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CRUNCHING numbers is
part and parcel of an under-
writer’s work, but for Soh
Rui Na the decision-making
aspect of the job is just as
important.

“It’s not just the num-
bers that count. I think an
underwriter cannot be
afraid to make the decision
at the end of the day,” she
says.

Decision making comes
with the various authority
levels one earns in the
course of work.

“It gets easier when you
get the authority, but at the
same time it gets difficult
too because you have the
pen now, and sometimes
it’s not that easy to make a
decision,” she says.

Ms Soh, 26, joined the in-
dustry three years ago after
graduating from the Singa-
pore Management Universi-
ty with a Business Manage-
ment degree.

She is currently a senior
financial lines underwriter
at AIG Asia Pacific Insur-
ance.

She picked up most of
the skills on the job, having
received no formal training
in underwriting, apart from
attending a single insur-
ance module on her univer-
sity finance course.

Her first brush with the
underwriting industry

came when she did an in-
ternship at Amlin Singa-
pore, a Lloyd’s syndicate,
before she took on her cur-
rent role.

During the internship,
she spent two weeks at the
company’s headquarters in
London, where she learned
how the underwriting de-
partment worked hand in
glove with other depart-
ments.

“When I was over in Lon-
don in the HQ, we got to see
how it all links back and
how the underwriting de-
partment and the claims de-
partment interacted as
well,” she says.

Ms Soh is responsible
for managing and growing
professional indemnity and
cyber-liability insurance
portfolios.

This involves identifying
and analysing risk expo-
sures to determine pricing
and coverage for firms rang-
ing from small and medi-
um-sized enterprises
(SMEs) to multinationals
across various industries.

The role entails a lot of
relationship building with
brokers and agents, too.
For instance, Ms Soh regu-
larly holds meetings with
brokers to understand her
clients’ businesses, how
they operate and the risks
involved.

“We have lunch or cof-
fee with them because
when they’re more comfort-
able with you, they kind of
show you more opportuni-
ties,” she explains.

A key part of her role is
to understand and analyse
a client’s competitive envi-

ronment and formulate an
attractive proposal for the
client.

The underwriter’s mis-
sion is “to ensure that the
book of business that we
write remains profitable”,
Ms Soh says.

A major challenge is hav-
ing to manage the expecta-
tions of both internal and
external stakeholders.

In the case of the latter,
she provides quotes to bro-
kers, sometimes at short no-
tice, which makes the job
demanding.

Within the company, Ms
Soh says while there are
risks which she would not
write normally, sometimes
it is necessary to take one
for the team owing to com-
mercial considerations,

such as other lines in the
company writing that risk.

She cites her involve-
ment in a cyber-liability
project last year called Cy-
berEdge as a highlight in
her career.

The project, which dealt
with the loss of corporate
and personal data from cy-
ber attacks and covering po-
tential third-party liabilities
arising from a data breach
or network intrusion, re-
quired her to liaise with the
regional office to organise a
launch event.

“To be able to partici-
pate in such a project is
good, especially seeing the
product from the very be-
ginning, and when you try
to bring that market aware-
ness, that’s interesting,”
she says.

Underwriters must
ensure a balance
between risk
and profitability

Basically it all
boils down to
decision-making
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IT was his love for mathe-
matics and desire to put
that mathematical know-
ledge to actual use that
brought him into the actuar-
ial field. This turn of events
has worked out well for Fre-
deric Weber, chief actuary
at AXA Insurance Singa-
pore, who comes into the of-
fice every day with a smile
on his face.

Having joined AXA in
France as a fresh graduate
in 2004, the 32-year-old
transferred to Singapore in
2008. As chief actuary, he
assesses risks in general in-
surance, which covers a
wide variety of insurance
packages ranging from trav-
el insurance to motor insur-
ance. Past data produced
by AXA is crunched and
used for calculation in two
main areas: pricing the in-
surance packages that are
AXA’s ‘products’, and pro-
jecting ultimate claim cost
that will affect AXA’s inter-
nal company reserves.

Pricing, explained by Mr
Weber as finding a premi-
um that is adequate to cov-
er future claims, takes into
consideration several fac-
tors such as the insurance
agent’s commission and
AXA’s expenses in the form
of staff salary and adminis-
tration fees while catering
for a profit margin.

With additional parame-
ter input such as profiles of
policy holders, inflation,
competitors’ pricing mod-
els, underwriting cycles
and industry sentiment, a
projected claim cost is de-
rived with the use of com-
plex mathematical models.

“Most of the actuaries in
the insurance company use
a complex model called the
generalised linear model,”
explains Mr Weber.

“It’s a complex model
which explains the out-

come with the various in-
puts. So the outcome is the
claim cost, the inputs are
the policy holder’s charac-
teristics. We ask you 10 to
15 questions, to get your
quotations, so these 10 to
15 input will come into the
model, and the output will
be the expected claim cost,
and for this expected claim
cost we need to adjust for
the commission, expense,
and profit.”

Reserving, or valuation,
is the other significant part
of his job and it assesses
AXA’s future claim liabili-
ties. Mr Weber looks at the
insurance policies and
packages undertaken by
current policy holders and
projects the total amount of
future claim cost, which is
then used to determine the
level of reserves AXA has to
set aside.

However, though broad-

ly classified into two main

areas, both pricing and re-

serving deal with claim pro-

jections, something that Mr

Weber acknowledges is a

challenge, as “any estima-

tion will be wrong”.

“The challenge is to be

not too far from what hap-

pens,” says Mr Weber. “We

need to manage expecta-

tions; we need to maybe
give a range to give some-
thing that is realistic.”

“Sometimes it can be
frustrating because you can-
not be perfect.”

Nevertheless, Mr Weber
finds great satisfaction in
his job, as “every day is dif-
ferent, every day you have
a new problem”. For exam-
ple, in dealing with general
insurance, the variety of
businesses he has to under-
stand is itself a challenge.
But this challenge grants ex-
posure to many different in-
dustries, which allows for
career progression in advi-
sory or a more senior role
in management when the
number-crunching gets tire-
some.

“There are a lot of actu-
aries who don’t stay within
the actuary field all their
life because, I would say, to
crunch numbers you need
to be fresh and young,”
says Mr Weber.

“What’s good about actu-
ary is that you have an over-
view of what happens;
you’re not specialised.
Some actuaries are special-
ised in a line of business,
but for me I see all the lines
of business: all the pricing
perspectives, all the reserv-
ing perspectives. . .”

“Different stories every
day, you can progress – in
terms of career progression
– you can move fast, you
are often asked for your
opinion which is quite inter-
esting, it’s quite satisfying.”

C
OMPETITION for tal-
ent has always been a
challenge for the in-
surance sector and
the fight for good em-
ployees is increasing-
ly a global one, says
Shasi Gangadharan,

principal officer of the Federal Insur-
ance Company Singapore, one of the
Chubb Group of insurance compa-
nies.

That is not to say things have been
stagnant since Mr Shasi, 47, and a
lawyer by training, joined the sector
as an underwriter in the area of third
party liability two decades ago.

“At one point in time, in the casual-
ty or liability insurance lines, we
would only attract either accountants
or lawyers. That has changed, to a
large extent. I can now compete with
an investment banker and say ‘This
is our industry, would you like to
make insurance your career?’ We’re
starting to attract others,” he says.

But the fact remains that insur-
ance is “not as sexy as the banking or
investment banking” sectors, and ca-
reer opportunities in insurance are al-
so less well understood. “People will
ask: What’s an underwriter? What’s
a reinsurance company? What does
an actuary do?”

On top of that, the general public
continues to hold “a very myopic view
of what insurance is”, typically
skewed towards life insurance rather
than general insurance.

Raising awareness

“The biggest issue is that the industry
undersells itself unknowingly. We’re
not out there, exposing more of what
we do as an industry,” says Mr Shasi.
He acknowledges that important
steps have been taken in recent years
to groom young people in particular
and raise awareness among universi-
ty undergraduates of the career poten-
tial insurance holds out.

The Global Internship Programme
(GIP) was launched in 2008 by the
General Insurance Association (GIA)
with support from the Monetary Au-
thority of Singapore (MAS), for that
very purpose. Offering stints in both
the local and overseas offices of a gen-
eral insurance company, for a
first-hand look into the varied ca-
reers of underwriters, claims special-
ists and risk managers, the GIP is
open to undergraduates of all disci-
plines.

After all, what is needed in a
young employee is initiative and
drive – not necessarily a background

in insurance. Knowledge can be im-
parted and taught, Mr Shasi notes.
“These internships give you a little
door-opener, a teaser to what this per-
son can eventually look at, the differ-
ent facets of an insurance company,”
he says.

Federal Insurance Company has
had several interns pass through its
doors under the GIP, and will contin-
ue to. “The insurance industry is nurs-
ing itself, by providing this kind of
training – industry-sponsored train-
ing, underwriting training,” he says.

Where more needs to be done, he
says, is in attracting and retaining ex-
perienced talent.

“The competition for talent is get-
ting tougher. Not only are we losing
talent to other industries, it’s global
too. People are very mobile today, so
we’re competing for talent on a global
platform,” he says.

Talented employees leave insur-
ance firms like Federal, not just for
the usual suspects of banks or other fi-
nancial institutions, many are also
headed abroad, says Mr Shasi, citing
an employee who left for a public rela-
tions consultancy in London.

Insurance companies can also af-
ford to be more articulate about ca-
reer development and how people

can make a career out of insurance,
which offers both technical and mana-
gerial routes, he says.

Before he assumed his current
management role this year, oversee-
ing Chubb’s operations throughout
South-east Asia, Mr Shasi had been
running Chubb’s specialty insurance
for Asia Pacific.

That was a position he reached af-
ter years of underwriting specialty
lines of business such as directors
and officers liability and professional
liability insurance.

“I didn’t want to become a general-
ist from the get go. I needed a solid

foundation to be recognised – my net
worth was essentially that,” he says.

Moving from the technical side of
the business to his current manage-
ment role meant switching from man-
aging a single line of business and
well-honed expertise in technical mat-
ters, to taking on a wider breadth of
responsibilities relating to people and
operations across several lines of
business.

A thriving insurance hub
On a broader level, what has worked
in favour of those recruiting talent for
the sector here, is the steady growth
that Singapore’s insurance industry
has seen in the past decade.

Much of this has been a spin-off of
the pace at which Singapore’s econo-
my has grown, as well as its links to
the South-east Asian region.

Singapore’s billing itself success-
fully as a regional hub for various in-
dustries, from biomedical sciences to
financial services and tourism to ship-
ping, has also created stronger de-
mand for regional insurance cover.

But it is also the result of a deliber-
ate, conscious attempt on the part of
MAS to grow the insurance sector,
says Mr Shasi.

He recalls a conversation a decade
ago, during which an MAS official
asked how Singapore can become the
Bermuda of Asia – a thriving insur-
ance hub.

“I would say it has developed very
neatly. There are some challenges
ahead, but I think that vision of creat-
ing the Bermuda of Asia, that ques-
tion being popped about 10 years
ago, that has had a big role to play in
turning Singapore into an insurance
and reinsurance hub.”

Apart from locally-owned players,
a larger number of international in-
surers and reinsurers are now based
in Singapore.

Lloyd’s Asia here grew from three
businesses in 2005 to 18 service com-
panies by 2010.

Many reinsurers and captive insur-
ers also use Singapore as a base to
write risks from the region.

MAS says offshore insurance busi-
ness has become a major driver of
the industry’s growth, accounting for
more than half of the total general in-
surance business written here.

But the business outlook at the mo-
ment is rather challenging, Mr Shasi
says. “I don’t think growth is going to
be a blockbuster. We’ll have to pick
and choose across our lines, distribu-
tions and products. We will have to
have a short-term and a long-term

strategy, and be focused on what we
want to do, ignoring the noise around
us.”

Such a strategy will involve selling
services, rather than products. “Part
of the service is a product, but we can
do a lot more things. We can look at
all aspects of your operational risks,
we can look at your risk exposure, ad-
vise you on claims, and, by the way,
offer some solution to transfer that
risk. We have a space and place to
play that role,” says Mr Shasi.

Emerging exposures, risks that
people have not thought about are al-
so worth exploring.

“A client may not know all his or
her problems: climate change, cyber
threats, supply chain risks, increas-
ing regulatory exposure, political
risks. We can think about how best to
veer solutions to some of these emerg-
ing exposures,” he says

This year, economic growth is ex-
pected to recover, but stay subdued.
And with economic uncertainty, confi-
dence is still lacking.

“People are unsure of what’s go-
ing to happen in two to three years’
time, margins are very compressed
and insurance spending is where the
likely cuts are,” he says.

“Competition is intense, it’s bru-
tal.” But there are still ways to com-
pete, says Mr Shasi, drawing the con-
versation back to talent. “We are liv-
ing in a very commoditised world, in
terms of our product offerings. But
some things cannot be commoditised
– skill sets, relationships.”

This is why he sees motivating
and retaining talent as part and par-
cel of his new management role. Feed-
back is key to this.

“I try to have small group coffee
chats. When you’re on the factory
floor, and you roll up your sleeves,
and you try and have these chats, you
get a 360-degree view of what’s going
on,” Mr Shasi says.

Local talent
“I’m a big believer of also nurturing
local talent. We have a lot of plat-
forms where this can be done. And
when you look across the board in
Singapore’s context, I think we’ve
done reasonably well,” he adds.

So far, Singapore’s recent moves
to tighten foreign manpower inflow –
including stricter salary and qualifica-
tions criteria for the employment
passes higher skilled white-collar ex-
ecutives typically enter the job mar-
ket on – have not affected his firm.
“I’ve heard of some of the con-
straints, but personally, we’ve not
had that issue to date,” he says.

Different stories every day for actuaries

More needs to be done by the industry to attract and retain experienced personnel. TEH SHI NING reports
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Mr Weber: In general insurance, the variety of
businesses he has to understand is a challenge. But
this challenge offers exposure to a range of industries.

Mr Shasi: The Global Internship Programme offers stints in both the local and overseas offices of a general

insurance company for a first-hand look into the careers of underwriters, claims specialists and risk managers.

‘A major challenge is having to
manage the expectations of
both internal and external
stakeholders, says Ms Soh.

Competing for talent in insurance
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