
COVID-19
46      Asia Insurance Review      September 2020

Steps taken by the Indian 
insurance regulator have 
changed people’s perspective 
of life and health insurance 
in the midst of the pandemic 
says ICICI Prudential’s 
Deepak Kinger.

Empowering the customer 
fight against COVID-19

COVID-19 has disrupted 
businesses and changed 
consumer behaviour across 

industries. When it comes to the life 
insurance sector, we have noticed that 
consumers are now more conscious 
about the need for health and life 
insurance cover. 

The pandemic has also had the 
effect of converting insurance 
from a ‘push’ to a ‘pull’ product. 
The Insurance Regulatory and 
Development Authority of India 
(IRDAI) has been supportive of 
enabling and empowering the 
industry to carry on business digitally.

Customers migrate online
Though lockdown initially disrupted 
the established model of consuming 
insurance through in-person 
meetings, the discomfort eased from 
the customer’s perspective when they 
realised that it was as easy to buy 
a policy over the internet from the 
safety of their homes. Consumers 
realised that it was also easy to 

submit claims remotely. The fact 
that insurance companies have been 
enhancing their digital capabilities 
over the years certainly helped to 
make a smooth transition from the 
physical to the digital. 

This was not just because insurers 
had adopted digital over the years, 
but it was also due to the efforts of 
the IRDAI, which has, over the years, 
stressed the need for seamlessly 
introducing consumer-friendly 
measures along with the urgency of 
undertaking digital transformation. 

The IRDAI allowed the e-KYC 
process for insurance companies 
with the arrival of Aadhaar-based 
OTP confirmation. This has made 
the enrolment of new customers and 
servicing of existing policyholders 
easier in recent times. For distributors 
as well, the IRDAI has enabled an 
online application process through its 
portal, thus ensuring faster processing 
of intermediary applications. 

The IRDAI proposed the 
dematerialisation of insurance 
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policies in 2015. Thus, the regulator 
has been consistent in its efforts 
to not only make insurance easily 
available, but also to reduce the 
cost of transactions for customers, 
intermediaries, and insurance 
companies.

Leading from the front
So, be it the e-KYC authentication, 
or enabling validation of e-proposal 
forms digitally, or sourcing through 
registered internet-based platforms, 
the IRDAI has always taken the 
lead with respect to recognising 
and allowing the usage of new 
technology and modes of transacting 
under the regulatory framework. 
Another example is the IRDAI’s move 
to set up a committee to evaluate the 
use of wearable/portable devices and 
health apps and its application and 
usage by insurers while underwriting 
policies. 

The IRDAI’s push to inculcate 
suitability analysis as part of the 
insurance selling process for all life 
insurers has proved to be game-
changer for both sides. Insurers 
analyse customer data and provide 
suitable product recommendations 
which then translates into 
establishing more confidence in the 
minds of the policyholders regarding 
the choice of the insurer. 

There were swift and decisive 
actions on part of the IRDAI at 
the time of lockdown to safeguard 
consumer interest. This included an 
additional grace period of 30 days 
for the policies where premium fell 
due in the months of March and 
April 2020, thus giving more time 
to policyholders, who would be 
facing cash flow issues to keep their 
insurance covers in force. 

Making business easier
Later, the IRDAI extended the 
grace period up to 31 May 2020 for 

all policies where premium was 
due in the month of March 2020. 
Various other bold measures have 
been undertaken by the IRDAI 
during these tough times which 
include instructing insurers to set 
up dedicated helpline numbers to 
address concerns of policyholders as 
well as other stakeholders, including 
agents and intermediaries. 

Besides, the IRDAI instructed 
insurers to allocate sufficient 
reserves for COVID-19 claims 
and also critically examine their 
capital availability and solvency 
margin as required in the current 
financial year 2020-21. Taking 
cognizance of bottlenecks faced 
by borrowers of term loans with 
respect to dwindling of savings and 
availability of spare cash to pay 
monthly instalments on their term 
loan, the IRDAI directed insurers to 
grant a moratorium of three months 
towards payment of instalments 
falling due between 1 March and 31 
May 2020 in respect of term loans 
sanctioned by them. 

The industry acknowledges 
the IRDAI’s consistent approach 
in powering the customer’s fight 
against COVID-19. In its order 
on COVID-19-related products, it 

asked insurance companies to offer 
standard COVID-19 policies such as 
the ‘Corona Kavach’ and ‘Corona 
Rakshak’. 

The regulator also advised insurers 
to take a mature and balanced 
approach towards handling employee 
health and safety and business 
continuity issues, by forming a crisis 
management committee to monitor 
the situation on a real-time basis 
and take appropriate action. It has 
also allowed settlement options to 
policyholders whose Unit Linked life 
insurance policies were maturing up 
to 31 May 2020. 

During this difficult period, 
regulators across the globe have 
encouraged and instructed insurers 
to conserve capital by delaying, 
reducing or cancelling dividend 
distributions and share buybacks. 
The regulatory move by the IRDAI 
to make it mandatory for insurers 
to clarify policy exclusions of 
pandemics such as COVID-19 to 
encourage more transparency is also 
in line with insurance regulatory 
bodies in Chile, Ireland, Portugal, the 
UK, and various states within the US, 
which have taken similar steps.

Mr Kinger is chief risk and compliance officer with 
ICICI Prudential Life Insurance. 
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