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Information drives – and 
shapes – our industry
Technology has become the very environment of commerce, with data the lifeblood of business

Gregory Maciag
ACORD

Technology changes, but 
the critical role of infor-
mation endures. In fact, 
all changes in IT happen 

in the service of information. Even 
when it looks like a new technolo-
gy is favoured because it reduces 
costs or increases usability, the 
deeper benefit is wider or faster 
access to information. We need 
great IT because we need to know 
and we need to converse. Business 
today is dependent on relevant, 
timely and comprehensive infor-
mation – like never before.

The transition from paper to 
online media is a great example. 
We are now familiar with using 
online content rather than just 
consuming printed information. 
We clip, we comment, we share. 
It is beginning to seem a little 
strange you cannot touch a word 
on a printed page and have some-
thing useful happen – how on 
earth did we manage?

I cannot count the number of 
tech eras I have seen in my 40 
years with ACORD, but the com-
mon thread has always been 
improved access to information. 
The signs are decision-makers 
are approaching the next waves 
of technology with data firmly 
in mind – less impressed by “gee 
whiz” specs and stats, more in-
trigued by the new possibilities 
for acquiring, sharing and ex-
ploiting information.

Driven by data
The IT profession is in the middle 
of domesticating cloud technolo-
gy and responding intelligently to 
the opportunities and challenges 
of big data. Both developments 
set the tone for a true information 
age – one in which the insurance 
industry recognises itself as the 
epitome of an information busi-
ness. Our industry is absolutely 
driven by data and always has 

been. In retrospect, the image 
of IT as “automation” – a means 
of improving clerical efficien-
cy – now looks like a transitory 
phenomenon. Technology has 
become the very environment of 
commerce, with data as the life-
blood of business.

Although the cloud and big 
data revolutions are far from 
complete, insurance leaders need 
to prepare for a disruption with 
potentially vaster impact. This is 
the emergence of the “internet 
of things”. As smart, connected 
devices begin to appear in the ev-
eryday environment, entire new 
classes of data of great interest 
to insurers will emerge. We will 
be able to monitor and measure 
fine-grained properties in real 
time, enabling new approaches 
to coverage and claims. As more 
and more data becomes available 
about more and more situations, 
our understanding of types and 
levels of risk will change dramat-
ically. It is as if we are about to 
turn up the resolution on all our 
instruments. The world will never 
look the same again.

The growth of the internet of 
things will have very public impli-
cations for the insurance industry. 
Other technology developments 
may be just as disruptive, if less 
obvious in their arrival. One such 
is blockchain technology, a by-
product of Bitcoin. I do not believe 
all the hype around Bitcoin per se, 
but I think the blockchain mecha-
nism it uses could have profound 
effects on insurance. Blockchain 
is basically a secure way of em-
bedding the transaction history 
of a business object in the object 
itself. This makes it possible to log, 
for example, the subscribers to a 
risk within the risk.

Many business processes con-
cerned with authenticating, 
verifying and auditing items of 
business could be affected by the 
use of blockchain. It is possible 
blockchain (or a development of 
it) could enable the separation of 
hubs and markets; that is, markets 
could function without the need 
for centralised authorities.

Of course, just because some-
thing could happen does not 
mean it will happen. But the 

central role of technology in our 
lives means we need to be pre-
pared for sudden shifts in busi-
ness practices and commercial 
structures, where new ways of 
behaving become mainstream in 
short order. Whatever happens, 
and whatever kind of strategic 
responses they choose, insurers 
and their partners will need to 
manage and share data. Stan-
dards are the best way of ensur-
ing they can make as well as meet 
the future.

Standards enable change
The future promises change, 
change and more change. But 
we are getting more comfortable 
with change. I hear fewer com-
plaints about “too much change” 
in organisations. Innovation is be-
ing democratised as staff become 
more involved in changing pro-
cesses. Perhaps it is because we 
deal with constant change in our 
own lives. Or perhaps it is because 
we have such great technology in 
our homes and pockets. Certainly, 
IT has lost whatever mystique it 
had and we are all benefiting.

People sometimes think, as a 
standards organisation, ACORD 
must be about stability and 
therefore resistant to change. 
That is to misunderstand the role 
of data standards. Standards are 
created and adopted by the com-
munity so players can save mon-
ey, work smarter, collaborate 
better, reach wider markets and 
innovate faster. So standards are 
enablers for change.

ACORD’s participation in the 
Insurance Day community is shift-
ing decisively online. This is the 
last print column we will be run-
ning. I would like to thank all our 
guest columnists who have made 
this a lively and provocative place 
to get to grips with our changing 
industry. The conversation will 
continue. Look out for more com-
ment and insight from ACORD at 
www.insuranceday.com. n
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