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Given the nature of the insurance 
industry today, and the focus 
of this issue of PIA magazine, 

I thought it would be helpful to provide 
some insights and perspectives into the 
subject of agency-carrier relationships.

Just as Bob Dylan said in his song 
title, “The Times They Are A-Changin’.” 
What is reasonable for agencies and 
companies to expect from each other? 
What advice or requests do insurance 
industry executives and former industry 
executives have for the agency owners 
today?

Let’s back up and look at this from a 
strategic point of view. For the insurance 
carriers that have made a long-term 
commitment to the independent agent 
channel of distribution or marketing, they 
seem to have a strong, vested interest in 
having agencies think and act as partners 
in each other’s success, don’t they?  
Their obvious concern is that without 
agencies that constantly are looking to 
write good, profitable business that meets 
their appetite, their business stagnates. In 
the case of a public company, Wall Street 
typically does not reward stagnation. As 
external pressure on carriers begins to 
mount from analysts and shareholders, 
an expectation is created that says 
in essence, management needs to do 
something to behave differently and 
produce better results. This potentially 
creates pressure throughout all levels of 
an organization to perform. Ultimately, 
this pressure is probably transmitted and 
felt by the owners and customer service 
representatives during site visits and 
conversations. If this conversation is not 
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handled correctly, this can easily create 
a feeling (at the agency level) of being 
victimized or vilified by the carrier’s 
representatives.  

For agency owners looking to add 
value to their insureds and client base, 
they have a vested interest in getting 
appointed by strong carriers that are able 
to weather the cyclical ups and downs of 
catastrophic losses and have markets that 
best serve their existing client base and 
strategic focus. 

Since Paradigm Associates has 
clients on both sides of the aisle, so to 
speak, I thought we should share some 
insights and concepts that could help 
bring the two sides even closer together.

I interviewed Alex Archimedes, 
head of OneBeacon Personal Lines 
and president of New Jersey Skylands 
Insurance Co., as well as Ed Rinehimer, 
former senior vice president of St. Paul/
Travelers-Domestic subsidiaries and 
former chairman and chief executive 
officer of First Trenton Indemnity for 
their perspectives on the issue.

Both gentlemen emphasized how 
important it is to forge even stronger 
relationships between carriers and the 
agents. Rinehimer fears that small 
agencies quickly are becoming an 
endangered species at risk of being 
swallowed up by large consolidated 
agencies or becoming bank owned. “It is 
harder to get started as an independent 
agent today. In the old days, carriers may 
have helped out with a draw, office space 
or financing to help new agents get their 
feet on the ground. That doesn’t really 
happen anymore.”  
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 Due to this trend of consolidation 
among agencies, carriers are paying close 
attention to which firms appear to be well 
managed. They want to be on the side of 
those well-managed agencies acquiring 
another as a way of ensuring that people 
writing business will continue and the 
book of business will not be rolled the 
wrong way from their perspective.  
 Given the competition from direct 
writers, both discussed the need for each 
party to take the time to understand what 
the others’ goals and plans are. Rinehimer 
told me, “It is best when we are dealing 
with well and professionally managed 
firms that have their objectives clearly 
stated, have conducted their own market 
analysis and segmentation decisions and 
have taken the time to understand their 
carriers’ focus. When we are dealing with 
agency owners that are operating purely on 
a day-to-day basis and opportunistically—
meaning they attempt to write whatever 
happens to come along that day, they 
typically are not treated quite as well 
because they are not perceived to be 
‘partners’ with the carriers.”  
 I followed up with a question on 
how this impacts the carrier. Rinehimer 
continued, “The business is a little less 
personal and more quantitative than it was 
previously. Underwriting guidelines are 
based on strict programs. It is much more 
difficult to get a favor on some marginal 
business unless it is really on the line. This 
discipline has been implemented in order 
to avoid loss ratio problems that can put 
everyone’s book of business at risk. Please 
don’t flood the carrier with low probability 
applications.” 
 It seems obvious to me that if agents 
play the game “let’s roll the dice to see 
who will bite,” it ties up limited resources, 
increases the internal costs of doing 
business together and delays the handling 
of real business in the most expeditious 
manner possible.
 Archimedes offered some other 
thoughts as well. “What we desire is a 
throwback to old times when the relation-
ship was important. While everyone needs 
to continue to drive for profits and growth 
by maintaining an underwriting discipline, 
an honest relationship is still important. 
Sometimes it appears that people are not 
willing to honor the commitments they 
made to each other.”  

 I asked Archimedes why that was 
so important. “When we listen to agents’ 
ideas surrounding the modification or 
expansion of products and menus of 
services, and make the investments 
necessary in people, time and dollars, 
we simply are looking for them to 
operate with the same relative level of 
commitment that we had to make to bring 
these enhancements forward.”
  I asked both executives about the 
apparent need for local agency offices 
to do more data entry on initial policy 
applications instead of simply sending 
in or faxing the paperwork. Both 
responded that it is actually in the agent’s 
and insured’s best interest. According 
to Archimedes, “With comparative 
quotation software the biggest advantage 
to the agent is that they get an immediate, 
guaranteed, final quote for the insured. 
This minimizes the back and forth 
between the insured, the agent and  
the carriers.”.
 Rinehimer added, “This also 
minimizes the opportunity for data  
entry errors because the data only has  
to be entered once and may feed multiple 
systems.”
 I talked with Rinehimer about the 
claims process and how agents like to 
be involved so that they can provide 
perceived value to their clients. His 
perspective surprised me, “Agents can’t 
really add a lot from a claims perspective, 
but they can slow the process down 
or add to the cost. I encourage agent’s 
offices to cooperate with direct claims 
handling. It can minimize telephone tag 
and the inadvertent omission of important 
details as things are trying to get resolved. 
If someone from the agent’s office wants 
to be involved and get in on the initial 
call as a three-way call, introduce the 
insured to the person handling the claim, 
and make their intention known to be of 
service if it becomes necessary. After that 
it is best to leave it to the carrier’s person 
handling the claim.” 
 I asked Rinehimer about the 
perception of inconvenience when two 
people are sitting on a phone waiting 
for someone from a claims area to pick 
up. Rinehimer replied, “Under normal 
circumstances, most well-run companies 
have enough instantaneous inbound 
claims capacity that call waiting times 

should not be a burden on the agent’s 
staff and insured. In fact, several carriers 
provide individual claims attention that 
has been characterized as ‘concierge 
service’ to minimize this.”
 I asked both executives what else 
they would like to see more of from 
agents to strengthen the partnership 
relationship. Rinehimer’s take on it 
was that he would appreciate agents 
being more involved in loss control. He 
wondered how often agents think about 
loss control when discussing situations 
and potentially writing business with 
the insureds. “It would help if they 
continue to think like a partner because 
it can positively impact loss ratios and 
ultimately, pricing. Things such as using 
recommended body shops and glass 
shops can result in lower pricing that 
could benefit everyone.” It seems to me 
that this could be an area of opportunity 
to increase carrier-agency profit sharing  
if it is focused on across the board.
 Archimedes reiterated his wish 
for agents to be even more proactive 
(vs. reactive) in the areas of business 
development, seriously committing to 
long-term goals, creating well-developed 
strategic and tactical marketing plans, 
understanding their own costs involved 
to execute against the plan, and use 
of metrics to track progress against 
commitments made.
     When I asked Rinehimer for his 
opinion as to when he thinks agents 
provide the most value, he said, “When 
they know the insured, analyze their 
coverage needs, find appropriate coverage 
with a responsible carrier and provide that 
all at an appropriate price. 
     That being said, Archimedes 
reiterated, “When done well, we feel that 
independent agents bring tremendous 
value to the insured.”

 Doug Brown is the CEO and chairman 
of Paradigm Associates LLC, a strategic and 
executive leadership development firm 
based in Cranford, N.J. A Certified Facilita-
tor for the Total Quality Institute, Brown 
understands the distinction between simply 
conducting “training sessions” and facilitating 
meetings with potentially complex subject 
matter. Visit www.ParadigmAssociates.US or  
call (908) 276-4547.

2         Professional Insurance Agents/June 2006                                www.piaonline.org

�������������������������������������

Build-StrengthenYourAgency June06.indd   2 6/26/2006   11:10:24 AM




