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The brief lecture addresses reinsurance-relevant aspects of ecosystems in the 
automotive and mobility field. Specifically, the following aspects will be considered: 

• Definition and description of the roles within an ecosystem, paying particular 
attention to the role of insurance companies;  

• Status and potential drivers of evolving automotive and mobility ecosystems;  
• Opportunities for the strategic positioning of reinsurance companies. 

 
By way of introduction, it is noted that the term ‘(business) ecosystem’ has been in 
use in academic literature for several decades as a way to analyse market dynamics 
and relationships between market participants. The definitions used diverge where 
the level of abstraction and the underlying perspective are concerned. While some 
definitional approaches tend to describe ecosystems more from the consumers’ point 
of view, other definitional approaches mainly concern themselves with competitive 
relationships on the supplier side. As an example of the latter approach, consider the 
following definitional approach according to Moore (1996):  
 
A business ecosystem is “an economic community [in which] individuals coevolve 
their capabilities and roles, and tend to align themselves with the directions set by 
one or more central companies." 

As reasons of time and space prevent a detailed analysis of the definition, for 
purposes of the short presentation, specific mention is made of the fact that the 



 

- 4 - 

 

definitional approach quoted permits derivation of the various supplier-side roles and 
relationships within an ecosystem. Accordingly, the following roles are defined:  

• The ecosystem ‘owner’ is a central stakeholder who performs the governance of 
the ecosystem;  

• The ‘provider’ furnishes the (technological) interface or platform; 
• The ‘producer’ offers products/services within the ecosystem; 
• The ‘consumer’ uses the ecosystem to meet its needs. 

 
While it is true that the term ‘ecosystem’ has a very long history of use in the academic 
literature, the practice-oriented literature tends to describe the emergence of 
ecosystems as a novel development. This contrast is specifically ascribed to the fact 
that the growing importance of central digital platforms has shown that the role of 
‘owner’ or ‘provider’ within a successful ecosystem can quickly lead to a market-
dominating position on the part of individual providers.  

Ecosystems in other sectors of the economy have already led to material changes in 
the competitive environment, but given the status quo in the mobility market, it can 
be concluded that this market remains a relatively fragmented one, characterised by 
a lack of (dominant) position on the part of a central owner. On the one hand, demand 
for ‘mobility’ as a service is still met mainly through motor-vehicle ownership 
(possession-oriented private transport). On the other hand, there is intense 
competition on the part of a host of different suppliers in the various sub-sectors 
(vehicle sales/repair and maintenance/insurance, etc.). As a result, the customer 
interfaces for the individual providers in the sub-sectors are often fragmented and not 
centrally orchestrated.  

Given the technological advancements towards vehicle interconnectivity and 
automation, however, the once-limited motor vehicle can now be developed to offer 
network capabilities as a ‘connected smart device’; hence, the customer can be 
offered additional capabilities, services and functionalities by means of the digital 
interface thus created. This could potentially lead to increasing competition by the 
vehicle provider with third-party providers of services from downstream sub-sectors 
(e.g. maintenance and repair or insurance). The increasing automation of motor 
vehicles permits the emergence of ecosystems not based any longer on individual 
vehicle ownership but instead offering ‘Mobility as a Service (MaaS)’ (e.g. ride hailing 
via robotaxis).  

In summary, increasing interconnectivity could integrate additional services using the 
vehicle as a digital interface, even introducing competing mobility concepts through 
increasing automation. This could result in a massive shift in ecosystems in the 
automotive and mobility sectors. An added difficulty for strategic planning, however, 
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is that the ultimate scope of technological development, and of the social acceptance 
of these innovations, is not entirely foreseeable at the moment.  

Still, as is already discernible, (re)insurers themselves do not occupy the core product 
or the central digital interfaces to the customer in the automotive and mobility sector. 
From this it can be deduced that ownership of these ecosystems tends not to be in 
the hands of (re)insurers, and that these must thus position themselves more as 
strategic partners to the main stakeholders. 

The possibility of positioning in this direction, however, is also a function of the 
strategic approach that the ecosystem owner takes to the task of structuring the 
ecosystem. The literature describes two particular approaches in this regard:  

• Physical dominator: The owner occupies the technological platform, with the 
customer interface and services simply ‘supplied’ by external partners. Here, the 
range of services and products is offered under an own brand.  

• Value dominator: The owner opens up the platform to other service providers that 
can use it to offer services of their own (possibly in exchange for payment of a 
fee).  

 
These different approaches can be seen in the still-unfinalized discussions between 
automobile manufacturers, on the one hand, and third-party providers on the other 
with regard to access to data from the networked vehicle. From this lecturer’s 
perspective, however, this discussion only has real strategic relevance if it is 
assumed that mobility patterns will not shift in favour of MaaS services anyway in the 
medium to long term. In this case, for example, the MaaS provider would deploy a 
smartphone app to provide mobility services complete with modules for downstream 
services (e.g. insurance).  

Under this scenario, insurance-oriented services and the relevant expertise remain 
just as important and intrinsic. Nevertheless, one cannot hope that the mobility 
market will not undergo a long-term structural shift. Instead, integrated strategic 
planning should also incorporate an analysis of the possible future key stakeholders 
under novel ecosystems. Based on this, these stakeholders’ potential needs can be 
described in an effort to build up the resources needed to successfully position 
themselves as strategic partners.  

Possible products and services might include expertise in the field of data-based 
pricing, white-label products for mobility providers and expertise in the management 
and transfer of risks of the mobility provider itself. This development might mean that 
primary insurers would run the risk of losing the original interface to the end customer, 
but it could also present an opportunity for reinsurers in particular to broaden their 
own business models. Offering white-label products, for example, could grow the 
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business model into a ‘b2b2c’ business model by strategically partnering with a 
platform operator. Reinsurers would expand their role as a result, no longer simply 
allocating reinsurance capacity to primary insurers but also making a closer approach 
to risk and ecosystem owners through relevant services. What makes a targeted 
strategic orientation particularly difficult are the uncertainty and ambiguity of 
developments in the underlying mobility sector. Early strategic positioning is 
considered necessary, however, particularly due to the ‘key-account’ risk, as 
successful ecosystems can quickly lead to consolidation on the provider side. 

 

 

Discussion 

• Can the findings around strategic positioning in the automotive and mobility fields 
be transposed to other fields as well? 

From the lecturer’s perspective, these considerations can in principle be 
transferred to other areas as well. The individual cases must, however, first 
investigate the extent to which ecosystems are directly or indirectly linked to 
insurance-relevant content.  Generally speaking, because insurance-based 
service and product modules also play a role in other areas (travel, smart home, 
warranty extensions for individual retail products, etc.), for example, ecosystems 
can be developed as business fields through the use of white-label products and 
the downstream administration of insurance services. Still, it seems questionable 
whether the ecosystems in the other sectors, like those in the mobility sector, 
could lead to a real, profound and holistic impact on the interlinked insurance 
sector 

 
Please contact Fabian Pütz (fabian.puetz@th-koeln.de) with any questions or 
comments. 
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