
A Reimagining  
of Business
IN THE TECHNOLOGICAL WORLD WE CURRENTLY 
LIVE IN, COMPANIES ARE LOOKING TO TRANSFORM 
THEIR STRATEGIES TO STAY RELEVANT. THE BIGGEST 
CHALLENGE IS KNOWING WHERE TO BEGIN.

L A U R E N  A N D E R S O N

"Begin with the end in mind." For anyone who’s read Stephen 
Covey’s “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People,” this advice 
should sound familiar. The message shouldn't be reserved only 
for effective people, though. It is equally important for business 
entities grappling with how to transform their strategies for the 
digital age.

Their end game is to reach the next stage of profitable growth, 
which requires digital transformation, at least in most cases.  
But that journey can seem overwhelming for companies  
founded before the rise of the internet — a majority of mutual 
insurers included.

Digital transformation as a concept is very fluid and can look 
different in every industry and company. But, generally speaking, 
it is the process of using technology to create new or modify 
existing business processes, fundamentally changing how a 
business operates and delivers value to the end customers with 
constantly evolving needs. 

Put more simply, it’s a reimagining of business in the digital era.
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“[Digital transformation] is fundamentally not a challenge 
about technology,” says David Rogers, faculty member 
at Columbia Business School and author of “The Digital 
Transformation Playbook.” “It’s about strategy and new  
ways of thinking.”

“Now, to take advantage of that, you need to have the right 
leadership,” Rogers continues. “That’s the key.”

That is where Ben Salzmann, president and CEO of Acuity, 
 says he notices insurance companies falling short.

“Executives don’t know how to transform digitally,”  
Salzmann says. “So, yes, there’s a hesitancy.”

What Makes Your  
Organization Unique?
Acuity, however, has taken the digital transformation concept 
and ran with it. Salzmann and his team sought Rogers’ help in 
2017 to craft and structure Acuity’s own digital transformation 
playbook. But before the leadership team could move 
forward with a digital strategy, the first step was to answer a 
fundamental question: What makes the organization unique? 

“You hear [mutual insurance executives] say, ‘Well, a group of 
farmers got us together as a way of getting cheaper insurance 
in their county.’ Same here,” Salzmann says. “But what are you 
now? How do you hope to position yourself ten years from now, 
if you don’t know who you are now?” 

Rogers advises companies to start with a clear vision of where 
the industry is going, which, in part, comes from educating 
themselves about what’s happening with technology. 
However, it also comes from a deep knowledge 
of one’s customer base, which mutual insurers 
inherently possess because of their longstanding 
relationships with policyholders. 

By virtue of this self-seeking process, Acuity 
found its discerning quality in its customer 
service. Salzmann says the company meets the 
needs of “value seekers” through its expert 
underwriting, its dedication to technology, 
and its commitment to customer service and 
rapid response times.

Using Data  
to Add Value
Part of Rogers’ strategic 
approach to digital 
transformation involves 

harnessing data to make new kinds of predictions, uncover 
unexpected patterns in business activity, and unlock new 
sources of value. 

Insurers have traditionally used enormous amounts of 
consumer data to influence underwriting and claims handling 
and reduce fraud. However, Rogers suggests going beyond the 
obvious and finding new ways to leverage that information 
across the entire business. 

“Whether it’s telematics in cars or sensors in homes or  
farm equipment,” Rogers says. “All of these things can  
help [insurers] predict, prevent, and better evaluate  
and underwrite risks and think about how to create value  
for customers.”

Acuity found that meeting clients online via mobile platforms 
helped develop its niche in customer relationships. By creating 
a home for engaging content on the Acuity Focus blog, its 
Facebook page, its mobile app, and its website, the team was 
able to simplify and enhance interactions with customers. In  

fact, the company has been named No.1 by Deep Customer 
Connections when it comes to ease of doing business 

for three years running.

To realize the full value of a digital 
transformation investment, 

insurance companies must 
overcome the obstacles 

presented by 
incompatible legacy 

technology. A 2019 
study by Accenture 

found 47 percent of 
survey respondents say a 

lack of collaboration with 
the information technology 

function is preventing 
them from realizing their 

technology investments’ value. 
A more recent 2019 report by 

MarkLogic Corporation confirms 
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more than one-third say 
an inability to integrate 
data across the business 
prevents them from 
achieving a single,  
unified view.

A common mistake  
Rogers sees when working 
with companies is that 
they’re too narrow in their 
focus, only thinking of 
digital transformation in 
terms of one particular 
piece of the company. 

“It’s very important 
to think about every 
aspect of your business,” 
Rogers says. “It’s about customer-
centric, strategically focused business 
that’s going to continuously  
adapt and evolve over the long term.” 

Throughout his year working with Acuity, Rogers  
discovered the organization was able to move much faster 
with its digital transformation strategy than other companies 
because it wasn't trying to do it all itself and looked to other 
companies to support its goals. 

Call It Co-Opetition 
Being willing to simultaneously compete and cooperate with 
companies is what Rogers likes to call “co-opetition.” He says 
the concept runs counter to what has traditionally been  
taught in business school, but that flexibility is critical in the 

digital era. 

“You’ve got to know who is out 
there, what their capabilities 
are, how they work with your 
business,” Rogers says. “This 
allows you to actually move much 
faster and experiment. And Acuity 

is certainly being 
very aggressive and 

innovative in terms 
of pursuing a new 

business model.”

In fact, Acuity prides itself in what 
it calls “nimble-ocity,” or its ability 
to integrate all systems effortlessly 

with any third-party vendor.

“That’s been the biggest defining 
characteristic,” Salzmann says. “We can 
partner with any vendor in two weeks.”

Achieving that co-opetition was a 
massive undertaking for Acuity. 
The company actively works to 

keep its core systems as 
advanced and modern as 

possible, which requires 
enormous shifts to 
all its applications, 
the addition of 

predictive analytics 
in every department, 

and implementation of 
cognitive computing and 
artificial intelligence. 

Overhauling complex 
systems and processes 
can be costly and time 

consuming. Rogers says it 
presents different challenges for companies of all 

shapes and sizes, and the challenges might be unexpected.

“I know smaller companies always think that they’re at a 
disadvantage because they have fewer resources,” Rogers says 
“But they’re able to move faster. If they are willing to partner 
with others, they can use their speed and flexibility to their 
advantage.”

As technology rapidly evolves in the insurance world, there 
is a recognizable shift from symmetric to asymmetric 
competition. It means companies can expect to compete 
with more businesses that offer similar value propositions 
for customers while having dissimilar business models. 
While some organizations might view these market entrants 
as threats to their traditional way of doing business, it 
became obvious to Acuity that asymmetric competition 
didn’t have to be menacing.

“Hey, new ascensions. Biggest disruptors. We’ll partner with 
you,” Salzmann says. “We will help you in the disruption.”

Salzmann says the Acuity team has become adept in 
determining which insurance trends the company should 
invest in, but it didn’t happen overnight. For companies looking 
to begin their own digital transformation, Rogers and Salzmann 
offer the same advice: Start small. It's much better than not 
starting at all.

“One thing that you can’t afford to do is stand still,” Rogers 
says. “The instinct to do the things the way they’ve always been 
done is a recipe for irrelevance.”  

8   Fall 2019


