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Running an insurance firm today
Zurich’s Singapore chief believes in engaging the right people to fit the firm’s core values. By TEH SHI NING

I

NSURANCE players compete
so fiercely for talent across
Asia that it is often characterised as a “war for talent”. But
Jonathan Rake, chief executive officer of the Singapore
branch of Zurich Insurance
Company Ltd, sees it differently. “It’s not a war, because wars have
an ending. For companies in the insurance industry in Asia, it’s business
as usual for the foreseeable future. So
actually, the industry as a whole really needs to get better at recognising
that challenge and moving away
from, in my view, short-term reactive
policies,” he says.
Singapore is the second city in
Asia the 34-year-old has lived and
worked in; he moved here from Hong
Kong two years ago.
Across Asia, Mr Rake says, the insurance sector’s growth will continue
to be challenged by the need to find
the right people for the right jobs. For
CEOs like himself, being less reactive
to moves in and out of their companies and focusing on a longer-term human resources strategy will be key.
“It starts with hiring the right people that fit with your company’s core
values, then developing their careers
in line with their own desires, but also the needs of the industry as a
whole,” he says.
That means being able to react to
the expectations of young people that
they are going to gain knowledge and
experience quicker than in the past,
without compromising on skills development.
“If you are disrupting the careers
of individuals early on, through too
much movement and not enough consistency in sticking to a specific area,
and not enough specialisation, often a
symptom of that is that you lose the
availability of the highly skilled experienced practitioners at the later end,”
says Mr Rake.

Claims and loss-adjusting
One definite area of focus would be
the technical skills required for
claims and loss-adjusting – a commonly misunderstood area of insurance.
“When a claim happens, it’s often
a difficult event. It can be a sensitive
event. So the association of the activities for those that work in claims and
loss adjusting isn’t always positive,”
says Mr Rake.
Individuals or businesses take out
insurance policies with the expectation of being given a sense of security.
“For the customer, it’s really the moment of truth. . . When you have a

Foreign talent will continue to be
important. “There’s a huge value in
acquiring and supporting employees
that have expertise from the markets
that we support beyond the Singapore border,” says Mr Rake. “However, building within is most important.
And developing strong strategies to
acquire, train and develop people
within Singapore has to be the most
critical focus for businesses and government,” he adds.

An insurance hub

Mr Rake: He expects the general insurance sector here to continue outperforming economic growth this year and the next, given the continued growth of
the regional markets Singapore serves.
claim event occur, that expectation is
tested,” he says.
But this also means that in fact,
claims and loss-adjusting is the area
of the general insurance business
that affords the opportunity to “get
businesses and individuals back on
their feet, rehabilitate economies”.
It is thus an important area, which
can impact an insurance company’s
reputation immensely.
“Being consistent in your claims
approach as a company, and creating
trust and confidence of the policy
holder is absolutely critical to ensuring the long-term sustainability of
your company,” says Mr Rake.
Zurich thus hires judiciously for its

claims-related roles. “A good claims
manager has to have the skills of an
underwriter, which is really about understanding when to take risks. They
have to be a financier, in terms of understanding the value of money, the
value of quick settlement. They have
got to be a technologist, learning the
power of IT in terms of improving processes within the claims function as
well as operational efficiency. And
then, they need the good characteristics of a soldier, with a strong resolve,
strong integrity,” he says.
At the moment, five of the 15 staff
at Zurich’s Singapore branch hold
claims executive roles. Some have regional capabilities too, and though
based in Singapore, they look across

Complexities of
managing
insurance claims
Claims have to be
assessed by the
team collectively
By NG SAI YING
HER curious and open
mind brought Linda Soh into a fulfilling career in an industry which she and many
of her peers once considered a mystery.
Despite knowing precious little about the insurance industry, Ms Soh decided to try for the Global
Internship Program (GIP)
by General Insurance Association of Singapore (GIA),
a programme designed for
university students to know
more about the insurance
industry.
And it proved to be sufficiently engaging, as the
young marine claims executive began a career in QBE
Insurance (International)
Limited (QBE), one of the
world’s leading general insurance and reinsurance
companies.
Working with the Protection and Indemnity (P&I)
team at QBE, Ms Soh describes her job as one of
managing claims.
Both new and existing
claims that come in will
have to be assessed by the
team collectively before
any advice or claim payments can be given out.
Such assessment is no
easy task, as a claim usually takes from three to six
months to settle and in the
event of a complicated
case, the whole settlement

process can take up to two
or three years. This is due
to the nature of P&I claims,
which cover broader indeterminate risks such as
third party liabilities.
There are a lot more details making it a more complicated legal framework,
unlike the other aspects of
marine insurance such as
hull and machinery, which
deal with physical hardware, damage of vessels
and on-board equipment.
“P&I will actually take
care of the other person’s
vessel. It’s not under our insurance cover,” explains
Ms Soh.
When asked about the
technical and legal knowledge requirements of her
job, Ms Soh – who graduated with a Bachelor of Science (Honours) in Maritime
Studies from Nanyang
Technological University –
says she takes it in her
stride, treating the challenge as a learning opportunity.
“I won’t say I have
in-depth knowledge, it’s
more of trying to know
what works and what
doesn’t work. It’s an on-going process. It’s not work
anymore, it’s interest,
knowledge, education,”
says Ms Soh.
It’s this can-do attitude
that marked her three
years at QBE.
She requested to work
in different departments as
she wanted to see the bigger picture involving other
aspects of the insurance
business.

the Asian business and handle large
catastrophe claims, among others.
Efforts to build deep expertise and
create clear career paths within insurance companies have to be supported
by a very strong focus on creating
more awareness of the opportunities
within the insurance industry.
Not only are technical functions
such as claims and loss adjusting often misunderstood, insurance has
long been seen as overshadowed in
the recruitment market by its more
glamorous cousin – the banking sector.
“We are not good at selling the value-add and opportunities in the industry as a whole, but that’s also the opportunity,” says Mr Rake.

He should know, having moved
across to the insurance sector after
starting his career at an investment
bank. At that stage, he had been hoping for more access to customers and
found an investment bank too closed
in structure. “I was also young and experimental at that time,” laughs Mr
Rake.
But the move has been validated
by the progress he has made in the insurance sector so far, with opportunities to learn “all the way through”.
The General Insurance Association (GIA) has recognised the need to
create more awareness, with initiatives such as the Global Internship
Programme offering undergraduates
a glimpse into the various job opportunities within the insurance sector.

After all, building that pipeline of talent has been critical to Singapore’s
ambitions to become a hub for insurance activities in Asia. “The Monetary
Authority of Singapore, GIA and other industry bodies continue to be catalysts for this development through
their policies, their programmes for
attracting talent, and initiatives to improve the sophistication of this industry as a whole,” says Mr Rake.
Singapore’s domestic insurance
market has grown at between 4 and 6
per cent in the last couple of years,
with the offshore portfolio registering
strong double-digit growth. “What
we’ve seen, looking at Singapore, is
that a lot of insurance companies, adjusting companies and other industry
players have invested in establishing
regional capabilities and resources in
Singapore. And that trend continues,” he says.
“But, complacency is a killer. And
if you look at Hong Kong and the rest
of Asia, many countries are also looking beyond their borders at supporting the development of insurance in
the region.”
For Singapore to stay ahead of the
curve then, it will need a conducive
market environment for operating
here, supported by strong governance and strong programmes to attract talent into the sector. “As far as
I’ve seen, complacency is not really
an issue here,” Mr Rake says.

Business outlook
He expects the general insurance sector here to continue outperforming
economic growth this year and the
next, given the continued growth of
the regional markets Singapore
serves.
Yet, low interest rates continue to
keep insurers’ earnings under pressure. “My challenge is not to chase after every opportunity in what actually
is quite a challenging market environment,” says Mr Rake.
This means targeting portfolios
and opportunities that align with the
company’s strengths, to deliver a sustainable business over time, he says.

Loss adjuster – middleman in the hot seat
By MARIA MALA
YOGALINGAM

Ms Soh: It’s all about having an open mind and
wanting to learn as much as possible.
In the end, Ms Soh says,
it’s all about having an
open mind and wanting to
learn as much as possible,
especially since the insurance industry is quite an unknown territory to those
outside it.
Ms Soh says everybody
has the idea that life insurance is about pushing people to buy products and
stuff like that.
After joining the industry, she has come to realise
that the industry is really a
mixed bag of nuts.
Even among the different insurance product

types there are vast differences.
“Insurance itself, especially general insurance, is
about knowing your own
rights.”
“GIA actually gave me
the opportunity to go into
this GIP, it really broadened my horizons and gave
me exposure to know about
the other classes of insurance and stuff like knowing
your rights and how to deal
with things. The gist of it is
actually to keep an open
mind, to see what things
the industry can do for you
and what you can do for it,”
she says

BACK in 1972, when Chan
Hwee Seng was 25 and had
just resigned from the civil
service, he took up a job as
a loss adjuster. A small advertisement in the local
newspaper for the opening
had caught his eye and despite having no idea of
what a loss adjuster was,
he went for it.
“I went for an interview
for a profession I’d never
heard of, but what attracted me was the opportunity
to learn new things,” he
says. It was also the year
the profession first entered
Singapore.
He plunged headlong into handling claims and losses as a trainee loss adjuster, acting as the middleman between the person
making claims for losses
suffered and the insurance
company.
Although loss adjusters
are appointed by insurance
companies, they must act
impartially and independently, unswayed by either
the insurance company or
the claimant.
Today, 41 years later,
Mr Chan is still in the profession, having risen in
that time to his current position as chairman of Crawford & Company International, which was known
as Graham Miller before a
takeover in the 1990s.
He was previously the
firm’s managing director,
but stepped down from
that post in 2004 to become its chairman; his preference for hands-on work
in handling claims and
training other loss adjusters were the reasons behind his departure from
management.
Mr Chan lists two key responsibilities of a loss adjuster: One is to establish

‘On one side, the adjuster
has the claimant chasing
for money; on the other,
the insurance company is
also on his back for his
recommendation on
whether to approve or
reject the claim.’
– Mr Chan (left)
on how high pressure the job can be

the cause of the loss and determine whether it is insurable; the other is to advise
the insurance company
how much to pay under the
policy.
He notes that the loss adjuster’s position as middleman between the claimant
and the insurance company can be a high-pressure
one.
On one side, the adjuster has the claimant chasing for money; on the other, the insurance company
is also on his back for his
recommendation on whether to approve or reject
the claim.
And going to court is
par for the course for a loss
adjuster, especially when
cases involve fraud or a
breach of insurance policy
conditions.
An adjuster typically juggles, on average, 50 to 70
claims of different types,
such as damage to an aircraft or a building collapse.
Mr Chan says: “The job
is absolutely varied and
calls a lot upon the individual to switch from one mode
to another.”
It is not a predictable
nine-to-five job either.
Emergency calls come in at

odd hours, or when one
would rather attend a family celebration or continue
enjoying a public holiday.
Mr Chan recalls how he
had once received a call at
4.30 am, asking that he
head to a goldsmith shop
which had just been broken into. “You have to be at
the site to conduct an investigation, to make sure the
evidence is preserved and
not tampered with.”
The
unpredictable
hours jack up the attrition
rate in this profession.
Some people may enjoy it
for a year or two, until they
realise how demanding it
is. “In my assessment,
those who stay more than
five years in loss adjusting,
are likely to continue.”
There are probably no

more than 200 loss adjusters here, going by the reckoning of the Loss Adjusters’ Association. This
small community serves
the entire insurance community.
Mr Chan says that the industry faces the challenge
of attracting fresh entrants,
and keeping those who join
the profession.
Asked what aspects of
the job have appealed to
him, he lists two.
One is his passion for detailed investigations and
the other, for meeting people – and he has met his
share of pleasant ones and
downright nasty ones.
“It’s very important to
have a passion for it because this job has no time
boundaries and no limit to
scope.”

Brought to you by

