Case study:  Issues with managing the AXA Ireland extranet 

This case illustrates some of the issues involved with implementing an extranet. The benefits of the extranet are described together with some of the problems such as security and content management. The ability to handle large volumes of material is one of the most important criteria for choosing a content management system, but it is not the only one. 
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When AXA Ireland was planning a new extranet to link it with external legal firms, security was a critical issue – and some content management solutions it looked at did not come up to the mark. 
AXA Ireland sells general insurance in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. The company, part of the AXA Group of insurance and asset management companies, is Ireland’s second largest insurer and the largest motor insurer with more than 30 per cent of the private car market. 
However, it is in its personal injury business that the company has initially sought to implement content management. Here, AXA typically has around 9,000 claims outstanding at any one time, involving communications with tens of thousands of claimants. Needless to say, this represents a large volume of documentation. The extranet is to handle this, and the company is rolling it out not only to internal staff but to 50 or more legal firms with which it deals when processing claims. 
Content management is provided by Parallel, the IT vendor whose collaborative and content management solution is called pTools. On one level, the aims of AXA’s project are not so exceptional: to speed up processing times, standardize documentation, and thereby realise substantial cuts in the cost of the associated bureaucracy. 
However, as Paul Woodley, AXA Ireland claims manager, explains, security is paramount. The company initiated a beauty parade of content management solutions last September and was surprised that several solutions were not secure. 
Solutions fell down not only in terms of being able to control hierarchies of access, so that, for example, system administrators could manage the system but not change any of the content on it. But in some cases they also did not convince AXA on the less demanding criterion of being robust enough for an extranet. Parallel’s pTools met the security demand and so was chosen, although Mr Woodley adds that ethical hackers employed to test its resilience did initially find some gaps, which they rapidly closed. 
Security aside, the extranet is aimed at dealing with the 2,000 letters, forms and collateral documents AXA receives each day. It replaces a legacy, internal imaging system. “That system was pretty inflexible,” Mr Woodley explains. 
“Any analysis of the communications taking place between ourselves and third parties was very difficult, and although you could look at documents, that was about all you could do with them.” 
Further, a number of people, including doctors, barristers and mechanics, might contribute to any document, in addition to the lawyers. 
By the time the documents reach AXA, not only can it be hard to interpret the information any individual item contains, but it is also very difficult to analyse the performance of the claims processing operation as a whole. 
To deal with this, the extranet has introduced standardized, electronic forms. Also, the task of scanning collateral documents is being handed over to the legal firms with which AXA deals. Imaged documents can then be attached to the electronic forms which the firms submit. 
“The advantages of the extranet on this count are enormous,” says Mr Woodley. “We can capture a lot more information from lawyers. We can keep much better tabs on the quality of service they are providing and can analyse the cost of processing claims by cross-referencing and comparisons.” 
Already, AXA publishes league tables showing how different law firms perform. The aim eventually is to introduce internal competition. “The extranet represents a steep learning curve for some of the firms,” Mr Woodley adds. “Some lawyers still prefer traditional methods of working.” Face-to-face contact with them is therefore an essential part of the change management, particularly in terms of building their trust in the system. 
Although the extranet is still being rolled out, the fundamental aims are already clearly being realised. Processing times are being cut to minutes per transaction rather than taking days or even months. “Parallel is also particularly good on the analysis front. And it has other features, such as messaging, which we are now looking at too,” says Mr Woodley. 
Source: Insurance: AXA Ireland, By Mark Vernon, FT.com site; Extranet meets high security demands. © Financial Times. 
Questions 

1. Explain the benefits of the AXA Ireland extranet to AXA Ireland and its partners. 

2. Why is an effective content management system an important component of the extranet? 

3. Referring to the article, assess potential problems with the deployment of a content management system and suggest options managers have to minimize these problems.
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