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I have always known that the material would bring
her less in life than would agility, the freedom to take action,
and the right to her creativity. I wanted to give her wings
by passing on this eternally replenishing ephemeral capital.



To my daughter, who will recognize herself in our symbol, and whose emotional intelligence makes me so proud.



To my friend Eric, who had faith,
and who gave me faith.
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INTRODUCTION

From tangible assets to the intangible age


“Wealth as a whole consists in using things rather than in owning them; it is really the activity – that is, the use – of property that constitutes wealth.”

ARISTOTLE, Rhetoric





This book was written during lockdown, at a time when the media’s attention was firmly focused on the role played by insurers in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. This was a hot issue that gave rise to over-simplifications and caricatures, as insurance companies were met with outrage. As ever in times of heightened crisis and uncertainty, a scapegoat was needed.

While this essay does not attempt to plead in favor of insurance, it is fair to say that these debates were lacking in depth. Pandemics remain uninsurable events – categorized as they are as serial risks – that can only be covered by exceptional measures, including State intervention. Insurance companies made emergency pay-outs worth hundreds of millions of Euros to France’s solidarity fund for struggling companies, and implemented a number of other measures on a similar scale with a view to supporting households and businesses in absorbing the impact of the crisis. It was the only industry to have paid into this fund to the exclusion of any other. Well aware of their role within society, leading companies in the sector embraced their responsibilities in order to prevent economic disaster on a mass scale.

Despite having triggered deep underlying tensions and skewed debates, we have now emerged from a period that has nevertheless accelerated growing citizen awareness of the challenges that lie ahead. Green issues (the importance of buying local and short supply chains), questions surrounding our working lives (the remote-working boom), health security (State sovereignty in securing medication and mask supplies), and ideas on mobility (alternative transport methods such as cycling) were catapulted to the forefront of public debate. This is excellent news, in the sense that all these topics will be central to the lifestyles we craft and the balance we strike in the future. The fact that so many people are aspiring to turn the pandemic into an opportunity to create positive change means the future looks bright.


The dawning of the intangible age

What is true, however, is that one major transformation has not been sufficiently discussed over the past few months, despite occupying a central role among the key trends set to shape our collective futures: the shift from an ownership-based economy to a subscription economy. This new development alters not only the way the insurance sector works, but our societies’ entire underlying structures, too.

From the start of the millennium, we began segueing into the intangible age characterized by the rise of asset-sharing and the decline of ownership. Particularly visible in millennials’ lifestyles, this groundswell is gradually taking over all aspects of everyday life. For a striking example of this, one need look no further than the self-service scooters that popped up across our cities, well before the legislation defining their use had even been passed. Other illustrative examples include the models that allow users to hire cellphones, laptops, clothing, and even jewelry for an evening, which are becoming increasingly popular with consumers.

The heady success of on-demand entertainment platforms such as Netflix and Spotify have rewritten the rules of subscriptions, programming, and broadcasting, making the traditional media seem outdated and lessening their appeal. The days of buying VHS tapes or DVDs at eye-watering prices from foreign sellers seem long gone. As new names have burst onto the scene, the entire industry has been forced to reassess how intellectual property rights are managed. For just shy of 10 Euros – in other words, a minute fraction of the real cost – Netflix offers viewers near-unlimited content, while a single DVD can easily be double the price. This means clients enjoy access to a system that is much fairer and accessible to all. The move in this direction is relentless, with no sector escaping a wave that continues to sweep through ever-broader aspects of the economy, and is set to grow over the coming years.

In parallel to this, the emergence of digital nomads has revolutionized the social and economic paradigms we once knew, and is challenging the values that have been central to our mindsets since the 1930s. Owning and handing down tangible inheritance is becoming less and less relevant in an age when life expectancies are muddying the waters of heritage as we once knew it. The new generation is no longer prioritizing ownership and possession of goods that embody our consumer society (such as cars), preferring instead to experiment with new ways of achieving success and fulfillment. As for the need to conform to obligations and rules inherited from those who came before us, this urge is gradually dissipating as the rise of individualism intensifies, spurred on by the influence of our digital lives. Anthropological shifts are layered over technological revolutions, without us ever being truly certain of which came first: “The new man isn’t the man shaped by the smartphone: the new man is the one who invented it, who needed it and created it for his own use, who built it in the hope of escaping a prison, answering a question, or shaking off a fear1.” More than just a technological shift linked to an explosion in digital devices, the changes now underway reflect a radical transformation of mindsets.




Radical disruption in the insurance sector

In this context, the insurance sector, too, is being forced to reinvent itself. The contracts and products designed in the second half of the 20th century no longer align with the needs of the intangible age, being as they are too complex, too inextricably bound to the notion of time, to fit with the expectations of the 21st-century consumer. Confronted with a change in model that threatens the very essence of their existence and value proposition, insurers nevertheless have the option of converting this risk into opportunity. Provided they are able to upgrade their offer and focus on digitalization, insurance companies can support these radical lifestyle shifts from the top down, giving each of us the opportunity to get the most out of our lives and heightening security within this ecosystem’s growing number of transactions.

In the new insurance models, the subscription experience is improved, as guarantees are systematically released upon use. The same applies at the time of an accident with parametric insurance, in which payments are triggered automatically, with no statements needed from the policyholder. The current technological boom is facilitating this revolution in user experiences: from information systems being opened up via application programming interfaces (API), to blockchain and smart contracts that are paving the way towards real traceability and automation, innovative solutions abound for insurers looking to become more agile, and more in sync with the times.

Yet the challenge goes beyond merely incorporating these new technologies, as if they were a kind of magic formula designed to seamlessly unlock the door to digital modernity. Companies also need to adopt organizational methods, structures, ways of working, and an approach to leadership that facilitate achieving change and avoid the pitfalls of a short-term mindset. In light of a context where disruption is continuous and the cult of immediacy highly tempting, companies need a long-term vision and the ability to think ahead by anticipating mass trends and core changes. This is particularly true in insurance, which has always been a driving force for economic take-off and social development within our societies. As early as the 19th century, insurance companies were positioning themselves as vanguards of an industrial civilization that would, despite its flaws and inequalities, offer up unprecedented opportunities for both citizens and companies.

Two centuries later, this past and present calling remains as current as ever. Sooner or later, the revolution ushered in by the intangible age will impact on all commonplace consumer goods and services available, picking up speed until it affects all aspects of people’s everyday lives. Just as insurers played a crucial role in building up the notion of tangible assets by enabling the transition from a subsistence economy to one centered on accumulative wealth, so too will they form a key link in the chain in building lasting uses linked to ephemeral capital and the fourth industrial revolution. Insurance companies will serve as economic and social stabilizers, absorbing the shocks, hesitations, and anxieties that inevitably accompany periods of rapid change.

Ultimately, no product or service will be sold without embedded insurance, thereby paving the way for universal insurance models that are more inclusive, more ethically-minded, and fairer than ever. Far from heralding the triumph of unbridled individualism or uncontrollable consumerism, the dawning of this new society will allow us to restore balance to the global scales, while supporting each individual in their journey towards self-actualization.

By facilitating this shift from tangible assets to the intangible age, insurance companies will be playing a direct role in fulfilling our individual and collective aspirations: fewer constraints, less inequality, more freedom, and greater solidarity. These terms are destined to become the cornerstones and guiding values of the insurance of the future.








1. Alessandro Baricco, The Game, Gallimard, October 2019.




CHAPTER I

No strings attached


“An Engagement which is to endure till Death, ought never to be made without great Precaution.”

MOLIÈRE, THE Miser





In his recent essay on the subject of changes in contemporary values, sociologist Jean Viard explains that as life expectancies lengthen and working hours shrink, we are now embarking on “individual experiences formed of sequences and fresh starts. Discontinuity is the name of the game. The longer a lifetime lasts, the more a life is lived in short sequences: at any time, we can start afresh – in our romances, our housing, our employment, and our convictions… The stability of yore – permanent job contracts, marriage, home ownership – is giving way to experiences, phases, discontinuity1.” It is true that life expectancies in developed countries have been continuously lengthening since the turn of the 20th century, sky-rocketing from around 50 at the dawning of World War I, to 65 in the 1950s and over 80 today (79.5 for men, and 85.4 for women in France)2.

Alongside this, the amount of time given over to work has continued to fall. While our great-grandparents worked for a total of 200,000 hours over the course of a 500,000-hour lifetime (40 percent of their lives), nowadays we give a mere 70,000 hours over to work out of a total of 700,000: just 10 percent of the time available to us3. In other words, over the course of a century, our working hours have decreased fourfold, which has had a profound impact on our social relationships, mindsets, and aspirations, ushering in three sizeable anthropological revolutions in the past few decades.


Inheritance, work, and individualism:
three major anthropological revolutions


Live long, work less

Firstly, thanks to longer life expectancies and breakthroughs in medicine, we find ourselves inheriting at an increasingly late age. In France, the average age at which a person loses their parents is around 63, by which stage many have already built up their own material wealth4. From this perspective, the notions of heritage and inheritance that had once underpinned the very foundations of our society, are becoming increasingly less important5. It isn’t rare for inheritance to skip a generation.

Secondly, work no longer occupies a predominant position in individuals’ lives: or at least, it doesn’t hold quite the same importance. The new generations are no longer willing to sacrifice years of hard graft, or to fight tooth and nail for a company. Organizations can no longer lure in talent with talk of blood, sweat, and tears, as they once did twenty or thirty years ago. The priority today is striking the perfect work-life balance. The start-up culture and its promises and mirages, meanwhile, have succeeded in infiltrating the collective unconscious.

Countless millennials and iGenners (born after 1995, also known as Generation Z) have their hearts set on making it big, consumed with visions of hitting the big-time in under two years, like their inspirational and fairly romanticized role models: Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook), Brian Chesky (Airbnb), Evan Spiegel (Snapchat) and Adam Neumann (WeWork). This movement looks set to be amplified with the arrival of “Generation Alpha”6 (millennials’ offspring, born after 2010), who will be the first generation to grow up in a predominantly digital world, having absorbed its codes and rules into the very essence of their being, and being perfectly fluent in the complete transparency permitted by social media. Generation Alpha’s arrival on the job market in the 2030s will accentuate the social revolutions currently underway, as well as corporate transformation: the importance of online reputation, heightened monitoring of public opinion, the quest for instant access to independence and success, and more.

Although the statistics show that 90 percent of start-ups fail, and that those that succeed change business models multiple times, the myth of instant success has become the new generation’s mantra: “A generation of elites who would have previously coveted a partner-track job at Goldman Sachs or McKinsey are now fantasizing about launching their own machine-learning start-up called something like Splotchy.” Two-thirds of Americans born at the end of the 20th century say they want to set up their own company7.

Thirdly, this “live long, work less”8 phenomenon has amplified the rise of individualism, a revolution that was triggered over two centuries ago now with the dawning of the Enlightenment and the collapse of the hierarchical society in which each person’s status was assigned at birth. When individuals widened the scope of their free will, they deepened their subjectivity and began the process of reflecting on how they lived their lives. Little by little, they built up their own identities, engaging in objective assessments of themselves and the world around them. Yet up until the mid-20th century, this process continued to be overseen by traditional structures (the family, communities, companies, the State). Individuals continued to conform to their roles, in line with their social position and the rules of their social standing.




Personal fulfillment and the culture of narcissism

It wasn’t until the 1960s that individualism truly took off, as people began burning bridges with the old ways, spurred on by aspirations of emancipation and a loosening of social mores. As social strata were relaxed, new, “suppler and changeable” types of roles emerged, embraced by individuals on an as-and-when basis. As an example, an individual “might be [...] a custodian of Breton culture, as well as a hard-working IT specialist, a trade union rep with a commitment to his duties, and a hobby diver with a passion for deep-sea diving in the Indian Ocean. The individual is never all these things at once. He activates and reactivates these various facets depending on the moment and circumstances, reflecting back different settings, value systems, and people9.” The individual dips in and out of different “tribes”10 depending on the context and their whims and urges.

This landmark shift was a turning point in the evolution of our lifestyles. The weakening of the family unit, the acceptance of divorce, and the possibility of looser, freer sexual identities in particular allowed each individual to explore unprecedented horizons and seek greater fulfillment. At a time when gender and sexual identity are being reexamined and called into question, some are preferring to define themselves as gender fluid, non-binary, or pansexual. These concepts are extending out to encompass our sentimental lives, too, with the rise of polyamorous relationships, in which love and desire are expressed for multiple people at once. Once groundbreaking and provocative in the 1990s, the ideas put forward in books such as The Ethical Slut are now mainstream11.

Yet as individuals have gained in material comfort and security, we have tipped into a post-materialistic social model12 in which self-fulfillment is hailed as the ultimate achievement, and in which constraints (whether engendered by a demanding parent, employer, or partner) are increasingly seen as undesirable obligations, and barriers to living an authentic life. The culture of narcissism, the seeds of which had already been planted within the children of the baby-boomers13, has peaked among millennials, who now more than ever before are seeking to shrug off cross-generational mindsets and the fusty rulebooks of the past.






Digitalization as an accelerator of discontinuity


The cult of immediacy and instant gratification

The dawning of the digital age merely heightened this movement. As Italian philosopher and writer Alessandro Baricco correctly points out, the Internet has had a significant impact on how we view the world and its earthly obligations. Stepping over the threshold and into the digital world, we discovered that “the copy of the world served up by the Internet offered a reality that seemed much smarter than the one we experienced every day: the ability to travel in any direction, to move around with complete freedom, to adjust our experience in accordance with infinite criteria, and all in an incredibly short time frame. By comparison, reality as such, our primary world, felt like a slow and complicated place, full of friction and governed by inflexible order. Like the difference between foosball and a video game14.” Thanks to the Internet, followed by the Web 2.0, the cult of immediacy was born, a movement that would widen the scope of possibility, and reshape the rules of commitment.

The behaviors seen in the new generations, the digital natives who were born into a digital world without experiencing the transformation that preceded it, offer up seamless insight into these shifts in individual lifestyles and aspirations. Once upon a time, it was often difficult to find a partner outside of one’s own friendship group, professional or sociocultural circles, or local area. Being single was a recurring source of worry for singletons or divorced people. Nowadays, the dating app boom (Tinder, Meetic, Bumble, Grindr) has all but erased these fears. The speed and immediacy with which it is now possible to meet a potential partner has been game-changing. With distraction and enjoyment at our fingertips, commitment – whether for a chapter or for life – is no longer an issue, and has instead become optional.

With this in mind, it’s no surprise that millennials are delaying milestones such as marriage and children. In the United States, the average age at which people tied the knot tipped past the 30 mark in 2010, compared to 23 in 1970, while the percentage of young married couples (aged 18 to 31) living in their own homes plummeted over the same period, dropping from 56 percent in 1968 to 23 percent in 2012. Building a nest with a “life-long partner” is no longer considered a priority15. In a similar vein, 60 percent of French children were born out of wedlock in 2017, compared to just 8 percent in 196816, a now mythical date synonymous with a freer society. “The experience as the 20th century envisioned it was a sense of flourishing, fulfillment, plentitude: a perfectly-honed system. In contrast, the post-experience is a fractioning, an exploration, a loss of control, a dispersal”17 that fails to offer the same psychological security and anchoring. Or at least, not immediately. Under the gloss of the sexual revolution and its very real, welcome sense of progress, lies a hint of distress, a nostalgia for unknown times gone by, when romantic relationships and self-actualization seemed easier and more straightforward. The Tinder generation may well shrug off their elders with an “OK Boomer” when the latter deign to reminisce over their idealized glory days. But the truth is they too feel a pinch of regret for the stability of bygone days, like a hidden treasure from a civilization that has been forever lost.

While millennials come in different stripes, members of this generation all share the same desire for instant gratification, attaching significant importance to speed, ease, and convenience in all transactions, both material and interpersonal18. The quest for efficiency takes ultimate precedence. They are consumers on the go, used to placing orders in a single click (Amazon, Alibaba), booking a lift in two minutes flat (Uber, Lyft), renting an apartment or office space with zero paperwork (Airbnb, WeWork), browsing on-demand content platforms (Netflix, OCS, Spotify, Deezer) and seamlessly interacting with their friends and favorite brands (WeChat, WhatsApp). They no longer even use messaging apps to communicate, preferring content platforms instead (Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok). This generation uses images (photos, emojis, GIFs), videos, and memes to interact with loved ones. Communication is implied and extends beyond language. These new habits are naturally forcing companies to overhaul their customer service models in their entirety19.




Asian millennials:
forerunners of digital transformations

This trend is even more pronounced in Asia, a continent that single-handedly accounts for 58 percent of all millennials, most of them both digital and mobile natives coming of age in times of unprecedented economic prosperity. According to a 2019 study of twelve countries in South-East Asia (Indonesia, Singapore), East Asia (China, South Korea) and the West (Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, the United States, the United Kingdom), conducted by The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) and the Economic Development Board (EDB) in Singapore, Asian millennials make more use of instant messaging and chat services than their Western counterparts, and share their experiences of buying products and services on social media to a greater extent (69 percent in South-East Asia, compared to 49 percent in the West). It took them no time at all to embrace these tools, transforming them into instruments used to boost their image, influence, and recognition. In a sense, they have been faster to understand that we are entering an age in which digital identity matters at least as much as ownership of material goods20, and has become an integral part of our individual portfolio21.

Furthermore, they have been quicker to adopt mobile payment systems, where young Americans and Europeans remain strongly attached to their bank cards. As in Africa, where people made a technological leap straight to mobiles, bypassing the wired network stage, Asian consumers are rapidly transitioning over to these uses. Online shopping and electronic and digital wallets are more highly developed there than in the West. In East Asia, 57 percent of millennials place at least one online order a week, compared to 35 percent of Westerners. In a hyper-competitive and digitalized market – dominated by ‘mega apps’ that behave as communication and transaction department stores22 – in which start-ups roll out price reductions and promotional offers designed to lure consumers in (vouchers, discounts, etc.), Asian millennials freely and continuously experiment with new platforms and apps, discarding the ones that do not meet their immediate needs overnight. For Asian companies and brands, building consumer loyalty and engagement are challenges that are even more critical than for their counterparts in the West.






Companies, the quest for consumer loyalty and the gig economy


When breaking up with your employer isn’t hard to do

It is within companies themselves that these attitudes to commitment have radically overturned the habits and routines put in place by the older generations and traditional structures. In the United States, around 50 percent of executives hand in their notice within eighteen months to seek adventure elsewhere. Countless individuals are building their careers as a series of micro-sequences and mini-chapters, riding out one experience after the next. For companies, this phenomenon comes at an increasingly high cost, estimated at ten times the hired executive’s salary23.

It is also forcing them to “process”, track, and record everything that exists within a company in order to keep a precise, historic log. This fast-paced turnover has made it crucial to implement safeguards and security nets that allow the company to remain functional. Employer brands, meanwhile, can no longer satisfy themselves with slapdash marketing talk or cookie-cutter corporate speak to motivate their employees and attract talent. Buoying human capital through evanescent interpersonal relationships and creating affectio societatis calls for a different set of mechanisms. Building employee loyalty requires developing tools to encourage them to engage in long-term commitment to the company. To lend their work and employees meaning, companies have no choice but to share their wealth in order to prevent their employer brand image from deteriorating or vanishing completely. Having profit hoarded by stockholders is no longer an option. This is the reasoning behind initiatives such as long-term incentive plans (ITPs), profit-sharing, free share allocation rights, and company founder share warrants. If these provisions aren’t in place, most employees will refuse to jump on board and come along for the ride.

LinkedIn and its founder, Reid Hoffman, have completely embraced this shift in mindsets. Rather than try to ignore or fight it, the company asked all potential future recruits what job they wanted once they left LinkedIn. This approach might seem surprising for people who are still stuck in the old ways of thinking: “For many old power thinkers, this is the professional equivalent of asking your brand-new fiancée what she thinks your second wife should look like. But Hoffman wants to put a stop to what he sees as the biggest lie the workplace tells us: We are a family24.” He sees no reason to compare professional commitment to wedding vows that bind a couple until death do them part. In a sense, this points to breaking away from the model inspired by Japan, where school-leavers join their companies, and stay there until they retire.

In reality, the employee-employer relationship is best considered as an “alliance”, made up of brief, clearly defined “tours of duty” running from two to four years. “Once each tour is complete, it will often be renewed, but sometimes it will see the employee move on, with both sides better for it25.” In adhering to this philosophy, LinkedIn does not attempt to retain its most promising employees whatever the cost. Instead, the company continues to maintain relationships with them, transforming them into brand ambassadors, talent hunters, and the custodians of LinkedIn’s reputation26. The company forges win-win partnerships with its former employees, allowing all involved to grow without being subjected to the disadvantages of a firm and definitive commitment.




The rise of the gig economy:
freedom gained or security lost?

Just like the young singletons who flit from one partner to the next on Tinder, 21st-century workers no longer see job security as the be all and end all. In just a handful of years, we have transitioned from a model in which permanent contracts were perceived as the holy grail, to a system in which temporary contractors, freelancers, and gig economy workers are gaining ground. Although this revolution is partially linked to performance- and agility-related constraints that weigh on companies as a result of market platformization, it is also related to a U-turn in the new generation’s behaviors.

Most millennials see the rise of the gig economy as an extra injection of freedom and an opportunity to strike a better balance between their personal and professional lives. “Perceived as a breath of fresh air compared to hierarchical, normative business models, the gig economy is appealing. It seems to offer all the flexibility, adventure and independence that young people crave. A “side step” allowing them to test something out, a second job, or a springboard for retraining: the gig economy offers new routes into employment. Gig workers appear to be given back control over their working lives, as the range of choices widens: they can now choose to combine salaried employment with freelancing, switching back and forth between the two, changing their minds and trying again27.” Because of this, 76 percent to 80 percent of French millennials plan on joining the gig economy. Rather than meeting demand from businesses, this movement has emerged in response to intense aspiration within young people today, who aim to manage their work schedules as they see fit.
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