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My name is Lihong Wang; I work for an independent 
Lloyd’s Broker 1065, International Risk Solutions 
Limited, based in London. I am also responsible for 
our European office in Cyprus. I have been working 
as a part-time researcher at the Cologne Research 
Centre for Reinsurance for 12 years.  

 

The research project ‘Developments in Chinese 
Online Insurance 2022’ is part of a series of research topics I have been doing over 
the years, including the 2019 ‘China InsurTech Development’ project. Three years 
on, it is an excellent opportunity to give an update, especially with COVID-19 and the 
lockdowns’ impact.  

In the following, I will give you some introduction and statistics on the online insurance 
premium development, some macro-environmental analyses and show the drivers 
and challenges for further growth. Finally, I will draw a conclusion in the summary.  

Online insurance has evolved significantly in China. It started as a pure distribution 
channel and has now developed into a complex, technology-embedded ecosystem 
in the past eight years. According to the Chinese Insurance and Banking Regulatory 
Commission (CBIRC), the gross premiums for online insurance exceeded 290 billion 
yuan, equivalent to 45 billion US dollars, in 2021. This accounted for around 6% of 
the market total in the same year.  

The most significant factor was China’s 850 million active mobile users, some of 
whom were keen on online products and services, especially during the lockdowns. 

By the end of 2020, more than 140 insurers had launched online insurance and 
expanded their products from motor insurance to multiple other lines of insurance 
business. The market has also seen an increasing number of third-party 
administrators, claims handlers, application developers, and others that provide 
services to insurers and insured.  
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The premium development is shown in the graph of the presentation. After years of 
significant growth between 2014 and 2016, the value of premiums decreased in the 
following two years. However, the online personal insurance market recovered and 
grew around 38 per cent in 2021 compared to the previous year. The gross premiums 
reached nearly 300 billion yuan, equivalent to 45 billion US dollars. This accounted 
for around 6% of the market total in the same year. 

 

The background and the big picture 

By now, you would ask the same questions about why online insurance has grown 
so significantly and why demand is so high. I looked at some of the driving factors in 
the macro-environment, such as socioeconomic reasons, regulations, technologies, 
and human factors. 

Online insurance is given an excellent chance to grow due to the increase in wealth 
and a fundamental change in society, including the decline in the birth rate, and an 
ageing population, which drive the demand for insurance as people seek measures 
to protect their assets and liabilities and manage their healthcare costs and 
expenses. The current insurance penetration and density are still very low in 
comparison with Western countries, although China has become the second-biggest 
economy. The rising middle class will be the driving force behind the growth.  

The advanced technologies, for example, artificial intelligence, big data, fintech, and 
blockchain, lower the barrier and speed up entry into the markets, so that insurers 
can operate in a fully digitalised environment and easily manage the life cycle of 
insurance products. The digital engagement of the customers enables their insurers 
to transact the premiums and claims at low cost and with high efficiency.  

As an emerging business model, the pioneering companies face fewer challenges in 
compliance and fewer restrictions, for instance in marketing, solvency ratio, and 
product filing. With these changes in the insurance sector, regulators are quickly 
identifying problems and changing laws to tighten loopholes.  

The human factor refers to the entrepreneurship of Chinese enterprises. A data report 
from Qichacha, a data and analytics firm, reported a total of 7,741 enterprises 
registered with the authorities to transact and be involved with online insurance in 
2020.  A big influx of talents from commercial, finance and IT will improve the online 
insurance infrastructure, so that it can further accelerate growth and maturity.  

Although there are several factors mentioned above for the future growth of online 
insurance in China, there are some short- to meduim-term challenges that the sector 
is currently facing.  
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Changing regulations 

Since August 2021, the CBIRC has issued new laws and regulations to counter 
irregularities in the online insurance sector, making multiple corrections and 
deadlines for companies to comply, or alternatively face fines and shutdowns. The 
new rules include, amongst others, restrictions on misleading marketing, 
unauthorised products or unlicensed operations, and close monitoring of the 
solvency level and claims handling of online insurers. The government has also 
called for better data- and privacy-protection laws and regulations. In 2022, CBIRC 
also set out a new issue of risk warning on outsourcing and related-party 
transactions.  

 

Shortage of qualified advisors 

With the unprecedented demand, there is a major shortage of insurance 
professionals, which are expensive to recruit and train. As a result of emigration out 
of the big cities, recruiting new hires has become more difficult. The growth of online 
insurance requires a supply of educated graduates, as well as continuous 
professional development (CPD) programs. As I mentioned in the previous research 
project, due to the rising middle class and its impact on insurance, many young 
workers moved out of the first-tier cities and coast region into second- or third-tier 
cities or the western part of the country, leaving rather a serious shortage of skilled 
workers in the insurance companies. 

 

Increasing third-party fraud 

The increase of fraud operations by the insured or third parties through insurance 
has impacted personal insurers especially, in respect of claims procedures. The 
costs of combating fraud are increasing and deemed necessary to meet the 
regulatory requirements and profit projections. Online insurance is prone to the risk 
of digital fraud, identity theft, and other cyber crimes. Online fraudsters are difficult to 
track down, but the Ministry of Public Security in China has seen a steep increase in 
fraud cases investigated by Chinese police. 

 

Global recession 

Last but not least, the negative economic outlook worldwide puts considerable 
pressure on the spending of corporations and individuals. The insurance industry as 
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a whole is facing a slower growth rate than in previous years, and also faces the 
challenge of rising costs that are proportionally higher than operating profits. 

The rise of online insurance is one of the key trends in the insurance sector in China. 
It is the fastest-growing line of business based on the aid of advanced technologies 
related to InsurTech. Despite multiple challenges, several significant socioeconomic 
factors will continue to drive online insurance growth. 

 

 

Discussion 

 China insurance market share: Do you have comparative figures for other 
insurance markets?  

At the time of my presentation, I did not have the statistics or development details 
for other countries. This is due to the unique growth rates in China, and I only 
looked at Chinese data in the past ten years.  

There has been very limited information and segregation reporting in other 
countries, with the exception of the UK. The value of online insurance premiums 
was estimated at extremely stable rates of increase for motor, property, life, and 
health insurance in the UK for the past years. The growth rates will also remain 
similar to inflation or indexation.  

 Which are the principal lines of business for online insurance in China? 

Motor, life and health & accident insurance are the principal lines of business. 
However, there are some new products such as pet insurance, household 
insurance, travel insurance, flight delay and parcel return insurance. Health 
insurance remains one of the high-growth areas. 

 

Would you like to comment or ask any questions? Please feel free to contact  
Lihong Wang (Lihong.wang@th-koeln.de). 
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