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ﬁ Case study 2.2

Swiss Re putting HR front and centre

The people function can be an afterthought
during times of upheaval, but the reinsurance
giant decided purpose should start at home. A
sprawling township in South Africa, where 70 per
cent of the population live in shacks, and the
41-floor Gherkin building in the City of London,
home to the UK head office of global reinsurance
firm Swiss Re (and several others). The two seem
worlds apart.

Yet the former is the subject of the video
James Hartley, Swiss Re’s managing director
and regional head of HR EMEA, points to
as demonstrating the power of the firm’s
#TellOurStory initiative, which launched at the
beginning of 2019.

The video features Bongiwe Mncube, HR
partner MEA, describing the transformative
effects of Swiss Re’s Middle East and Africa
Underwriting Academy, not only on a business
location beset by skills shortages, but also on the
life of one particular 28-year-old South African
township resident, who — before being taken on
by Swiss Re —was “totally lost... hanging outon
street corners”.

He says: ‘I now can afford my children’s
school fees, | can afford stationery, | can afford
transport for them to go o school, I'm able to take
care of my siblings and elderly mother,” Mncube
relates in the video. It's powerful stuff - and just
one of many stories shared as part of an initiative
designed to reconnect members of the 100-strong
EMEA HR function with their individual purposes.

Given Swiss Re’s wider context, it had become
increasingly apparent, explains Hartley, that the
function needed to provide a Very particular kind
of support, and role model certain key behaviours

for the rest of the business.

Founded in 1863 and headquartered in Zurich,
Swiss Re has 80 offices globally and 14,500
employees. It offers corporate solutions to
mid-sized and multinational corporations and life
capital insurance. But its largest income stream
comes courtesy of its status as the world’s
second largest reinsurer, with the firm’s B2B
offering ranging from cutting-edge telematics-
based products for the automotive sector,
to insurance against crop failure for African
farmers.

However, despite its size, the business is far
from immune to challenging market conditions.

‘In reinsurance, margins have been squeezed,
and we've had to come up with innovative ways
of retaining revenue. Corporate solutions has
had a tough couple of years so isin a turnaround
phase,’ says Hartley.

'Sg if we're going to have leaders adept at
managing ambiguity and a changing landscape,
we need an HR function that's courageous
enough to push the boundaries.’

The first step was to get all leaders within
EMEA HR to discuss with their teams what
inspires them about what they do day to day.
Then smaller groups were brought together to
debate various behaviours identified as common
themes, such as putting ‘purpose and pragmatism
ahead of process and perfectionism’, combining

‘commercial and emotional impact’ and acting

‘with courage’.
‘| was talking about my own personal purpose,

which broke the dam a little bit,’ says Hartley.
"We held an HR-wide town hall event, which got
people to start t0 tell their stories. Then there was
a kick-off event where we ran masterclasses on

telling stories.’
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‘Inevitably there is a bias in HR to immediately go

to the “what”, sometimes the “how”, but rarely the
“why”. But if we can start talking about a personal
story or context, it just changes the dynamic.’

The business’s shift to ratingless performance
management to encourage quality conversations
is an example of where HR has been able to
role model the kinds of ‘courageous” human
conversations line managers should be having
with direct reports. ‘It just moves that whole
thing from being a very corporate, left-brain,
intellectual exercise, which can be the tendency

in our sector,” says Hartley,
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