers and strengthening relationships 
in order to drive growth.

These are clearly not easy actions to implement, particularly in mature economies where 
insurers have extensive legacy operations. The challenge is how to transition from existing 
product and intermediary-centric models to one that delivers what customers are saying 
they really want today and in the near future.
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A global perspective 

To provide deeper insights into consumers’ behavior and get a better 
sense of what drives their decision-making, you can review our six 
detailed regional reports. 

The reports are available in hard copy from your current Ernst & 
Young contact or can be viewed or downloaded as pdfs from:  
www.ey.com/insurance. Each report explores current customer 
expectations across the product life cycle — providing a clear contrast 
between received industry wisdom and current consumer thinking. 

We are confident that you will find these reports of interest and that 
they will provide a useful resource to help you test your assumptions 
about customers and a fresh lens through which to review the growth 
agenda for your business.

Regional and country insights
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Asia-Pacific
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Japan

UAE

India
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Ernst & Young is a global leader in professional services and 
has significant experience providing a broad range of services 
to the insurance industry. Our reputation is built on assembling 
multidisciplinary insurance teams from around the world to deliver 
a range of services, including: performance improvement; financial 
management and control; change management; regulatory 
reporting; risk management; information technology; product 
design; tax; transactions; actuarial; corporate advisory; and audit 
services. This means you get a clear perspective of your market  
and the options available to you. It’s how Ernst & Young makes  
a difference. 

How Ernst & Young can help 

Shaun Crawford 
Global Insurance Leader
Ernst & Young
Email: scrawford2@uk.ey.com Tel: +44 207 951 2172

Paul Clark 
Asia-Pacific Insurance Leader, Asean Financial Services
Ernst & Young Advisory Pte. Ltd.
Email: paul.clark@au.ey.com Tel: +61 2 9248 5555

Christine Delany
Senior Manager, Global Insurance Advisory
Ernst & Young
Email: cdelany@uk.ey.com Tel: +44 207 951 1733

Adam Walton 
Executive Director, EMEIA Insurance Advisory 
Ernst & Young LLP 
Email: awalton1@uk.ey.com Tel: +44 207 951 7728

John Cooper
Senior Manager, EMEIA Insurance Sector
Ernst & Young LLP
Email: jcooper3@uk.ey.com Tel: +44 7810 647343

Robin Sojcher
Director of Marketing, Global Insurance Center
Ernst & Young
Email: robin.sojcher@ey.com Tel: +1 212 773 0384

Find out how we can help at www.ey.com/insurance, or contact a member of our team.
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Ernst & Young is a global leader in assurance, tax, 
transaction and advisory services. Worldwide, our 
152,000 people are united by our shared values and 
an unwavering commitment to quality. We make a 
difference by helping our people, our clients and our 
wider communities achieve their potential. 

Ernst & Young refers to the global organization of 
member firms of Ernst & Young Global Limited, each 
of which is a separate legal entity. Ernst & Young 
Global Limited, a UK company limited by guarantee, 
does not provide services to clients. For more 
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About Ernst & Young’s  
Global Insurance Center  
From globalization to technological innovation, 
businesses around the world are exploring new 
and different ways of achieving their potential. 
By investing in dedicated Global Industry Centers 
around the world, Ernst & Young can give you 
a global perspective on your assurance, tax, 
transaction and advisory needs, whatever your 
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responsive advice that helps you compete more 
effectively in your industry. It’s how Ernst & Young 
makes a difference. 
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