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Tackling challenges
head-on

AIA Bhd's products have changed to reflect the needs

of the country, corporate Malaysia and the younger
generation, says newly appointed CEO Ben Ng. He talks
about what the insurer is doing to grow its business and
stay ahead of the curve. Turn to our Cover Story on Page 6.




TACKLING CHALLENGES
HEAD-ON
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t has only been two months since

Ben Ng becamie CEO of AlA Bhd, but

he has spent more than two decades

in the insurance industry. And he
aims to use this expertise todnve the
company forward

Ng takes the helm at a time when
competition is heating up and digi
tal-ondy eritrants are jolning the fray. The
insurer is also working with indwustry
pluyers 1o meet Bank Negara Maloysia's
target of increasing the national Hfe
insurance penetration rate to75% next
year from shout 4% currently.

Despite the ongoing efforts of stake
holders to boast this number, the rea
son for the low penctration rate i that
many Malaysians ave still not conwinced
of the importance of insurance, says
Ng.One of the contributing factorsisa
low level of awareness and acceptance
AMONE COTLAIMEETS 1O treal insurance
a5 an integral pant of theirwealth plan

“In the cuse of Hong Xong and Sin
gapore, insurance is widely accepted

therel. That is why 1 believe the pene
tration rate in Singapore could surpass
0% with some people bolding up to
three policies,” he says

Having observed the depth of [nwur
ance penetration in these high«income
econommies and developing ones, Ng ssys
insurers need o be able to anticipate
consumer needs and continuossly in
novate 1o achieve growth.

Two years ago, Bank Negara set a
target of schieving & national life insus-
ance penetration rate of %% or more by
2020, Last year alone, the life insurunce
industry registeved o total of 12.65 mil
lion policies, according to data provid
ed by the Life Insurance Associution of
Malaysia (LIAM),

While there has been a genesal in
crease in the take vp of life and non-life
insurance products, Bank Negara's sta-
tistice suggest thot 41% of Malaystans
own at least one (ndividoaligroup life
insurance policy or family takaful. The
pricing and affordability of the policies
wore cited as the main teason for the
low penetration rate

Comcerned that the country is still far
from achieving the national Insurance
penctration target, Finance Minister
Lim Guan Eng said last month that the
government is likely 10 review its esti-
mates next year and promised 1o assess
the problems,

“What these statistics show is that
while people are starting to realise the
necessity of being insured, there is still
2 lot of room lor growth. The 20122013
Underinsunsnoe Stody in Malaysia,con-
ducted by Universiti Kebangssan Malay
sia and LIAM, showed that the average
mortality gap for each member in a
family is RM 100,000 to RM150,000.This
is an indication that many Mulaysians
are still underinsured,” says Ng.

“Insuress play an important role in
providing coverage to Malaysians to

assist thom in all stages of life, Thisis
showcssed chrough our products that
offer protection up to 100 years old for
individuals and their families. What is
also important s for individuals to take
steps enrlyin hife to ensuve that they are
able to progress in life with minimal
health concems as well®

Another major reason for the low
penetration rate is the capabilities of
agents, including convineing people
of the importance of having insarance.
Being an insurance agent or adviser in
places like Singapore and Hong Kong is
considered a full-time occupation, Ng
points our. Thar is because the regulatory
process in those countries §s so rigotous
that agents are required to regularky up-
date their licences, keep abreast of the
changes in the industry and continue
to educate themaselves

“Mditionally,in Hong Kong, | think
one In three of our 3,000 agents huve
the Milhon Dollar Round Table (MDRT)
gualification status. But in Malaysia,
only about 1,300 agents have achieved
the qualification. Of that numbes, moce
than 500 ure with AIA" he says.

“By comparison, in Indoncsia, the
Insurance penctration rate (s still in
the single digit because it s a kess devel
oped market and there is less consum
erunderstanding and acoeptance, This
shows the difference in the matarity
of consumers as well as the skills and
capabilities of the insurance advisers”

Insumance agents are encouraged to
get the MDRT qualification as the giobal
association assists agents in thelr per-
sonal and professional growth as well

as ensure that they adbere to ethical
standards when it comes to servicing
clients. That is why ALA established its
Flite Academy to provide up-and. com-
ing agents — or life planners as it calls
them — with the necessary knowledge
and skillset to excel in their profession.
Ir features an 18-month anbhoarding pro-
gramme that hones the agents’ fimandal
and socsal media marketing knowledge
while providing them with individual
coaching and mentoring sesstons.

ALA, with total assets of RMSL7 bil-
lion asat June 30, among the top three
msurers (n the country by asset size, It
cumently his 3.6 milboa customers na
tonwide and & 16,000 stong agercy force

Ng highlights that of the 54% who
are insured, the take-up rate is much
lower amang the bumiputera demo
graphic. This Is due to several chal
lenges, including access to rural arvas
“The bumiputera portion is about 15%
of the figure, whereas the non-bumi
puters penetration rate is more than
50%," he says.

With that in mind, Ng is looking to
empower more bumiputera agents to
enguge these communities and expand
the range of takatul products offered by
AlA Public Takaful Bhd. *“Takaful has
been one of our growth engines in re
cent years. 5o, hirlug move bumiputera
agents and giving them a wider ange of
takaful products will be another way to
reach out o cur customer bace " he says,

AIA Public Takaful was established
in 201150, it is only eight years old. But
the takaful industry has the advantage of
leveraging AIA'S conventional business,

which has been around for 71 years. 50,
that is 71 years of hearning the dos and
don'ts of rapid growth.*

The advent of insurnnee technology
{insurtech), although still nascent In
Malaysia, has remaoved the distribution
layers and enabled consumers to pur
chase insurance products without the
need for an intermedinry Nevertheless,
the agency force is still crocial to the life
Insutance industry as these are advisory
noeds to be fulfilled, says Ng.

“Everybody needs insusance, whether
they realise it or not, We need 1o better
OUr agems to convindt people to believe
in insurance. That Is why we have an
18-month prograrmime that also (nclisdes
training. And we have all the technology
support w enable our agents to acquire
and serve customess,” he adds,

Ng's chservarions stem from bis years
of experience working with several in
surers in the region. After graduating
with a dogroe in business sdministration
(majoring in actuarial science) from the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln in the
US In 1995, he atarted ont &4 an actuarial
assistant at Hong Leong Assurunce Bhd.

He then got into reinsucance by join-
ing Manulife Re in Singapore in 1997,
1t was with Manulife that he moved to
Vietnam, Hong Kong and Taiwan,

1n 2008, Ng was offeresd the position
of CEO a1 Cardiff — BNP Paribas” insur
Ance arm — in Twiwan, Later, be was
invited to join AIA and he eventually
moved to Singapore, Hong Kong and
Indonesia. He was presi dent direcror
of AlA Financial in Indonesia before
taklng vn his current role.
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LIVING BENEFITS

AlA's products have changed to reflect
the needs of the younger generation, says
Ng. Traditionally,life insurance policies
provided a set amount of money to a sin-
gle beneficiary or multiple beneficiaries
when the term ended, matured or the
policyhalder died. However, insurers to-
day are providing more living benefits
to policyholders during their lifetime.

“When people are younger, they are
more focused on living benefits. But
when people are older, they are prob.
ably thinking about what will happen
to their children,” he says.

“These days, children are very lucky.
They just need to look after themselves,
My generaticn has to look after ourselves,
ourchildren and our parents.

“1 still remember when 1 was 27,1al-
ready had a life insurance coverage of
more than RM2 million. 1 did not come
from a rich family,but I felt that my life
was at Jeast worth RM2 million because
in the event of my death at least my
parents would have the money to help
them get through life.

“But these days,I donot think that is
thecase atall. Even after their children
graduate and start working, many par-
ents continue twsupport their children.
That is why I find that young adultsare
more focused on living benefitsand in-
vestments while the older generation is
inta lifeinsurance and legacy planning.
There is aslight difference in terms of
emphasis for the different generations,
butwe have a wide range of products to
meet the different needs”

Ng says adfustable life policies pro-
vide the flaxibility that most traditional
policies do not. These life policies in-
clude financial protection inthe event
of long-term disability and covers loss

of income in the event of a terminal
illness as well as provide flexible pre-
miums and length of payment period.

The AIA Vitality programme, for
example, was developed in 2016 with
thisobjective in mind_The programme,
which is based on behavioural econom-
ics, has more than 100,000 members.
Participation is open to the group's life
insurance and takaful policyholders,

Gone are the days when an insur-
ance company only came in at the end
of a policyholder’s life, says Ng. Today,
the insurer wants to help pelicyholders
maintain a healthy lifestyle through
various initiatives and programmes,

*Historically,an insurance company
just acted as a payer. Today, we do not
want to be just a payer. We also want
to be a partner What does a partner da?
we not only help youwhen you are sick
but also help prevent you from getting
sick. That is why we have this compre-
hensive vitality programime,” he says,

*AlA Vitality is about getting our
customers to exercise, eat well and quit
smoking, among others. Basically, it
helpsyoutolivea healthy lifestyle and
getenough sleep.

“When you are healthy, you are ac-
tually rewarded. So, some peaple get
movie tickets while others get e-vouch-
ers. These are the rewards that we find
very useful.

“For me, I want to make sure that1
earn a reward every two weeks wheth-
er or not 1 actually use the reward. For
instance, | was 50 points away from hit-
ting my [dailystep| target last night — 1
was still short of 500 steps. So,when 1
got home, | walked around my house
because it was already 11pm and the
system recalibrates at 12am. With one
hour togo,1 walked until 1 hit the arget.”

AlA recently launched a first-of-its-

kind personalised medical case man-
agement (PMCM) benefit withits A-Plus
MedCare and A-Plus MedCare-1 products,
says Ng. With this new benefit, clients
get personalised treatments and ongo-
ing support throughout their medical
journey when they face serious medical
conditions,

According to news reports, policy-

porate group insurance. So, one of the
areas that he hopes to see change and
make a difference in is the employee
benefits space.

“Interestingly, when looking at the
corporate solutions space and compar-
ing it with a more mature market, the
majority of employers in Malaysia are
self-funding their medical schemes, 1

holders whohave been diagnosed witha
serious or complex condition will e sup-
ported by a dedicated, round-the-clock
case team that provides guidance and
support throughout the entire medical
journey, from diagnosis and treatment
to progress menitoring and recovery. In
the event overseas medical treatment
is recommended, due to a lack of local
expertise in the relevant fickls, A-Plus
MedCare will reimburse the cost of the
return flight tickets for the policyholder
and one companion up to a combined
limit of RM10,000 per lifetime.

“The dedicated case team will
guide and support these policyholders
throughout their medical journey.1am
very passionate about this. We launched
this benefirin Indonesia in July and in
Malaysia earlier this month,” says Ng.

“When we talk about being a partner,
this is what we mean. Itis really about
encouraging you to live healthily and
when you are sick, we help you to pay
your medical expenses. Now, we want
to helpyou get the right diagnosis and
treatment toa, So,we assign you & [ded-
icated| case manager for 90 days”

CORPORATE GROUP POLICIES
In addition to improving and growing
the insurer's conventional and takaful
business, Ng is looking to develop the
pany's group i ‘e health plans.
He points out that only 25% of the Ma-
laysian workforce is covered by cor-

think between 70% and 80% of employees
in Malaysia are not covered by a group
insurance scheme,” says Ng.

It is common knowledge that many
Malaysians donot have individual term
life insurance and health coverage be-
cause they believe that their employee
medical coverage suffices, But in reality,
only 25% of the workforce have whole-
some coverage by insurers, says Ng.

He adds that many employers have
been foating the cost of their employ-
ees’ medical coverage, thinking that it
would be more cost-effective. On the
contrary, the businesses are taking on
additional risks, he points out,

“Employers have risks and returns in
their respective industries and insur-
ance risk is not something they need
to take on themselves. Most of these
companies are small and medium en-
terprises. But a lot of large corporates
self-fund their employees' medical cov-
erage too,” says Ng.

“We know the headline medical in-
flation number is growing in the high
double digits every year.So, if you are a
self-insured large corporate scheme, you
are taking on a number of risks.

“Medical inflation will be one of the
fastest-rising costscompared withall the
othercosts of th ™ Asi s,
this is our core business, our bread and
butter, so we are able to offer a lot more
value-added servicesand help employers
manage their long-term costs.” a




