
31Trendmonitor 4 . 2019Fokusthema 8

The authors

Claudio Stadelmann is Partner Insurance at 
 BearingPoint.

Nicole Oberlin is Business Consultant at 
 BearingPoint.

Sven Agnéus is Junior Business Consultant at 
 BearingPoint.

Nicole Oberlin

How can Brokers hold their Ground in the Digital SME 
Insurance Business?

Increasing digitalization and the emergence 
of new players are transforming the SME 
(small and mediumsized enterprise) insur
ance market. There is a shift from the tradi
tional insurerbrokercustomer rela tion  ship 
to a more complex interaction of market 
participants in networks and ecosystems. 
This article sheds light on the insurance
related needs of SMEs and identifies how 
the role of a broker might evolve given the 
changing environment. In this context, it 
will be further discussed how insurance car
riers and brokers could become an active 
part of the underserved SME ecosystem by 
cooperating with other players or by start
ing to build their own platforms. 

The simplified insurance triangle 

The relationship between insurance carriers, 
brokers and customers can be described by 
a simplified triangular interrelation as de-
picted in Figure 1. In traditional insurance, 
brokers represent an essential link between 
insurance providers and end customers who 
they support during the insurance purchas-
ing and administration process. As opposed 
to the insurance agent, the broker acts as 
an intermediary by addressing the needs of 
the insurance customer rather than the ones 
of the insurance carrier. 

In general, a distinction is made between 
retail and commercial brokers – the former 
representing the interests of individuals, 
whereas the latter negotiate policies for 
businesses. The SME insurance broker 
might be classified somewhere in between, 
depending on the company size and insur-
ance product. However, digitalization 
trends are increasingly interrupting the in-
surance landscape and hence redefining the 
roles of carriers, customers and intermedi-
aries along the value chain. That raises the 
question of how the triangular relation of 
customer, broker and insurer might evolve 
in the SME market.

Having a closer look at SMEs and 
their insurance needs

SMEs are the cornerstone of the global 
economy. They account for 99 percent 
of the companies and 70 percent of the 
employees in the OECD region (OECD, 
2017). In Switzerland, 99.7 percent of 
the companies and 66.2 percent of the 
employees work in SMEs (Fueglistaller 
et al., 2018). Combined, these figures 
give an indication on the high potential 
of the SME market. Particularly in the 
insurance business, SMEs are considered 
as an attractive segment since premiums 
are often higher compared to personal 
insurance. Thus, more and more insur-
ance carriers start addressing their offer-
ings to the SME market or even creating 
tailored insurance products based on a 
modular approach. Although the SME 
market is a mature opportunity, only few 
incumbent insurers are successfully tar-
geting the market yet.

In this context, it must be considered 
that digitalization trends are currently 
having a high impact on SMEs and on 
how to conduct business with them. In 
order to know how insurance providers 
can best react to the changing needs of 
SMEs, BearingPoint has conducted an 
analysis of the SME landscape and their 
insurance-specific needs. Figure 2 pro-
vides an overview of the challenging 
needs of SMEs.

In summary, one can say that SMEs 
need tailor-made, simple, cheap and dig-
ital solutions. Especially when it comes 
to complex products such as life or cyber 
insurance, customized advise and close 
consultation are often requested. In 
smaller companies and startups, the per-
sonal insurance purchasing habits of the 
founder(s) often have a direct impact on 
their selection of business insurance. In 
this case, it is important to support them 
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Based on cost pressure and different, 
complex needs, SMEs demand for an 
easy purchase process with modular 

and affordable products.

Tailored insurance at a low price

Personal insurance purchasing habits (of the SME 
owner) often have a direct impact on business 

insurance purchasing behavior.

Personal-use vs. business-use

Many SMEs prefer to delegate insurance-related 
tasks such that they can focus on their main business.

Delegate insurance-related tasks

«One-stop shop» for all insurance- or even SME-
related topics would facilitate administrative work 
(e.g., integration of e-commerce, software, social 

media etc.).

«One-stop shop»

Customers still expect insurance advisors to be on 
hand. Insurers must review channels along the 

customer journey (digital vs. face-to-face offerings).

Customized advice of agent / broker

Reduction of product complexity: Many 
SME owners look for simpler products 

that are easy to understand and purchase.

Simple and understandable products

Small businesses are con�dent about their business 
needs, but often unknowingly underinsured. 

Insurers should help businesses to understand the 
implications of being underinsured.

Help to understand insurance needs

Digital channels are key to attract new small
 businesses and offer more opportunities to
interact with the insurance industry online 

(purchase, track claim etc.).

Digital offerings

in gaining an understanding of their in-
surance needs.

Overall, the analysis has shown that many 
SMEs still prefer to delegate insurance-
related tasks to an insurance broker or 
agent and appreciate their advisory ser-
vices. A «one-stop-shop» solution for all 
insurance-related topics certainly facilitates 
the SME business. However, that might 
change quickly and the question of the 
broker’s future role remains unclear. 

The broker’s role in the SME-insurer 
relation and how it might develop 
in future

The traditional role of a broker in the 
end-to-end insurance process is continu-
ously under pressure and brokers face the 
challenge of adding value to their service 
offering. Given the fact that SMEs usu-
ally know their business needs well, but 
in most cases are underinsured, it is in-
dispensable that the broker of the future 
provides the customer with a holistic 
view on his potential insurance needs 
while differentiating himself from others 
by being an expert. To address the need 
for tailor-made solutions, the focus of a 
broker will shift away from the tradi-

tional brokerage business towards offer-
ing consulting services with expert ad-
vice. The increasing number of cyber at-
tacks SMEs are confronted with is a 
good example to illustrate the need for 
this targeted advice. Cyber attacks are a 
new phenomenon and research shows 
that most SMEs do not know how to 
handle this invisible threat. It is difficult 
for them to fully understand the severity 
of this issue and the complexity of the 
available insurance products makes the 
matter even more complicated. 

For insurance brokers it is imperative that 
they stay ahead of trends and expand their 
skill sets. Only then, the broker will re-

main the single point of contact for SMEs, 
bridging the gap between customers and 
insurance companies. Therefore, tertiary 
education institutions have responded to 
this demand for specialization by offering 
targeted seminars for insurance brokers. 

The emergence of insurtechs which ad-
dress the demand for digital offerings 
that go beyond insurance has proven to 
be another challenge, particularly for 
those brokers who operate with private 
customers. However, insurtechs also of-
fer new opportunities for brokers that 
focus on SMEs. As professional experts, 
brokers might benefit from collabora-
tions with new players as well as the tra-
ditional insurance companies. By doing 
so brokers might become part of a wid-
er ecosystem and use synergies to address 
the SMEs demand for inexpensive but 
high-quality insurance services.

The rise of platforms and 
 eco systems

When looking at the relationship between 
customers, insurers and brokers, it be-
comes evident that there is a large poten-
tial for startups and new players to disrupt 
the traditional insurance triangle with the 

Fig. 1: The simplified insurance 

 triangle (Source: BearingPoint)

Fig. 2: SME needs related to insurance offerings (Source: BearingPoint)
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help of innovative products and services. 
In comparison to private insurance, the 
adaption of new technologies, such as ar-
tificial intelligence, and innovative servic-
es are not progressing as fast in the SME 
insurance market. However, the way in-
surance is distributed, purchased and han-
dled will change which raises the question 
of how insurance carriers and brokers will 
respond to this transformation.

As mentioned above, many SMEs are 
looking for a «one-stop shop» solution 
covering all their needs which could be 
offered by a broker, a carrier or even a 
broader ecosystem of service providers. 
Digital ecosystems are platforms that un-
derpin the creation of new business 
models by integrating ecosystems of peo-
ple, businesses and things. In the context 
of commercial insurance, this may in-
clude players or applications such as in-
dustry-specific providers, accountants, 
auditors, legal advisors, telecommunica-
tion providers or even social marketplac-
es such as Swisspeers1 or Brokerix2. 
 Figure 3 illustrates the shift from the 
simple insurance triangle to more com-
plex networks and interactions between 
the  players in the SME ecosystem. 

Insurance carriers and brokers could be-
come an active part of such ecosystems 
by cooperating with other players or by 
starting to build their own platforms. As 
an example, Ping An Insurance, Tencent 
and Alibaba joined forces and launched 
China’s first online insurance company 
Zhong An which provides extended in-
surance services along the value chain3. 
By collaborating with innovative new 
players, traditional insurers can achieve 
synergies through the combination of 
their infrastructure and existing internet 
platforms.

Innovative startups and how to take 
advantage of them

A keyword search in BearingPoint’s start-
up watchlist which includes more than 
250 000 startups reveals an increasing 
number of innovative companies consist-
ing of digital brokers, marketplaces and 
platforms that connect different players, 

Fig. 3: From the simple insurance triangle to complex networks in the SME eco-

system (Source: BearingPoint)

software as well as entire insurance eco-
systems.

Taking a closer look at some of the com-
panies stresses the importance of digi-
talization in this area. A good example 
are digital brokers which allow customers 
to make well informed decisions between 
different insurance products by means of 
supporting technologies such as online 
portals or mobile apps. CoverWallet4 and 
Simply Business5 are well-established ex-
amples of digital brokers that provide 
tailored insurance solutions for SMEs by 
comparing quotes from a range of lead-
ing insurance carriers. Furthermore, the 
German insurtech wefox6 provides a dig-
ital insurance marketplace that connects 
individual customers with a wide net-
work of brokers and agents. The com-
pany combines intelligent technology 
(e.g., artificial intelligence analyses and 
chatbots) as well as the option of getting 
consultation from real experts.

Startups not only focus on platforms but 
also on software solutions. The Swiss 
broker Esurance7, for instance, provides 
guidance for SMEs in finding, optimiz-

ing and handling insurance coverages. 
With the help of its software, SMEs ben-
efit from a compact and simple «one-
stop shop» solution which covers the en-
tire insurance value chain.

Finally, companies such as Anivo8 started 
expanding their business from digital 
brokerage to complete digital insurance 
distribution platforms that enable insur-
ers as well as reinsurers to launch inno-
vative insurance products within short 
timeframes, requiring comparatively 
small IT investments. There are also sim-
ilar offerings for  brokerage on the market 
such as the Spanish insurance manage-
ment app Segguroo9 that provides sup-
porting technology for brokers and 
agents in acquiring new customers, com-
municating with customers and sending 
quotes.

Outlook

These developments show that insurance 
carriers and brokers should investigate 
opportunities to move into new territo-
ries and to keep up with the changing 
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MVP (Lean Startup Approach)
The Minimal Viable Product (MVP) starts validated learning 

and continuous improvement based on a minimal scope.

Value Network Modelling
Value Network Modelling is a strategic

analysis tool which further develops
the business model and focuses on

stakeholder interrelation.

Business Model Canvas
Platform Business Model Canvas

 is an approach to turn the initial idea
 into a structured business model

 with a clear value proposition.

Design Thinking
Design Thinking is an innovation

 method to develop ideas.

Service Model Integration
Service Model Integration brings together 
the various new services and integrates 
them into the current business model.

Digital Ecosystem Management
Digital Ecosystem Management is 
the proactive coordination and 
orchestration of a network of 
customers, suppliers, partners etc.

Innovation prepared 
for targeted audience

market. To do so, a set of different 
methods and approaches could foster the 
creation of new ideas, innovative value 
chains or even ecosystem-based business 
models. Figure 4 shows a collection of 
innovation modules which BearingPoint 
uses to enable a modular approach when 
reinventing business models or value 
chains for insurers and brokers. 

As digitalization trends have a high im-
pact on SMEs and incumbents have not 
fully addressed their needs, design think-
ing methods can be used to identify in-
novative services and validate ideas by 
means of lean startup approaches. Thus, 
new service offerings can continuously 
be modeled, prototyped, tested and in-
tegrated alongside the daily business. For 
instance, during the design thinking pro-
cess brokers could come up with creative 
ideas to extend their business with valu-
able expert advice. The new services can 
then be structured, refined and tested in 
a lean setting by using business model 
canvas, value network modelling and 
minimal viable products (MVPs). Our 
experience shows that well-structured 
half-day innovation workshops with a 

diverse audience are a good starting 
point to initiate the innovation process 
and to trigger the ideation and validation 
process.

Insurance providers could further 
strengthen their strategic position in the 
SME insurance market by making use of 
the trend towards platforms as well as 
ecosystems and hence actively foster co-
operation with other market players 
(e.g., with startups, software providers, 
accountants, legal experts etc.). By ex-
tending their networks, carriers as well 
as brokers could take an active part of 
an ecosystem which will create a kind of 
integrated «one-stop shop» solution for 
SMEs. 

By collaborating with digital brokers 
(e.g., CoverWallet, SimplyBusiness) or 
 innovative digital assistants (e.g., 
 Anivo36010, Bexio11, Klara12), insurance 
carriers will become more dynamic and 
responsive when testing or launching 
new service ideas. Similarly, brokers 
could actively contribute to marketplac-
es such as wefox and/or create competi-
tive advantage by making use of innova-

tive technologies (e.g., Segguroo). The 
consecutive use of methods and ap-
proaches that enhance innovation as well 
as a frequent screening of the market and 
potential new players are fundamental 
activities in order to maintain a long-
term competitive edge.

Notes
1 See https://www.swisspeers.ch/. 
2 See http://brokerix.ch/.
3 See https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/

zhongan.
4 See https://www.coverwallet.com/. 
5 See https://www.simplybusiness.com/. 
6 See https://www.wefox.ch/. 
7 See https://www.esurance.ch/. 
8 See https://www.anivo.ch/.
9 See https://www.segguroo.com/.
10 See https://www.anivo360.com/.
11 See https://www.bexio.com/.
12 See https://www.klara.ch/.
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Fig. 4: Methods and approaches that enable the creation of new ideas, innovative value chains and ecosystem-based business 

 models (Source: BearingPoint)
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