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‘Individual Agency/Tied Agency’ is also known as the ‘In-house’ or ‘Proprietary’ 
channel as it is owned and controlled by a particular insurance company. 
Individual agents are required to ensure deeper penetration of life insurance and 
thus have an important role in the healthy growth of the life insurance sector. Life 
Insurance Agency is financially rewarding and at the same time emotionally and 
physically demanding. However, it is not considered to be a preferred profession. 
For sustainable growth, the life insurers need to work hard, appoint more number 
of agents and retain them while enhancing their own productivity. 

Key words: Life insurance agent - Agency supervisor - Productivity of agent - 
Retention of agent - Agency channel

Introduction 

A life insurance policy should be the most essential financial instrument for every 
insurable individual. However, it is perceived to be of least importance and priority. The 
distribution of life insurance is very critical from the marketing point of view because, 
mere promotional activities may not create a demand for it, but it is the life insurance 
intermediary who is required to work hard to generate interest and ‘push’ the life 
insurance products.

Moreover, the marketing method of a life insurance policy normally relies on face-to-
face communication between an intermediary and the prospective policyholder. The 
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salesperson needs to explain the insurance products, answer the individual’s queries, 
clear doubts and objections and finally close the sale. Traditionally, new business 
procurement through ‘Individual/Tied Agents’ is the common way of distribution of life 
insurance. The Life Insurance Corporation (LIC) of India has adopted the “individual 
agency” as its primary distribution channel (Table 1). Although “Individual Agency” is 
not a ‘channel of choice’ for some, all the Indian life insurers have now developed or are 
developing their own agency channel. After two decades of opening up of the insurance 
industry, the Indian life insurance industry now has nearly 25 lakh individual agents 
(Table 2) who are considered to be the backbone of the industry by contributing the 
maximum to its business growth year after year. 

Table 1 : Relative New Business Contribution by
Distribution Channels of Life Insurers

(Figures in percentage of New Business Premium)

 

 Source: IRDAI Annual Report 2019-20 and ‘Public Disclosures for the Insurance Companies’

 Distribution  LIC of India  Private Sector Total 

 Channel Up to  F.Y.  Up to F.Y.  Up to  F.Y. 
  March 2021 2019-20 March 2021 2019-20 March 2021 2019-20

Individual agents 93.80 94.74 23.66 24.63 58.92 60.09

Corporate Agents-Banks 3.11 2.78 54.29 52.70 28.56 27.45

Corporate Agents -Others 0.11 0.08 3.41 3.03 1.75 1.54

Brokers  0.07 0.05 2.68 3.36 1.36 1.68

Direct Sales  2.20 1.44 14.85 13.09 8.49 7.19

Online Direct Sales _ _ 0.30 2.46 0.15 1.45

Micro Insurance Agents 0.63 0.43 0.001 0.002 0.31 0.22

Common Service Center _ _ 0.01 0.003 0.006 0.001

Web Aggregators _ _ 0.64 0.54 0.32 0.27

IMF  0.08 0.03 0.08 0.11 0.08 0.07

Point of Sales _ _ 0.07 0.08 0.04 0.04

Total (A)  100 100 100 100 100 100

6



Bimaquest - Vol. 22 Issue 1, January 2022 The Challenges Faced by Life Insurers in Appointing ...

7

T
a

b
le

 2
 -

 N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

In
d

iv
id

u
a

l 
A

g
e

n
ts

 t
ie

d
 t

o
 t

h
e
 L

if
e
 I

n
s

u
re

rs

S
o

u
rc

e:
 I

R
D

A
I 

H
a

n
d

b
o

o
k:

 2
0

1
3

-1
4 

a
n

d 
L

if
e 

In
su

ra
n

ce
 C

o
u

n
ci

l:
 I

n
d

iv
id

u
a

l 
A

g
en

ts
 D

a
ta

Sr
. N

o
.

In
su

re
r

Ye
ar

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

2
0

0
5

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

2
0

1
5

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

2
0

1
8

2
0

1
9

2
0

2
0

2
0

2
1

1
A

d
it

ya
 B

ir
la

 S
u

n
lif

e
2

0
0

0
-0

1
2
0
0
9

6
1
7
9

1
2
6
9
6

5
2
8
8

1
7
7
3
8

5
6
4
9
0

1
0
9
0
3
4

1
6
4
3
6
3

1
6
8
1
2
4

1
4
4
5
7
3

1
3
1
2
9
7

1
0
6
8
2
3

8
1
7
6
3

9
0
5
3
7

1
1
0
6
5
8

8
2
0
4
8

9
1
7
2
0

8
1
5
2
8

8
5
9
9
5

9
4
7
7
5

2
H

D
FC

 L
if

e
2

0
0

0
-0

1
3
2
1
4

1
0
1
4
5

1
7
1
7
8

2
3
6
7
9

3
4
8
8
1

7
4
0
1
6

1
4
4
7
3
4

2
0
7
7
4
1

1
9
9
5
2
2

1
4
2
2
3
8

1
0
6
2
4
4

7
7
5
0
3

5
4
8
3
6

6
5
2
1
4

8
2
3
8
1

5
4
5
1
6

7
7
0
4
8

9
1
1
7
2

1
0
7
6
6
2

1
1
2
0
1
2

3
IC

IC
I P

ru
d

e
n

ti
al

 L
if

e
2

0
0

0
-0

1
1
0
8
6
1

1
8
3
4
4

3
2
7
0
6

5
6
6
0
0

7
2
4
8
1

2
3
4
0
0
0

2
9
0
9
9
3

2
7
6
9
2
9

2
1
1
1
6
9

1
7
6
0
7
6

1
3
8
8
8
3

1
4
7
5
4
7

1
7
1
7
3
4

1
3
2
4
6
3

1
2
1
0
1
6

1
3
6
1
1
4

1
5
1
5
6
3

1
7
0
5
7
2

1
9
0
9
2
4

1
8
7
5
6
0

4
M

ax
 L

if
e

2
0

0
0

-0
1

2
6
2
0

3
3
7
9

5
6
0
8

7
5
6
7

1
2
5
1
0

2
1
7
0
0

3
3
7
1
7

7
8
2
8
7

6
4
6
4
5

4
0
0
6
5

3
5
3
6
8

3
5
3
8
4

4
2
6
2
0

4
3
5
0
5

4
5
2
7
6

5
4
2
8
3

5
6
9
6
8

5
0
8
5
4

4
5
9
7
9

5
5
2
1
7

5
B

aj
aj

 A
lli

an
z 

Li
fe

2
0

0
1

-0
2

4
3
7
7

1
4
1
5
7

3
6
2
5
1

3
2
5
6
5

1
0
9
1
4
1

2
1
6
1
9
1

2
5
0
2
3
9

2
0
4
9
4
1

1
6
7
7
4
1

1
8
9
6
6
7

1
7
3
1
4
6

1
4
8
0
0
0

1
6
9
6
3
4

1
2
0
9
8
2

8
9
9
7
5

7
7
0
9
7

7
0
7
6
3

7
2
7
1
9

8
0
5
2
4

8
8
1
0
2

6
Ex

id
e

 L
if

e
2

0
0

1
-0

2
1
1
3
5

2
2
9
1

5
7
1
4

1
0
3
7
9

2
1
5
4
4

3
3
9
4
4

5
2
7
6
0

7
6
0
5
8

5
3
2
7
3

3
4
9
5
7

2
9
3
9
6

2
8
5
2
8

3
5
1
4
0

3
2
3
5
7

5
0
3
0
0

5
6
0
3
4

4
6
1
2
6

4
9
8
3
3

4
4
3
8
3

3
6
9
2
8

7
K

o
ta

k 
M

ah
in

d
ra

 L
if

e
2

0
0

1
-0

2
1
3
4
8

3
7
3
0

6
5
1
1

2
9
0
0

1
2
5
2
3

2
4
4
8
4

3
4
7
2
3

4
2
0
8
3

3
5
8
9
7

3
8
2
6
9

3
1
2
9
7

3
3
7
4
0

4
4
3
9
5

5
5
5
4
8

8
6
3
0
3

9
6
7
2
9

9
4
6
8
8

1
2
4
5
0
0

1
2
4
6
9
0

1
0
9
3
2
1

8
P

N
B

 M
e

tl
if

e
 In

d
ia

2
0

0
1

-0
2

4
1
7

1
4
5
4

3
1
5
5

3
3
3
6

9
9
8
5

2
0
8
4
8

3
6
7
9
8

6
0
7
2
7

6
3
3
0
0

2
8
8
4
0

2
9
4
1
8

2
4
1
1
4

1
3
4
4
8

1
7
0
1
7

7
9
8
9

6
2
4
8

6
4
5
2

7
3
3
8

8
8
2
9

9
9
3
3

9
R

e
lia

n
ce

 N
ip

p
o

n
 L

if
e

2
0

0
1

-0
2

4
8
4

1
5
9
9

6
3
8
1

5
0
0
5

1
9
9
5
6

9
5
6
2
2

1
8
4
1
9
4

1
4
9
6
1
3

1
9
5
5
6
5

1
8
9
4
3
3

1
5
0
5
9
0

1
2
4
0
3
8

1
0
9
0
4
2

1
0
5
0
2
2

1
2
9
6
9
3

1
6
2
2
7
6

6
5
0
9
9

5
5
4
9
2

6
3
0
1
6

4
2
6
0
4

1
0

SB
I L

if
e

2
0

0
1

-0
2

7
1
9

1
4
8
6

2
1
8
1

2
0
8
0

5
0
4
6

1
8
0
1
9

2
2
3
6
0

4
3
5
3
4

2
3
7
5
3

3
3
3
5
3

8
6
9
8
9

9
4
1
3
8

1
1
0
4
9
1

8
3
6
5
6

9
2
6
1
9

9
5
3
5
5

1
0
8
2
6
1

1
2
3
6
1
3

1
3
0
4
1
8

1
7
0
0
9
6

1
1

Ta
ta

 A
IA

 L
if

e
2

0
0

1
-0

2
7
0
3
8

1
5
4
5
1

3
2
8
9
0

1
7
7
3
7

3
5
3
3
6

2
8
1
0
5

5
2
5
4
4

1
0
7
6
7
0

1
5
1
5
5
7

8
7
2
2
3

4
6
9
4
8

2
9
3
6
1

4
0
7
5
1

4
0
9
9
3

2
7
5
3
8

2
5
7
0
4

2
6
9
6
3

2
9
4
6
9

3
0
9
2
6

5
0
3
6
7

1
2

A
vi

va
 L

if
e

2
0

0
2

-0
3

1
8
6
8

5
0
0
2

3
8
0
6

1
0
9
7
4

2
9
0
5
2

3
5
3
0
7

3
0
8
3
8

3
2
7
2
8

2
3
2
1
9

1
9
1
2
6

1
7
4
7
0

1
9
9
8
5

1
8
9
3
5

1
0
4
4
3

1
3
6
4
8

1
6
4
3
1

1
3
8
0
3

1
1
2
8
5

6
9
9
0

1
3

Sa
h

ar
a 

In
d

ia
 L

if
e

2
0

0
4

-0
5

7
8

9
7
9
7

1
2
8
3
9

1
3
5
1
5

1
3
8
5
6

1
4
1
8
0

1
4
5
7
8

1
1
0
1
6

1
0
9
1
4

1
1
3
6
2

1
1
4
7
7

1
0
4
0
2

1
0
4
8
0

1
0
4
3
9

1
0
3
9
8

1
0
3
7
5

1
4

Sh
ri

ra
m

 L
if

e
2

0
0

5
-0

6
5
7
5
9

1
0
3
8
4

1
7
6
5
9

1
9
7
5
9

2
1
5
5
4

1
0
1
3
9

6
3
8
0

5
3
5
1

4
6
3
7

4
4
6
0

4
4
2
2

4
5
0
8

4
4
9
8

4
4
5
5

4
4
3
6

3
7
8
4

1
5

B
h

ar
ti

 A
X

A
 L

if
e

2
0

0
6

-0
7

1
2
3
5

1
4
0
4
5

2
8
9
3
2

3
3
0
1
1

1
5
5
1
2

1
4
8
4
2

1
3
2
6
9

1
6
7
3
3

1
9
1
3
2

2
0
5
6
1

1
8
5
3
5

2
8
6
3
8

3
9
3
8
2

4
3
3
1
6

3
3
2
1
3

1
6

Fu
tu

re
 G

e
n

e
ra

li
2

0
0

7
-0

8
1
1

2
4
4
3
7

4
2
6
1
3

5
2
6
6
6

4
1
2
8
1

2
7
4
3
7

2
7
2
9
2

1
7
1
5
0

1
7
9
1
9

8
7
5
5

1
1
8
9
0

7
6
2
9

3
9
2
8

2
8
6
1

1
7

A
ge

as
 F

e
d

e
ra

l
2

0
0

7
-0

8
2
7
9

6
5
0
9

7
7
3
7

7
8
8
2

7
4
0
0

8
5
3
1

1
0
3
4
3

1
3
0
8
9

9
3
0
9

7
9
1
5

1
0
7
6
3

1
4
4
0
2

1
0
6
0
3

1
1
6
7
1

1
8

A
e

go
n

 L
if

e
2

0
0

8
-0

9
2
3
0
9

7
6
1
7

1
0
8
6
1

7
3
1
3

4
4
8
8

8
0
2
2

7
9
7
3

6
2
2
2

5
8
1
4

5
7
3
9

5
6
7
1

1
6
6
1

3
6
4

1
9

C
an

ar
a 

H
SB

C
2

0
0

8
-0

9
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

5
4

2
4
6

2
0

P
ra

m
e

ri
ca

 L
if

e
2

0
0

8
-0

9
1
1
3

2
1
1
5

5
1
9
9

7
1
2
2

5
4
8
7

3
2
4
9

1
9
9
5

4
4
3
9

7
8
8
9

1
2
3
1
8

1
4
2
5
0

1
5
3
5
1

1
4
9
0
1

2
1

St
ar

 U
n

io
n

 D
ai

-I
ch

i
2

0
0

8
-0

9
6
9

1
2
8

5
5
0

1
1
8
9

6
5
1
0

8
1
6
7

8
5
0
7

9
1
1
2

4
7
5
7

2
6
7
8

9
9
9

2
6
1

2
2

In
d

ia
Fi

rs
t 

Li
fe

2
0

0
9

-1
0

2
9
6

1
6
5
8

2
9
5
9

3
7
9
0

4
3
2
5

2
4
6
8

2
9
1
0

1
6
6
0

2
0
3
8

2
5
4
0

1
9
1
4

2
3

Ed
e

lw
e

is
s 

To
ki

o
 L

if
e

2
0

1
1

-1
2

8
2
5

3
4
0
1

7
2
5
5

1
0
4
2
1

1
5
4
9
0

2
1
4
4
9

3
1
0
3
1

4
3
6
8
1

5
1
7
2
3

5
7
7
7
3

P
ri

va
te

 In
su

re
rs

3
4

2
2

2
8

0
0

8
3

1
6

6
2

7
3

1
7

0
9

4
2

3
6

7
9

5
2

8
7

3
8

8
7

1
2

9
2

2
3

6
1

5
3

8
3

5
8

1
4

9
5

8
4

6
1

2
4

4
7

7
6

1
0

8
0

6
5

1
9

4
9

7
7

4
9

9
2

5
8

4
9

0
4

3
0

3
9

5
5

0
0

5
9

5
7

3
4

1
9

3
3

8
5

6
1

0
1

5
5

1
8

1
0

6
9

6
4

0
1

1
0

1
2

6
8

2
4

LI
C

 o
f 

In
d

ia
1

9
5

6
-5

7
7
9
2
1
1
2

9
8
8
3
5
8

1
0
9
8
9
1
0

1
0
4
1
7
3
7

1
0
5
2
2
8
3

1
1
0
3
0
4
7

1
1
9
3
7
4
4

1
3
4
4
8
5
6

1
4
0
2
8
0
7

1
3
3
7
0
6
4

1
2
7
8
2
3
4

1
1
7
2
9
8
3

1
1
9
5
9
1
6

1
1
6
3
6
0
4

1
0
6
1
5
6
0

1
1
3
1
1
8
1

1
1
4
8
8
1
1

1
1
7
9
2
2
9

1
2
0
8
8
2
6

1
3
5
3
8
0
8

In
d

u
st

ry
 t

o
ta

l
8

2
6

3
3

4
1

0
6

8
4

4
1

1
2

6
5

1
8

3
1

2
1

2
6

7
9

1
4

2
0

2
3

5
1

9
7

6
9

3
4

2
4

8
5

9
8

0
2

8
8

3
2

1
4

2
8

9
8

6
5

3
2

5
8

1
8

4
0

2
3

5
8

8
8

5
2

1
2

2
7

5
7

2
1

8
8

5
0

0
2

0
6

7
9

0
7

2
0

1
6

5
6

5
2

0
8

8
5

2
2

2
0

8
2

6
6

7
2

1
9

4
7

4
7

2
2

7
8

4
6

6
2

4
5

5
0

7
6

Ta
b

le
 2

 -
 N

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
In

d
iv

id
u

al
 A

ge
n

ts
 t

ie
d

 t
o

 t
h

e
 L

if
e

 In
su

re
rs



Bimaquest - Vol. 22 Issue 1, January 2022

Chart 1 -  Number of Individual Agents Tied to The Life Insurers

 

Source: IRDAI Handbook: 2013-14 and Life Insurance Council: Individual Agents’ Data

Challenges in Building an ‘Agency Vertical’ by a Life Insurer

Building a strong agency vertical has always been a challenge for the life insurers.  It is 
found to be very difficult to attract capable candidates interested in marketing life 
insurance policies and to appoint them as individual agents. The next difficulty faced by 
insurers is to make the on-boarded agents attend trainings and launch them to canvass 
business. Though the insurers have adequate inhouse support mechanisms and attractive 
terms of remuneration for the newly appointed agents, yet, the industry experiences high 
attrition levels even up to 30 percent of agents in the first year itself of their intake. The 
four years’ agency retention rate lingers around a low 15 percent. This figure indicates a 
huge churning of life insurance agents and the need for life insurers to make efforts to 
make their agents productive and ensure their continuation. 

Table 3 - Recent Turnover Levels of Individual Agents in the 
Indian Life Insurance Industry

3500000

3000000

2500000

1500000

1000000

500000

0

Year

Private Insurers LIC of India Industry total

Individual Life Insurance Agents

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

20
22

3 A - LIC of India

 Year No. on Agents  Appointments in  Exits in the year Net No. of Agents
  as of 1st April the year  as on 31st March

 Mar-16 1163604 319428 421472 1061560

 Mar-17 1061560 339964 270343 1131181

 Mar-18 1131181 265806 248176 1148811

 Mar-19 1148811 263894 233476 1179229

 Mar-20 1179229 273337 243740 1208826

 Mar-21 1208826 345469 200487 1353808

  Total 1,807,898 1,617,694

Net addition of agents                 1,90,204
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Source: Life Insurance Council: Individual Agents Data (year wise)

Though the net agency numbers from April 2015 show a growth, close scrutiny of the data 
reveals declining results. The minimum educational qualification suggested by IRDAI 
for appointment as an individual agent is a 10th standard pass or equivalent. ‘CMIE 
statistical profile, September-December 2020’ indicates that nearly 4.20 crore Indians 
have passed the 10th standard and though they are willing to work, they are unemployed. 
The life insurance industry appoints nearly 6 to 6.50 lakh individuals as agents every 
year. This number definitely appears to be low against the total recruitment potential of 
24 life insurers considering the existing unemployment conditions in India. It draws 
attention to the challenges faced by the life insurers in attracting individuals and 
appointing agents. 

Similarly, the attrition of nearly 34.25 lakh agents during the last 6 years is certainly 
alarming for all the stakeholders. The loss caused by agent attrition is limited not only to 
the expenditure on their training, but it also includes the consequent lapses of policies, the 

3 B - Private Insurers

 Year No. on Agents  Appointments in  Exits in the year Net No. of Agents
  as of 1st April the year  as on 31st March

 Mar-16 904303 345651 294949 955005

 Mar-17 955005 311423 309087 957341

 Mar-18 957341 338682 362167 933856

 Mar-19 933856 379739 298077 1015518

 Mar-20 1015518 376007 321885 1069640

 Mar-21 1069640 253299 221670 1101268

  Total 2,004,801 1,807,835

Net addition of agents                 1,96,966
3 C - Life Insurance Industry

 Year No. on Agents  Appointments in  Exits in the year Net No. of Agents
  as of 1st April the year  as on 31st March

 Mar-16 2067907 665079 716421 2016565

 Mar-17 2016565 651387 579430 2088522

 Mar-18 2088522 604488 610343 2082667

 Mar-19 2082667 643633 531553 2194747

 Mar-20 2194747 649344 565625 2278466

 Mar-21 2278466 598768 422157 2455077

  Total 3,812,699 3,425,529

Net addition of agents                 3,87,170

During the last 6 years - Appointment of agents - 38.12 lakh
Exits of agents - 34.25 lakh, Net addition of agents - 3.87 lakh
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severe damage to the market reputation of the insurers and the ‘image hit’ to the insurance 
profession itself. 

Research Project by National Insurance Academy

National Insurance Academy conducted a research project during the period between 
October 2020 and March 2021, to understand and find ways to overcome “the Challenges 
faced by the Life Insurers in Appointing and Retaining Individual Agents”. 

From the analysis of secondary data and literature review, we could arrive at some 
common challenges faced by the life insurers during the appointment of agents and some 
‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors that can be attributed to the attrition of agents. During the pilot 
study, we prepared an interview guide based on the groundwork done and conducted in-
depth interviews of 6 select agents and 21 officials working in various capacities such as 
agency supervisors, assistant managers, branch managers and divisional heads of various 
life insurers. We also interviewed an Ombudsman and a reputed trainer at length. We also 
spoke to some terminated agents to understand the exact nature of their problems.

From all these interactions we arrived at a conclusion that the industry practitioners have 
a lot of experience and wisdom to share and their views can be well captured with open-
ended questions rather than markings on a rating scale. Hence, we decided to adopt 
‘Qualitative Empirical Approach’ for our study and to collect qualitative data from all the 
concerned in the form of subjective responses to the questionnaires.

We developed and distributed separate sets of exhaustive questionnaires to the officials 
of LIC of India and 23 private insurers. A separate questionnaire was served on individual 
agents. We collected 38 responses from the insurance managers of various cadres 
working in different parts of the country and 51 responses from the agents. Three well-
known insurance trainers also shared their views.

The discussions and the suggestions mentioned in this article are based on compilation of 
the valuable subjective insights provided by these 121 respondents associated with the 
development and control of the individual agency channel of the life insurers. However, 
we might have missed some of the industry wisdom and concerns as the sample size was 
relatively small as only some insurers could contribute to this project.

The Profession of Life Insurance Agent

Only a few industries within and outside the financial services sector can provide a 
rewarding profession like life insurance agency to the relatively less qualified and 
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inexperienced individuals as agents. However, in general, there seems to be a lack of 
awareness about the insurance profession as such.

The entry criteria to become a life insurance agent (a pass in 10th standard and a pass in 
agency examination) appears to be simple for many. Moreover, an agent can earn high 
level of commission and be entitled to many other benefits commensurate with the 
business performance, and that too, with flexible working hours and without any 
significant financial capital invested. But still, people do not join life insurance agency as 
a preferred profession. This profession has the challenges of low conversion rates and 
uncertainty of adequate income in the initial phase. The industry experts say that people 
turn to life insurance agency only when they do not find any other employment option and 
even if they opt for agency, they join only to earn some income in the interregnum till they 
get another “comfortable” job opportunity. The general inclination of a large number of 
people is not to take up life insurance agency even as a part-time job because, the life 
insurance agency (profession) does not confer on them a good social status in society 
even now.

The profession of ‘life insurance agency’ is certainly not the final option to be taken up as 
an occupation by someone who has in fact failed in other areas. Though it is assumed to be 
one of the toughest and challenging professions, it is immensely rewarding for those who 
exhibit the essential qualities, are willing to learn the necessary skills and put in 
disciplined and consistent efforts to establish themselves in the market. The insurers find 
it very difficult to recruit suitable and sustainable candidates who have the right attitude 
and aptitude for life insurance agency work. The agency managers who recruit agents 
under them need to be more diligent and choosier while screening and selecting 
individuals to ensure their productivity and continuity as agents in the life insurance 
profession.

Desirable Qualities to be a Sustainable Life Insurance Agent

There are no proven prototypes of a successful agent. They are recruited as agents from 
all kinds of backgrounds, having different levels of education and varying life 
experiences. However, essentially a life insurance advisor needs to have a dire desire to 
earn money, a high degree of integrity, perseverance and willingness to be trained. Table 
4 summarizes some of the common traits and attributes of successful agents based on the 
industry experience. 
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Challenges Faced by Life Insurers in Appointing Agents

As there appears to be lack of interest in insurance, hence, a dearth of people willing to 
join the agency profession, and, as the cost involved in the process of appointment of 
agents is very low, the agency managers are inclined to appoint majority of the candidates 
who approach them, under the assumption that “nobody knows who will click … and/or 
when and for how long”. Also, as there is no perfect and proven prototype for a successful 
agent, the agency selection appears to be driven solely by the ‘trial & error’ method. This 
random or irrational method of selection of agents to the insurance profession results in 
low motivation, low productivity as well as low retention of agents. 

The following are a few of the many challenges faced by the life insurers in attracting, and 
appointing individual agents:

▪ Lack of awareness among people at large about life insurance agency as a 
profession

▪ Perception of ‘Low Status’ about the life insurance agency as a profession

▪ Unwillingness of individuals to be known as life insurance agents 

▪ Under-appreciation of the commission structure by the prospective candidates 

▪ Inadequate efforts taken by the agency supervisors to attract the right candidates

▪ Difficulty in identifying the potential talent or the right persons for agency

▪ Reluctance of the candidates to undergo training and Agency Examination

Self-motivation Money motivation Success Patterns
Social mobility 

& communication
Trainability and 

adaptability

Perseverance
(Capacity to handle 

failure)

Financial needs/ 
family commitment

Sales experience Range of contacts
and social mobility

Education and 
background

Good Working Habits 
like honesty, regular 

work every day, 
Commitment to time

Materialistic (Dreams 
of future purchases)

Confidence, high 
energy and willing 

to delegate

Active listening & 
Communication skills 
to explain complex 

products

Willingness and 
patience to call known/

unknown people

Structured Efforts 
(willing to keep 

records)

Goal Orientation 
(Ambitions)

Persistence, 
Past success 

records

Expanding network 
and activities on a 
continuous basis

Ability / willingness to 
acquire new skills 

& knowledge

Stamina to work 
Hard and anytime 

availabilty

Wants recognition Emotional 
intelligence, 

Persuasiveness

Curiosity and 
receptiveness to 

new ideas

Table 4  : Common Traits of Successful Agents

Source: Compilation by the authors. 
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Activities to Attract More Individuals to Agency Profession

Building scales through massive appointments of agents would be the best strategy for 
the life insurers working in the still untapped market like India. Against the backdrop of 
low awareness levels and inhibitions of the capable individuals, the insurers and the other 
stakeholders are required to make conscious efforts to strengthen and complement the 
activities of the agency recruiters in the field. As a step towards achieving this objective, 
many life insurers call their retail agents as ‘advisors’, while some insurers direct their 
agents to wear the company blazers while on call. 

The following are some of the measures to be taken by life insurers to attract a greater 
number of suitable candidates to the insurance agency profession:

▪ Brand “Life Insurance Agency” as a good and noble profession, not only just in terms 
of attractive remuneration and rewards; but also, in terms of status, self-confidence 
and industry recognition.

▪ Provide wide publicity to training, support and growth opportunities that are being 
provided to life insurance advisors. An attractively printed brochure showcasing the 
benefits of being an insurance agent plays a huge role in recruitment. An integrated 
digital campaign of ‘SBI Life’ called “Goodness ki Muskaan” – developed to promote, 
leverage and recruit insurance agents through the various benefits offered – is a good 
initiative. 

▪ Showcase and project the successful agents as ‘brand ambassadors’ to attract 
candidates with good profiles. 

▪ Segment the agency market and launch an appropriate publicity campaign via the 
advertising media (including social media) to attract the desired category of recruits.

▪ Share the success stories of agents with similar profiles on the lines of the targeted 
prospects.

▪ Arrange an aggressive publicity via direct mail campaigns targeted at agency 
recruitment.  

▪ Ensure the presence of the insurer at job fairs/ job boards and employment agencies. 

▪ Focus on prospective talent pools showing higher retention of agency work (e. g., 
retired PSU/bank officials, retired defence personnel, travel agents, estate brokers, tax 
consultants etc.) 

▪ Arrange for an exclusive and experienced recruitment team that works closely with 
front-line agency managers to help them recruit new agents.  

▪ Strengthen the agency supervisor layers and design appropriate and attractive 
incentive schemes to ensure sustainable appointment of agents.
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Types of Markets for Individual Agents to Source Life Insurance Business

The potential market for an individual life insurance agent to market insurance can be 
broadly divided into two types: 

1. Primary (Natural) Market -

 It consists of family members, relatives and friends of the insurance advisor.  In this 
category, the sale of insurance policies is comparatively easier as relationship matters 
over knowledge, standing and quality of the agent. Many a times insurance policies 
are purchased either for maintaining good relations or to help the advisor achieve 
his/her business target even without analysing the long-term financial involvement or 
understanding the benefits of the policies by the client. 

2.  Secondary (Open) Market - 

 This group consists of unknown people, including referrals outside the natural market. 
In order to survive and succeed, every individual agent is required to move extensively 
into the open market where s/he invariably faces the usual challenges, like stiff 
competition from other intermediaries, other insurance lines and companies and other 
attractive financial options and products in the market. It is in this often-un-level-
playing arena that an agent needs to develop his/her roots and grow to be successful 
eventually. Usually, an agent requires to undertake prospecting and cold calling with 
patience to get leads in the open market. Often, an agent is required to start creating an 
awareness in the client about the need for life insurance. Once an interested customer 
gets ready for a meeting, the agent needs to present and explain the suitable insurance 
products after probing into the client’s actual financial needs. Very often, to conclude a 
sale in the open market, an agent needs to make efforts and exhibit his knowledge, 
experience and professionalism to win the confidence of the customer. 

Methods of Working in the Open Market    

While working in the various segments of the open market, life insurance advisors need 
to adopt various ways to reach the target customers and leverage their individual 
strengths to solicit business. In the open market, the agents may get their leads in various 
ways like:

▪ Association with financial entities like asset management companies, banks to 
access their large data bases 

▪ Strong connections with consultants like cost accountants, doctors, lawyers 

▪ Club memberships, social activities, well-knit social networks
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▪ Referrals from the satisfied customers - “word-of-mouth”  

▪ Purchase of databases from service units 

Whatever be the mode of approaching the customers, it is assumed to be always tough to 
impress and convince the unknown customers about life insurance. The modality of the 
sale would differ from customer to customer. The charismatic agents or the agents 
occupying influential positions can get the business by virtue of their personality or the 
power they enjoy in their social circles. For others, it could be the brand value of the 
insurer, and for still others it could be the faith of the customer on the recommendations of 
an advisor of long standing that completes the sale of a life insurance policy. The advisors 
who deal with educated customers need to work hard and prepare exhaustive 
presentations of products, their comparative benefits and returns and above all, they need 
to assure ready service support to their customers.

“As we have seen in the Capgemini Report 2015, the customers are reasonably 
impressed by the way agents offer them regular advice on financial matters and 
post-sales services. In our country, those agents are successful who are energetic 
enough to give all post-sales services. Although customers have become tech-savvy 
and do a lot of research about insurance products on the internet, an 
overwhelmingly large number still prefers to buy from the tied agents and expects 
prompt post-sales services from them.”              (Majumdar, 2016)

In sum, a life insurance agent can earn a decent livelihood only if he expands his business 
in the open market. This can be achieved by continuous enhancement of his knowledge 
and skills through regular training and ensuring necessary support from the supervisor. A 
systematic training that imparts knowledge, inculcates the desired attributes and 
develops the competencies to survive and thrive in the competitive market is very 
essential for every life insurance agent. 

Training Needs of Individual Life Insurance Agents

Identifying eligible and interested individuals for life insurance marketing is very crucial 
for the insurers. It is even more important for them to continuously skill their agents and 
equip them to fit into their roles. The insurers are required to organize comprehensive and 
structured skilling and re-skilling programs for their agency vertical with appropriate 
physical infrastructure and quality trainers. The in-house training and motivating of the 
agents help in inducting them into the work culture of the organization and instil a sense 
of loyalty to the institution. Such training programs would be effective only when they 
are planned systematically, conducted meticulously and accepted willingly. 
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Pre-appointment Training, Induction and Post-appointment Skilling of Agents 

The insurers conduct pre-appointment training for their prospective agents with a focus 
on clearing the mandatory agency examination by the candidates. It should also include 
sessions on understanding of the duties and responsibilities of an agent while selling a 
valuable product like life insurance. 

The new agency recruits are to be taken on-board with a well-designed ‘Induction’ 
programme. Besides orienting the individuals to the insurer’s profile, it should cover 
various aspects like - financial markets, life cycle based financial needs, prospecting and 
entering secondary markets, product training and developing sales pitch for various 
products, objection handling, skills to close a sale, policy servicing and settlement of 
claims. 

It would be essential to provide regular post-appointment training programs covering the 
areas indicated in Table 5 in order to equip the agents to operate in a dynamic 
environment.

Table 5 : Post-Appointment Training of Agents

 

Source: Compilation by the authors. 

Table 6 : Systematic Training Programme for Individual Advisors of 
Max Life Insurance

 

Source: Compilation by the authors 

Every operating office of the insurer needs to have separate trainers devoted to training 
of the agency force.   

 Refresher Training        Specialised Training Sessions

 Persistency of policies MWP Act and Life Insurance

 Obtaining referrals Business Insurance

 Importance of CRM Up-selling and cross-selling

 Advanced financial markets Selling to HNI Customers

 Tax planning and Insurance Personal Brand Building

FCS Fundamental Career School 7 Full days (For new joiners)

SSW Selling Skills Workshop 2 Full days (next month after clearing FCS)

BCS Basic Career School 4 hours, once in a week (Month 1 to Month 6)

ICS Intermediate Career School 4 hours, once in a week (Month 7 to Month 12)

ACS Advanced Career School 4 hours, once in a week (Month 13 and above)
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Some Indian life insurers also arrange online self-learning platforms as well as 
telephonic training, where the advisors can learn on their own and at their own speed and 
convenience.

Full-time and Part-time Agents

A truly committed and passionate agent should consider life insurance agency work as a 
full-time and long-term career opportunity. Such individuals would be ready to invest 
their time to attend the training sessions regularly and willing to upskill themselves to 
acquire the capability to provide support to their clients on their own initiative. They are 
usually found to be less dependent on their agency managers for canvassing business and 
providing services. However, a large portion of the life insurance agency force consists of 
part-time agents who, at times, stay with the agency for short-term gains and do not get 
fully engaged with their customers. Many a times, though they are willing to attend the 
training sessions and meetings, they cannot spare time and invest their talents and hence, 
are not able to skill themselves further and develop confidence to move into a highly 
competitive market. Consequently, they are unable to generate enough leads, and many a 
times they have to depend on their agency managers for closure of the sale and other 
servicing support. 

Composite Insurance Agency

As per the current regulations, an individual can become a ‘Composite Insurance Agent’ 
and work only for one insurer in all lines of insurance. Though cross-selling through 
composite insurance agency sounds a good marketing strategy, it should be employed 
after a systematic and proper ‘Needs Analysis’ of the customers; else it can lead to wrong 
selling. 

Very often, a composite insurance agent would aggressively sell the products having 
higher conversion rates or better commission inflows. There are instances in the industry 
of some of the best life insurance agents who, after getting composite experience in the 
agency, have stopped working for their life insurers and are using their data bases for 
selling only health insurance products. Examples of such switch-over are bound to 
happen unless all the lines of insurance business have, ultimately, similar conversion 
rates and equivalent commission structures. The composite insurance agency has 
created new challenges, which, if not taken care of proactively can cause reduced 
productivity of the agents and for the insurance industry as well. 
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Challenges in Retention of Individual Life Insurance Agents

“… Chronological trends in India for the last one decade indicate that the 
individual insurance agents frequently shift between companies. In fact, a study 
conducted by Ernst & Young (E&Y) reveals that on an average, every year, around 
10%–12% of the individual agents shift between companies within the industry. 
Evidence from India shows that the high attrition of individual agents is largely due 
to poor commission structure and huge sales pressure. If the peers are performing 
better and being rewarded by the insurer, the nonperforming and less performing 
agents tend to switch to other companies to avoid humiliation.   (Roy, Shome 2018)

A life insurance company can strategically allot its agents with short-term assignments in 
certain business pockets. It is felt that the attrition of such agents may not be a concern for 
the company, provided it has recovered their agency cost while pushing a large number of 
policies through them. In all other cases, the life insurance companies need to preserve 
their existing agents for sustainable growth both in terms of profit and personnel. 
Continuation as a life insurance advisor over a longer period helps one to build the 
customer book and hence the references, resulting in higher productivity. 

The challenges to retain life insurance agents can be categorized into the following 4 
types:

1. Faulty Selection of Candidates 

• No strong desire in the candidate to earn money 

• Expectations of high income without appropriate skills and knowledge; unwilling 
to put in hard work 

• Mismatch of the personality traits of an agent with the requirements of the agency 
profession

• Lack of professionalism 

• Commission-orientated sale, complaints of wrong selling against an agent

2. Personal Deficiencies of the Agent

• Pressure to earn early and high fixed income due to increasing family liabilities.

• Access to another and better remunerative job opportunity in the early years.

• Change in physical location, e. g., transfer of services of the agent.

• Increase in personal/family liabilities that demand more of his/her time.

• Discouraged by family members to continue working as an agent.

• Health issues.
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3.   Factors Related to Internal Environment of the Company

• Inadequate training support by the company. 

• Inadequate support and handholding by agency supervisors during the initial 
period.

• Very high business targets and pressures which may lead to wrong selling and 
consequent issues.

• Non-satisfactory arrangement of benefit and reward schemes for agents.

• Lack of growth opportunities for agents. 

• Lack of recognition for the hard work of agents. 

• Clashes and conflicts with agency supervisors and peers. 

4.  Challenges in the external environment 

• Scepticism about life insurance and lack of awareness about financial markets 
causing difficulty for agents in getting and engaging customers. 

• Uncertain economic scenario, changes in taxation rules, volatility of interest rates.

• Heavy competition from other intermediaries. 

• Heavy competition from other financial products. 

• ‘Pull’ by the competitors – higher remuneration, respectful treatment, availability 
of popular products, technological advancements in systems and procedures – may 
be the attractions.

• Unethical sales practices in the market.

Methods to Improve Retention of Agency Recruits

‘Agency Retention Rate’ is a function of the ability and integrity of the managers and 
effectiveness of the training, the support and the sales control systems of the insurer. 

As a first step to improve retention of agents, all the stakeholders need to work hard 
to increase people’s awareness level about the need for Life Insurance in the society 
as a whole. The insurers then need to undertake some proactive measures, such as:

▪ Change and develop the selection profiles for agents as well as sales managers from 
‘more business with more people’ to ‘sustainable business with better qualified 
people’ 

▪ Instead of setting high targets of agency appointment, ensure the ‘quality’ of the 
selection procedure. Design a process of recruitment which contains adequate 
discussions with the prospects on the pros and cons of agency career and then the 
candidate should either select or reject him/herself for the agency profession. 
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▪ Ensure mandatory induction, product and selling skills training and regular need- 
based training of agents.

▪ Build high engagement levels with agents, physically and digitally, from the day 
they join. 

▪ Work immediately with the agents after they join. Ensure that they receive their 
first commission within the first two months. 

▪ Essentially train the agents to work in the secondary market as quickly as 
possible. Work to improve their “sales-to-approach” ratio.

▪ Set stepwise goals of commission and help them achieve targets with suitable 
product combos.

▪ Constantly track monthly activation levels of agents. If inactive, make special 
efforts.

▪ Build the competence of agents through webinars, training programs, unit 
meetings and joint calls. Encourage them to get higher levels of qualification and 
certification in Insurance. 

▪ Allot educational expenditure on a priority as it would be an investment in the long 
run.

▪ Inculcate the best work and office habits in the agent right from the beginning, e. g. 
networking, regular cold calling, good manners, punctuality, record keeping and 
prompt servicing to policyholders, 

▪ Systematically collect and share the best practices from the highly successful 
agents. 

▪ Support agent activities for retention of their customers, e. g. prompt customer 
service support, digital reminders for premium payment, hassle-free additional 
services, etc. 

▪ Segment the agents to take care of their personal needs suitably.

▪ Identify the agents who are dealing with customers who are comfortable with 
digital initiatives and provide them focussed training to match with the customers’ 
expectations.

▪ The agents are to be empowered to understand the changed climate and leverage the 
advancement of technology to acquire digital visibility and reach and meet the fast-
changing requirements of consumers with digital enablers.

▪ Though digital disruption is inevitable, the importance of one-to-one 
communication in insurance sales is highly to be valued and encouraged. 
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▪ Work on the capability development of the agents through potential career 
progression and motivate them to instil institutional loyalty.

▪ Keep the agents motivated with special bonuses and perks.

▪ Run various monthly contests and programs to keep the agents active and engaged.

▪ Conduct monthly meetings of agents and felicitate the high achievers. 

▪ Arrange recognition programs to encourage long-term association of agents.

▪ Create non-business linked ‘Engagement forums’ for the agents at unit office level.

▪ Facilitate constant feedback system with various digital tools to help the agents 
quickly get their business performance appraisal and reviews. 

▪ Organize lead-generation campaigns to provide for more and better equipped 
quality leads to the agents.

▪ Support and empower the agency managers in their agency retention efforts. 
Ensure frequent dialogue with select groups of development officers/agency 
managers to understand and provide support needed by them e. g., need of an 
innovative product.

▪ Devise an incentive scheme for agency managers based on the individual 
performance and persistency of their agents. 

▪ Use the huge database of the existing clients for cross-selling/ up-selling by 
applying Artificial Intelligence platforms. This approach would not only help the 
agents to enhance their productivity but would also help the life insurers to 
establish a better connect with their agents and thereby improve their retention rate.

▪ Automate the services provided to the agents and the policyholders - both with the 
minimum/no human intervention. Decentralize the services to select agent’s desk 
with sufficient controls. This would reduce the delays and also the consequent 
frictions that would arise in the interactions with the operating staff.

▪ Earnestly control and eradicate the unethical practices prevalent.

Strategies to Enhance Productivity of Agents

For long-term profitability, the insurers need to take conscious efforts to improve 
productivity of their agents on various parameters such as premium and number of 
policies. The productivity of agents on the basis of commission earned has a direct 
relation to their retention levels. For improving the productivity and consequent 
retention of agency force, the insurance company needs to ensure: 
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• Selection ‘by’ the agency candidate him/herself after detailed discussions and 
employing pre-set recruitment criteria and evaluation-validation standards. 

• Inducting the agents in a systematic and scientific manner.

• Proper handholding of new agents by agency managers. Incentivise the agency 
managers for productivity and retention of agents individually, besides using the 
collective methods.

• Emphasis on repeat sales to customers for their life-cycle-based changing needs. 

• Monitoring and periodical review of new agents scientifically and with due 
seriousness.

• Appropriate pre-appointment training, induction and regular skilling of agents. 

• Training of agents to generate quality leads.

• Segmentation of agents according to their differential products and training needs. 

• Suitable product-mix to meet the agents’ need for decent remuneration. 

• Educating agents of digital disruption and enabling them digitally and analytically.    

• Better organisation of the agency operating model (e. g. better utilisation of 
morning meetings, role play sessions, product trainings, quality lead generation). 

• Organizational-sales support, e. g. sales tools, providing assured and quality leads, 
performance reviews, appropriate physical/digital nudges to agents. 

• Robust servicing support, preferably automated with enhanced digital tools.

• Performance-based incentives and attractively designed career path for agents to 
provide them enhanced prestige and appropriate monetary rewards 

• Extent support to the less productive agency groups.  

The ‘Willpower’ at the top level and ‘Systematic Implementation’ at the grassroot level 
are the keys to enhance productivity of agents and their retention. It is reported however 
that the companies in which the highly productive agents are given the opportunity to 
handle agency teams under them, face the ‘channel conflict’ and their agency supervisors 
take cautious view while building their agents.

Agency Supervisors

Along with recommending the candidates for insurance agency work, the agency 
supervisors are required to guide, coach and handhold their assigned agents and also to 
guide them to provide prompt after-sales services to the policyholders. The agency 
supervisors do not have complete authority over their agents but are required to ensure 
agents’ performances. To build a strong agency force, basically the insurers need to 
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carefully select their agency supervisors/managers by ensuring their attitude, marketing 
aptitude, integrity, people skills and willingness to work hard.

Only the experienced and fully equipped agency supervisors can systematically segment 
the life insurance market, plant suitable agents and train and mentor them to realize their 
full potential. Hence, it is very important to also train the agency supervisors on a 
continuous basis to enhance their skills and capabilities. Though well-designed and 
articulated training courses for agency supervisors are in place with most of the life 
insurers, the real problem lies in not giving importance to “training” and “Learning” as 
the vital ingredients of the system. In order to build up a high-quality sales force, the life 
insurance industry needs a shift from ‘generic training’ to ‘life-cycle based learning’ 
for agency supervisors, which includes Induction, on-Field-training, Reinforcement of 
basic principles with Regular and systematic Refresher courses – both in-house and 
outsourced. 

Attrition of Agency Supervisors

The life insurance industry is also very much concerned about the high attrition of agency 
supervisors who are constantly under pressure to achieve the set targets of URN 
generation, agency appointment and business procurement. They are also often lured 
away by the competitors. Usually, an emotional bond develops between a good agency 
supervisor and his team of agents. If an agency supervisor switches the company, 
generally his agents also follow him. In order to arrest the attrition of agency 
supervisors, the life insurance companies may take the following measures: 

1. Structured on-boarding of suitable new agency supervisors.

2. Structured and elaborate induction to develop capabilities and confidence 

3. Constant motivation through various contests and reward-based targets. It is observed 
that local and foreign trips are the biggest motivators for them.

4. A system of continuous feedback on business performance and personal growth.

5. Very well-defined, objective and remunerative career path. 

6. Engagement forums with all management levels for building inclusiveness. 

7. Quick feedback and communication with the top management to create a very flat 
hierarchy. 

8. Structured course-correction programs for the agency managers who face difficulty in 
scaling up their business and focused enabling programs for low performers.

9. Special programs for the top performing agency managers. 
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Conclusion

The individual agency channel, considering its scope, reach and scalability, should 
continue as the more effective and profitable proprietary channel of distribution for the 
life insurers. In the coming years, the success of the life insurance business would 
certainly depend on strengthening the agency channel with the intake of a greater number 
of interested, enthusiastic and suitable candidates as individual advisors, in addition to 
investing resources to improve their productivity and retention. A dearth of candidates 
and the low cost of recruitment may tempt the insurers to appoint as many individuals as 
possible as their agents, but the unmethodical approach may lead to huge cost to the 
company on various counts. The life insurers need to seriously acknowledge the value 
and the contribution of the individual life insurance advisors, provide them due 
recognition in the industry and improve their self-esteem in the social milieu. They also 
need to market aggressively the agency as an acknowledged profession  in the society. All 
the stakeholders are required to complement the efforts of the intermediaries to increase 
the awareness for the need of life insurance in the society.

In order to develop a strong and efficient agency vertical, the life insurers need to focus on 
their teams of agency supervisors for their systematic selection and continuous capability 
development. The agency recruiters need to segment the market, build the desired agency 
profiles and recruit the right type of agents through a process of ‘scientific selection’ of 
the agency profession ‘by’ the eligible candidates. Well-designed on-boarding strategies, 
continuous skilling, ensuring early and decent commission packages, effective 
monitoring, motivation with appropriate incentives, ensuring prompt servicing support 
and maintaining conducive environment in the work units are the keys to enhance 
productivity and retention of the agents. All this require robust policy decisions taken at 
the top level and their effective and efficient implementation from the ground level 
upwards. The stakeholders should keep in mind that any value chain can only be as strong 
as its weakest link! 
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