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UNDERWRITING IN THE 21ST CENTURY:
REMOTE UNDERWRITING STUDY 2007

Executive Summary: In the December 2006 issue of ON THE RISK, we
published the collective thoughts of a number of very experienced under-
writers about the state of remote underwriting. They had all made a
successful transition from working in the home office to their own “home
office,” and they were more than willing to share their insights.

During a series of in-depth interviews in the spring of
2006, we heard unanimous agreement that compa-
nies both large and small are sharing the same prob-
lem: too much work and not enough trained under-
writers to go around. The supply of experienced
underwriters has been shrinking for years and there
has not been enough emphasis placed on long-term
training to replenish this diminishing resource.

All of our participants agreed that well-trained and
experienced underwriting resources are getting harder
to find and it will only get worse. They recommend
that it is time to start thinking out of the box and
consider using remote/outsourced underwriters to fill
the gaps.

The response to this article was strong enough to
warrant further analysis of the growth of remote
underwriting. Starting in December 2006 and con-
tinuing into January 2007, we revisited this issue in
the form of a survey, which included both closed-
ended and open-ended questions, to seek a better
understanding of this issue from the perspective of
three distinct cohorts:
• Remote underwriters (currently working from home
as a contractor or employee)
• Life/health carriers (surveys sent to 225 compa-
nies)
• Reinsurers (all of the top U.S. life reinsurers
participated)

More Similarities Than Differences
We found more areas of agreement than disagree-
ment across the three categories of participants. For
example, all participants agree that remote under-
writers have more undistracted time, and are more or
equally productive as compared to working in an
office environment. Helping to drive that productivity
boost is the fact that the majority experienced 30 or
more hours of underwriting a week as well as signifi-
cant “off-hours” underwriting (before or after office
hours and weekends). The majority of participants
agree that to be successful with remote underwriting,
dedicated office space and equipment are important.
They also advised that proactive efforts should be

made to stay current with underwriting and medical
information, and that it is important to maintain peer
level communication. A theme that continues to emerge
and be confirmed through objective measures is the
lack of training and long-term grooming of underwrit-
ers. All agree that they would make positive recom-
mendations to colleagues about remote underwriting.

What Advice Would You Give?
A section of the survey asked two open-ended ques-
tions of our participants. We found the range of
responses and the level of enthusiasm that so many
participants expressed about this issue to be fascinat-
ing. Although the general consensus about remote
underwriting is most definitely positive, there were
also recommendations for caution and due diligence
for anyone embarking in this direction.

1) “What advice would you give to an underwriter
contemplating working from home?”

The underwriters currently working in a remote envi-
ronment offered practical advice to potential compa-
triots based on many hours of experience working
from home. They emphasized the need to be disci-
plined, a self-starter and self-sufficient, and cautioned
that if an underwriter is easily distracted or needs
outside motivation, then working remotely is not for
them. They also stressed the importance of having the
proper equipment and working environment. They
have all established a dedicated office space to work
in and go to their “office” on a regimented schedule
just like going to an office outside of the home. It is
important to be organized, manage time effectively
and set up a work schedule and adhere to it, but they
recommend that one should also remain available to
work more than the normal business hours and be
flexible. As a practical matter, you should always
finish what you start and not allow for interruptions.
They also spoke of the need to remain current by
staying in touch with peer contacts and continue
underwriter and industry education.

The carriers agreed with much of the practical advice
that the remote underwriters had to offer, and they
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also offered caution about the realities of becoming
isolated from an office environment and other people.
They started out by asking a bottom-line question: Are
you sure you can handle the lack of contact with your
fellow employees? They observed that remote under-
writing is appropriate for people whose lives take
precedence over their career, and if one is choosing a
pure, technical career path then remote would be a
viable option. If a leadership position is desired, then
it is important to remain in the office. Once working in
a remote environment, communication with the home
office is crucial and time needs to be made to make
visits to the home office on a regular basis. Don’t let
relationships and rapport with the management team
and colleagues erode. Understand also that you will
be asked to produce more file work, and you must
make the experience of being remote as seamless
and invisible as possible. Lastly, it takes special skills
to be successful when working remotely—focus, disci-
pline and organization. Not everyone is suited to work
remotely.

In the case of the reinsurers who participated, one
summed up succinctly what to look for when consider-
ing business with carriers using remote underwriters
as part of their staffing model:

“I am in reinsurance and we have to consider con-
stantly when quoting for direct writers how their un-
derwriting staff functions and, if they have a remote
force, how they are being managed and accounted
for.”
• Must have undisturbed time (no kids, pets, outside
calls other than emergencies)
• Must be self-disciplined, not easily distracted
• Must have a dedicated area that is not used by any
other family member
• Must observe the same confidentiality and ethical
issues as in the home office
• Must have dedicated equipment

2) “What advice would you give companies contem-
plating using remote underwriters?”

Given the opportunity, our remote underwriters were
pleased to offer companies words of wisdom on suc-
cessfully venturing into remote underwriting based on
their personal experience. Before using a remote
underwriter, a company should make sure the appli-
cant has a verifiable ability to work well with little
supervision and already has training and experience
working on his own. Check resumes and references to
make sure they are experienced and fluent in medical
terminology, vocabulary and can spell well, and audit
cases immediately when starting a new person to
verify skills and experience. They emphasized the
need to maintain close communication and include
the remote underwriters in key meetings, new direc-
tives and case clinics, and offer training via telephone

or Internet conferencing. Make your best effort to
communicate with the remote underwriters as if they
were in the office, and provide constructive feedback
on how the remote is performing. Most underwriters
working remotely will work hard because they want to
prove themselves. But, set realistic and measurable
goals, and make sure you provide the underwriters
with all of the tools and systems that are required to
do their job in an efficient and productive manner. Be
flexible with remote underwriters’ time and they will
work more hours than you expect.

The carriers that responded were able to give advice
to other companies based on their experience run-
ning remote underwriting programs. They started by
accentuating the positive. Remote underwriting is an
excellent solution to overcome a shortage of talent
when location of the home office is problematic. But,
the carriers also offered words of caution about how
to select the appropriate personnel to work in a
remote environment. You need to be very careful of
whom you allow to work in this environment and
ensure that (remote) staff are self-motivated and driven
individuals so  production and quality are not compro-
mised. Home office underwriters should not be al-
lowed to work remotely until they have firmly estab-
lished themselves within the company. Once you have
remote underwriters in place, have a service level
agreement (SLA) with each remote so there is a
mutual understanding of expectations, results, etc.;
you need established metrics to check production. Be
clear upfront on how you want your cases underwrit-
ten and provide a manual to make the transition
easier. In terms of areas that will determine the long-
term success of a remote underwriting program, is-
sues with technology and connectivity are critical. The
voice and IT connection between the remote under-
writers, the home office, field offices and producers
should all be seamless. Lastly, for carriers not yet
using remote underwriters but contemplating starting
a program, a couple of ways to begin were recom-
mended. Either start with a pilot program or by
outsourcing or hiring contractors instead of employ-
ees, since this makes it much easier to adjust person-
nel arrangements.

The reinsurers offered a solid checklist of priorities for
carriers to consider as they launch or evaluate a
remote underwriting program:
• Must provide equipment/communication needs/IT
security
• Must provide clear and precise expectations in
terms of productivity, delivery, accountability (job
description must be specific to a remote position)
• Must have measurement controls to audit remote
function (total output, time service, offers, place-
ment, phone interaction)
• Must have periodic “conferencing” or “training”
interaction with remote staff
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• Must treat remote employee with the same consid-
eration as home office employees and not ignore
(i.e., out of sight, out of mind)

Conclusions— Myths vs. Facts
Myth: Remote underwriting is a passing fad that will
never catch on.
Fact: Remote underwriting is in fact a trend that has
been growing for years and there are numerous ex-
amples of companies running successful programs for
2-5 years or more.

Myth: Remote underwriting could replace the need
to staff an office with underwriters.
Fact: Remote underwriting is not a replacement for
the home office underwriter. It is a tool to enhance
productivity through staff augmentation, offset the
loss of experienced personnel to retirement/attrition,
and a way to overcome relocation problems when
attempting to attract personnel.
 
Myth: Reinsurers look unfavorably at companies us-
ing remote underwriters.
Fact: Reinsurers do not look down on the use of
remote underwriting and, in fact, as a group, reinsurers
rate the environment for remote underwriting even
more favorably than both the carriers and the remote
underwriters—with the majority of reinsurers partici-
pating in this study currently using remote underwrit-
ers themselves.
 
Myth: Using remote underwriters is a great way to cut
costs and trim budgets.
Fact: The majority of companies indicated that they
achieved no cost savings through the use of remote
underwriters. A number of them did qualify their
answer by stating it was still too early to accurately
compare and quantify the difference of costs associ-
ated with remote underwriters vs. that of home office
underwriters.
 
Myth: Starting a remote underwriting program is as
easy as letting some staff work from home.

Fact: A prudent way to start a remote underwriting
program would be to first launch a pilot program
using a select group of underwriters who have already
proven their acumen and initiative. Areas that a com-
pany will want to troubleshoot and understand are IT
connectivity (computer and phone), production metrics,
operating guidelines, legal issues and quantifying costs.
Another viable option for using remote underwriters
for the first time would be through the use of an
outsourcing company with proven experience, sys-
tems and personnel.
 
Myth: Remote underwriters operate in a “vacuum.”
Fact: The most successful remote underwriting pro-
grams are a seamless extension of the home office.
Remote underwriters need to be supported by clear
and consistent communication and their technology
must be up-to-date, securely connected to the home
office and receive dedicated IT support. When deal-
ing with agents or brokers, the fact that a remote
underwriter is working on a case should be indistin-
guishable.
 
Myth: Anyone can switch from an office environment
to underwriting from home.
Fact: Remote underwriting is not for everyone. Re-
mote underwriters need to be well-organized, self-
disciplined, and not require external motivation and
supervision to consistently deliver their assigned cases.
 
Myth: Remote underwriting is a way to begin and/or
advance an underwriting career path.
Fact: The typical profile of a remote underwriter is
someone with 10 to 20 years of home office experi-
ence. Many remote underwriters have already achieved
senior rank as an underwriter and are now looking
beyond career growth as top priority. They find the
flexibility of hours and location to be more important
than office dynamics and opportunities for advance-
ment. Both the remote underwriters and carriers
caution that lack of “face time” and regular interac-
tion will limit, if not rule out, career advancement.
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