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Click on the image below to watch 
a video presenting the key 
takeaways of this sigma. 
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Global insurance premiums continued to rise in 2017 with emerging 
markets leading the way, latest Swiss Re Institute sigma study says 

• Global insurance premiums increased 1.5% to nearly 
USD 5 trillion in 2017 after rising 2.2% in 2016 

• Global life premiums increased 0.5%, global non-life 
premiums rose 2.8% 

• Falling life premiums in advanced markets such as the US or 
Western Europe main cause of drag on overall global premium 
growth 

• Emerging markets, especially China, continue to be a key 
driver of global premium growth, particularly in the life sector 

• The Swiss Re Institute expects global non-life premiums to 
improve, led by the US, where the economy is strengthening 

• The Swiss Re Institute predicts global life insurance premiums 
to rise over the next few years, driven by ongoing strong 
growth in China 

• 2018 marks 50th anniversary of sigma publication – sigma has 
been publishing data on the global insurance markets for the 
past 50 years 

Zurich, 5 July 2018 – Global insurance premiums increased 1.5% in 
real terms1 to nearly USD 5 trillion in 2017, after rising 2.2% in 2016. 
Global life premiums increased 0.5% in 2017, while global non-life 
premiums rose 2.8%. Growth in both the life and non-life sectors 
slowed. Falling life premiums in advanced markets such as the US and 
Western Europe were the main cause of drag on overall global 
premium growth. Emerging markets, especially China, continued to 
drive growth. The Swiss Re Institute expects global non-life premiums 
to rise, led by the US, where the economy is strengthening. It also 
predicts that global life insurance premiums will improve over the next 
few years, driven by strong growth in China. 

The annually published "world insurance" sigma report on premium volumes 
and growth trends reveals that the expansion of global premiums has slowed 
to 1.5% from 2.2% in 2016. Global life premiums increased to roughly 
USD 2.7 trillion in 2017, while global non-life premiums rose to 
approximately USD 2.2 trillion. Growth in both the life and non-life sectors 
slowed. 

                                                           

1 All growth figures are in real terms, ie adjusted for local inflation, unless stated otherwise. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UWV5DZQoelo
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Falling life premiums in advanced markets such as the US or Western Europe 
were the main cause of drag on life premium growth. Slower, but still solid 
growth in emerging markets led to the slowdown in the non-life sector.  

Nevertheless, emerging markets, especially China, remain an important driver 
of global premium growth. China continued to be among the world's fastest 
growing insurance markets, particularly in life.  

Emerging markets premium growth continues 
In emerging markets, life and non-life premiums increased 14% and 6.1% 
respectively in 2017. In the non-life sector, growth in 2017 has slowed but 
still remained robust. The slowdown in emerging markets was largely driven 
by China, where the speed of expansion halved to a still solid 10%. The 
insurance markets in emerging countries have outperformed the 
corresponding economies for decades, given the current low levels of 
insurance penetration. In these markets, incomes, revenues and assets of 
individuals and companies are growing, which in turn boosts the demand for 
insurance (Figure 1 below, right panel).  

China continued to be the main growth engine in emerging markets. 
Compared to 2016, growth slowed in the region but remained robust. The 
Chinese life market grew by 21% in 2017, well above its ten year average of 
14%. China is now the second largest life market globally after the US and 
accounts for more than half of emerging market life insurance premiums 
written, or 11% of the world total. 

 
 
Premiums in advanced markets face headwinds 
Non-life premium growth in advanced markets remained broadly stable in 
2017 at 1.9%. In the US, the non-life industry benefitted from higher rates in 
motor business, while prices in commercial lines remained under pressure.  

Life premiums in advanced markets, which fell 2.7% in 2017, were the 
primary cause of the drag on global growth. The North American life market 
declined by 3.5%, driven by supply side factors, as players exited the 
retirement savings business, including variable annuities. Among advanced 
Asian markets, which were down 2.1%, expectations of lower mortality rates 
have delayed life insurance purchases in Japan.  
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The life sector in advanced markets has failed to recover from the 2008 
financial crisis. Well documented factors, such as the depressed economic 
environment, stagnant wages combined with low interest rates and changing 
solvency regimes made traditional savings products with interest rate 
guarantees both unattractive for consumers and life insurers (Figure 1 above, 
left panel).  

Analysing 50 years of growth patterns and insurance penetration 
For 50 years, sigma has been publishing data on the global insurance 
markets showing the changing growth patterns and developments of 
insurance penetration. Asia has been an important contributor to premium 
growth on two occasions since 1960. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
life insurance in Japan was in high demand due to the soaring levels of 
household saving and the country's less developed social security system for 
old age provision. Since the global financial crisis of 2008/2009, Emerging 
Asia, led by China, has become the largest source of growth in the global 
insurance markets, although penetration levels have been gradually 
increasing across all regions. The regional structure of global insurance 
markets has shifted from Europe and North America to Advanced and 
Emerging Asia since 1960.  
 
Jérôme Haegeli, Swiss Re Group Chief Economist, says, "Back then, 
Advanced and Emerging Asia accounted for 5% of global insurance 
premiums versus 22% in 2017. For the next decade, the shift to China is 
likely to continue. Given the impressive number of infrastructure initiatives 
underway in China, China's contribution to world insurance premiums could 
yet again exceed expectations. In the following decades, other markets such 
as India, Indonesia, Brazil, Mexico, Pakistan, Nigeria or Kenya could become 
more important." 
 
Penetration (premiums/GDP) has increased consistently in emerging 
economies over time. Meanwhile, non-life penetration has virtually stagnated 
in the advanced markets since around the turn of the century, while it has 
been on a declining trend in the life sector of advanced markets (Figure 2).  
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Market outlook for global life and non-life premiums 
Over the next few years, the Swiss Re Institute predicts that global life 
insurance premiums will rise, driven by strong growth in China. However, 
profitability continues to be under pressure due to low interest rates, 
increasing competition and regulatory changes. 
 
Jérôme Haegeli says, "The ongoing low interest rate environment remains a 
major concern for life insurers' profitability and their ability to offer attractive 
long term life insurance products, particularly in combination with Solvency II 
types of regulatory frameworks." 
 
The Swiss Re Institute also expects global non-life premiums to increase, led 
by advanced markets such as the US, where the economy is strengthening. 
Although the insurance markets in emerging countries have solidly 
outperformed the corresponding economies for decades, the Swiss Re 
Institute estimates that, in the years to come, advanced markets will 
contribute more than half of the additional premiums in absolute terms. 

 

  



 

5 

Notes to editors 
This year marks the 50th anniversary of sigma, Swiss Re's flagship and the insurance 
industry's leading research publication. Please visit the sigma 50 years section on the 
Swiss Re Institute website to find out more about the evolution of sigma, and the breadth 
and depth of the overall research offering from the Swiss Re Institute: 
institute.swissre.com/sigma50years 
 
Swiss Re 
The Swiss Re Group is one of the world’s leading providers of reinsurance, insurance and 
other forms of insurance-based risk transfer, working to make the world more resilient. It 
anticipates and manages risk – from natural catastrophes to climate change, from ageing 
populations to cyber crime. The aim of the Swiss Re Group is to enable society to thrive 
and progress, creating new opportunities and solutions for its clients. Headquartered in 
Zurich, Switzerland, where it was founded in 1863, the Swiss Re Group operates through 
a network of around 80 offices globally. It is organised into three Business Units, each with 
a distinct strategy and set of objectives contributing to the Group’s overall mission. 
 
Accessing data by sigma: 
The data from the study can be accessed and visualised at www.sigma-explorer.com. This 
mobile enable web-application allows users to create charts, share them via social media and 
export them as standard graphic files. 
 
How to order this sigma study: 
The English, German, French, and Spanish versions of the sigma No 3/2018, "World insurance 
in 2017: solid, but mature life markets weigh on growth" are available electronically on the 
Swiss Re Institute's website: institute.swissre.com 
 
Printed editions of sigma No 3/2018 in English, German, French and Spanish are available. The 
printed versions in Chinese and Japanese will be available in the near future. Please send your 
orders, complete with your full postal address, institute@swissre.com 

http://institute.swissre.com/research/overview/sigma_50years/?utm_source=press_release&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=sigma_3_2018
http://www.sigma-explorer.com/
http://institute.swissre.com/research/overview/sigma/
mailto:institute@swissre.com
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