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Introduction 

“The important thing for Government is not to do things which individuals are already doing, but to do 
those things which at present are not done at all.”    
 
Written 90 years before the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), John Maynard Keynes recognised 
the opportunity for government investments into potentially transformative innovations. Many private 
sector actors have held contrasting positions over the past century, frequently viewing public 
policymakers through market-fixing, regulatory lenses. However, governments’ actions during the 
covid-19 pandemic and movements towards fighting climate change are shifting these private sector 
views, presenting public-private partnership (PPP) opportunities across the SDGs.  
 
This policy brief explores the recent growth in insurance public-private partnerships, identifying what is 
causing this momentum, presenting factors that might impede the private sector’s ability to fully engage 
in programmes that can yield SDG benefits, and offers suggestions on how to mitigate these challenges. 
This paper largely considers this topic via a climate change / natural catastrophe perspective, but these 
issues apply to many other risks, including life and health insurance.  
 
Partnership is a widely understood concept, meaning different things to different audiences. This paper 
does not analyse the various ways in which public and private sector actors might collaborate, the 
relative strengths and weaknesses of each approach, or how entities might search, screen, and select 
partners. Echoing Keynes, this note will simply frame partnerships as constructs whereby two or more 
public-private entities pool human and financial resources to create new types of value (public and 
private) that each entity could not produce by itself. These types of partnerships present opportunities 
to generate the transformative innovations required to deliver on our SDG ambitions. 
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1 Why are non-insurance actors seeking partnerships? 

Natural catastrophes consume a disproportionate amount of developing nations’ finances with the 
Insurance Development Forum (IDF) 1 estimating that 8-9% of these budgets are climate related 
(Iyahen, 2021). This spending is mostly deployed after events occur with only 2% of natural 
catastrophe spending financed before disasters happen. The scale of this preparedness is starkly 
illustrated when we consider that 55% of natural catastrophe events are predictable.  
 
Within this context, there is a growing appreciation among non-insurance actors such as 
governments, multilateral organisations, and humanitarian agencies that insurance solutions can 
play an important role to mitigate the impact of climate change; and partnerships present 
opportunities to accelerate the adoption of these solutions by leveraging industry expertise, capital, 
and risk analytics tools. 
 
For example, UK-funded research suggests that insurance solutions could reduce climate-related 
disaster losses by up to 25 percent in developing nations (RMS, 2017). There is, however, limited 
academic research into the nascent area of insurance public-private partnerships, requiring us to 
consider five important initiatives from 2021 to display what is happening in practice:  

 
 
1.1 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

 
The UNDP (2021) launched the Insurance and Risk Finance Facility (IRFF) with ambitious plans 
to “build insurance markets in developing countries through legislative and regulatory reform 
alongside institutional capacity development.”   
 
It will engage insurance actors via the Insurance Development Forum, noting the need to 
incentivise and mobilise the private sector using a variety of policy tools to “create a virtuous cycle 
of economic benefits, including increased investment in the economy, reduced pressure on 
government budgets in the event of a disaster and increased socio-economic security for citizens.” 
Welcomingly, the SDGs are referenced throughout the IRFF launch material.  

 
 

1.2 USAID 
 
USAID (2021) announced three new/expanded partnerships to support vulnerable nations to 
prepare for and mitigate climate-related disasters. In addressing the InsuResilience Global 
Partnership 2, Samantha Power, Administrator of USAID, shared a case study illustrating the power 
and potential for insurance solutions in developing nations and their relationship with other SDGs, 
specifically SDG 2 - Zero Hunger in this example (InsuResilience, 2021): 
 

“Two years ago, when a drought hit a village in western Senegal, families who depended 
on rain-fed agriculture were on the verge of devastation; but because the Senegalese 
government had purchased drought insurance, payouts were automatically triggered 
and people in that village were soon receiving food and cash transfers far faster that 
any country could provide humanitarian assistance. Because of this programme, the 
number of families facing extreme hunger in Senegal was quickly cut from 22 percent 
to 2 percent.” 

 
1 The Insurance Development Forum (IDF) is a public-private partnership orchestrator with a mission explicitly 

linked to the UN Agenda 2030. Notably, the IDF is chaired by Denis Duverne, also Chairman of The AXA Group, 
one of the world’s largest insurers with annual revenues of EUR 100 billion and balance sheet assets of EUR 800 
billion. The IDF is co-chaired by Achim Steiner, UNDP Administrator and Hiroshi Matano, Executive Vice President 
of the World Bank’s Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency. Importantly, the organisation’s steering and 
operating committee members are also high-profile decision-makers from the public and private sectors, 
suggesting that the IDF has the connections and influence to transform promise into practice. 

 
2 The InsuResilience Global Partnership is another public-private partnership orchestrator, albeit the private sector 
plays a follower role rather than its leading role in the IDF. It is hosted by Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic and Cooperation and Development 
(BMZ).  
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1.3 The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 
 
The IFRC presented plans at the Anticipation Hub3-hosted Global Dialogue Platform (Anticipation 
Hub, 2021b) to purchase an innovative insurance solution that will quickly deliver financial support 
when disasters strike rather than the traditional process of waiting until disasters occur before 
raising humanitarian funds. Aon, a for-profit global insurance broker, has worked closely with the 
IFRC to design a customised solution that will source underwriting capacity via traditional 
re/insurers and capital markets. This solution will be launched in 2022.  

 
 

1.4 Global Parametrics’ Natural Disaster Fund 
 
Global Parametrics (2021), a for-profit global insurance broker, launched a disaster risk 
management fund targeting low- and middle-income countries. It has received commitments of 
EUR 25m from the German government, GBP 25m from the UK government, and USD 50m from 
Hannover Re, the world’s third largest reinsurer. This fund would not exist without both public and 
private commitments. 

 
 

1.5 The Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (CCRIF) 
 
The CCRIF was the world’s first multi-country risk pool, using parametric instruments to access 
underwriting capacity via traditional re/insurance channels and capital markets. It paid USD 40m 
to the Government of Haiti within 14 days of the August 2021 hurricane (CCRIF, 2021), providing 
a tangible example of how parametric solutions work in practice. Recently, Irish Aid provided EUR 
1m to CCRIF, supplementing contributions from the World Bank and the USA, to develop the 
world’s first climate risk insurance solution for the fisheries sector linking to SDG 8 - Decent Work 
and Economic Growth and SDG 14 - Life Below Water (Irish Aid, 2021).  

 
 
It is notable that innovative parametric solutions, leveraging relatively new data analytics tools and 
techniques, feature prominently in this list. Unlike traditional indemnity insurance products which require 
re/insurers to assess and quantify damage after events occur - delaying payouts to beneficiaries -, 
parametric solutions trigger payouts upon the occurrence of pre-defined events, e.g., rainfall 
measurements.  
 
The emergence of these parametric solutions has been an important push factor for re/insurers to 
explore previously uninsured climate risks; and these solutions are also more understandable and 
transparent to non-insurance actors. 

   
  

 
3 The Anticipation Hub is a joint initiative between the IFRC, the German Red Cross, and the Red Cross Red 

Crescent Climate Centre. Funded by the German government, it aims to share anticipatory action knowledge 
between the “Red Cross Red Crescent movement, universities, research institutions, NGOs, UN agencies, 
governments, donors, and network initiatives” (Anticipation Hub, 2021a). 
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2 Why are re/insurers seeking partnerships? 

 
Private re/insurance companies are structured to deliver returns to their shareholders. They have 
introduced mandatory and voluntary Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) policies and practices in recent years, but these actions should not 
suggest that that their profit-seeking impulses have been replaced with social enterprise 
philosophies.  
 
Again, this context is important, emphasising the need for policymakers to consider which policies 
might best incentivise profit-seeking re/insurers to engage with SDG-related PPPs. Attempting to 
provoke engagement using a “good corporate citizen” narrative will be ineffective. 
 
The “protection gap” is frequently presented as a societal problem, which it is, but also a 
commercial opportunity. This represents the difference between the economic losses attributed to 
unwanted events and the insured losses of these events. Understandably, re/insurers use many 
more factors when assessing new risks in developing nations. Anecdotally, the following four 
factors have featured prominently in recent assessments:   

 
 
2.1 Increasing Total Insured Losses 

 
Swiss Re, the world’s largest reinsurer, produces the most granular data on these topics, arguably 
recognised by the UNDP’s use of Swiss Re data in its IRFF launch material. Swiss Re estimates 
that natural catastrophes caused USD 112 billion of insured losses in 2021 against total economic 
losses of USD 259 billion in 2021 with the 10-year average of insured losses at USD 86 billion 
(Swiss Re, 2021). This graphic strikingly illustrates the rise of insured losses over the past 40 
years, mostly attributable to climate events. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Swiss Re, 2021 
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2.2 Increasing Divergence between Insured and Economic Losses 
 
The above graphic does not, however, display the divergence between insured and economic 
natural catastrophe losses – the protection gap – in developed and developing nations. This line 
chart has been generated with an open-source Swiss Re tool.  
 
The protection gap in developing nations (dark purple line) has increased from USD 21 billion in 
2001 to USD 110 billion in 2020, an increase of over 423%. Developed nations have experienced 
a much lower protection gap increase of 108% over the same period, illustrating the 
disproportionate impact of climate change on developing nations and the urgent need to equip 
them with new disaster risk finance solutions. 
 

 
 
 
 
   
 

Source: Swiss Re Institute, 2022 

 
 
2.3 Relative Importance of Developed and Developing Nations to Re/Insurers 

 
The above graphics suggest there is a huge untapped commercial opportunity for re/insurers in 
developing nations. This is regularly trumpeted as a call to action, but an examination of the 
demand- and supply-side factors reveals why re/insurers have chosen not to aggressively pursue 
these opportunities. 
 
On the demand-side, developing nations’ finances are incredibly stretched, leaving limited to no 
fiscal room for macro-level sovereign insurance solutions. At the micro-level, Banerjee and Duflo’s 
Nobel Prize-winning experiments have surfaced many compelling reasons why insurance fails to 
connect with individuals, matching the UNDP’s analysis, i.e., awareness, affordability, trust, and 
culture (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011; IDF, 2021a; UNDP, 2021). 
 
A frequently quoted supply-side constraint is the absence/inadequacy of the necessary legislative 
and regulatory frameworks (UNDP, 2021). Equally important but referenced less often is the 
absence of credible data or proxy data with which re/insurers can underwrite developing nations’ 
risks. As a rule of thumb, re/insurers require several years’ underwriting data to assess and price 
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risks. This presents re/insurers with a chicken and egg paradox when there is limited/no available 
traditional underwriting data, explaining the appeal of parametric solutions referenced earlier. 
 
Another relatively hidden supply-side constraint is the opportunity cost to re/insurers of deploying 
human and financial capital towards developing nations. This diagram clearly shows that insurance 
premium growth is driven by developed markets with African insurance premium data not even 
visible. Why should re/insurers invest resources into creating and growing new, developing world 
markets when the developed world continues to generate higher-value, lower-effort business as 
usual growth? This capital allocation question is a critical factor. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Swiss Re Institute, 2022 

 
 
2.4 G7 Commitments & Ambitions 

 
Recent G7 announcements on climate change adaption and resilience have elevated the ambition 
for insurance solutions in disaster risk finance programmes and recognised that G7 members have 
“committed hundreds of millions worth of new financing for early action, disaster risk and insurance 
in line with the InsuResilience Global Partnership and Risk-Informed Early Action Partnership 4”, 
(2021a, 2021b).  
 

  

 
4 The Risk-Informed Early Action Partnership brings together stakeholders from the climate, humanitarian, and 
development communities to make 1 billion people safer from disaster by 2025. Launched at the 2019 UN Climate 
Action Summit, it is hosted by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and counts 
the IDF as one of its members. 
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The G7 has adopted the InsuResilience targets to support 500 million vulnerable people against 
climate and disaster shocks, support 150 million people to access microinsurance, and mobilise 
USD 5 billion of risk capital from the insurance industry by 2025. The InsuResilience 2025 Strategy 
notes a dependency on the IDF to access the private sector commitment to support these targets 
(InsuResilience, 2019), suggesting that many meaningful insurance PPPs in the coming years will 
require the support of the IDF and/or InsuResilience. 
 
The G7 commitments and the scale of the InsuResilience targets have triggered significant 
attention among global re/insurers. For example, the Hannover Re CEO advised institutional 
investors of the company’s strategic intent to expand its “public and private sector business with 
our focus on filling the natural catastrophe protection gap,” as these partnerships “present new 
opportunities for our company to write profitable business in markets that have still to mature” 
(Hannover Re, 2021).  

 
 
 

3 What factors might impede this partnership momentum? 

Propelled by the G7 announcement and COP26 focus, several public-private webinars and 
conferences took place during Q4 2021. These events surfaced valuable views and insights that 
have not yet been fully captured by organisations’ public announcements. 

 
I joined several events, asking questions, and subsequently engaging many speakers 1:1.  My 
subjective observations from these events, refined following this 1:1 feedback, have been 
transformed into six high-level factors that might impede the partnership momentum witnessed 
during 2021: 

 
 
3.1 SDG Knowledge Deficit 

 
Limited references to the SDGs. Moreover, sustainable development, when discussed, is used 
interchangeably with environmental sustainability without referencing the other three sustainable 
development pillars of economic prosperity, social inclusion, and good governance. Adopting SDG 
language and integrating SDG targets into re/insurers’ partnership value propositions would signal 
a higher level of intent, break down communication barriers, and minimise concerns about 
re/insurers’ understanding of the unique challenges facing vulnerable populations. 

 

3.2 Inaccessible Language & Terminology 
 
Almost without exception, re/insurance participants fail to customise industry language for non-
insurance audiences. Insurance is a relatively abstract concept and suffers from suspicion and trust 
issues (Geneva Association, 2021). The industry’s overuse of protection gap and insurance 
penetration rate (insurance premiums as a percentage of a nation’s GDP) data is meaningless to 
many non-insurance actors. Crafting a solution-oriented narrative anchored in the SDGs would 
resonate stronger.  

 
 

3.3 Pushing Products 
 
In general, re/insurers promote existing developed world solutions rather than attempt to 
understand the unique Global South requirements, and counterparty context and needs. For 
example, during the Anticipatory Action workshop (Anticipation Hub, 2021b) regarding the IFRC’s 
planned natural catastrophe insurance solution, the humanitarian audience believed that the 
insurance premiums for this and future solutions will cannibalise humanitarian funds. The industry 
participants did not appear to understand these concerns in sufficient detail, leaving some 
humanitarian participants with a feeling that industry is simply pushing unsuitable products to 
extract profits at the expense of humanitarian funds.  
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3.4 Unquantified Benefits 
 
Industry consistently fails to explain the value of insurance via detailed case studies and real-world 
data. Insurance benefits are described using generic, high-level language. There was no detail 
shared in any session I joined regarding on-the-ground benefits, or the value of claims paid to 
beneficiaries. Some of this might be attributable to the infancy of this area, but this lack of detail 
does not help non-insurance actors understand how insurance solutions can add tangible value to 
vulnerable populations. 
 
 

3.5 Reinventing the Wheel 
 
Echoing the above, there were very few discussions about lessons learned and what successful 
solutions are available to be scaled. Instead, many participants appear to be focusing on developing 
new ideas. The IDF’s contributions stood apart here, stating that most efforts should centre on 
sharing best practices and scaling successes. 

 
 

3.6 Alternative Options 
 
It would be easy to come away from these sessions thinking that insurance is the only disaster risk 
finance solution. Despite several questions regarding the pros and cons of insurance via other 
solutions, there appeared to be a limited understanding of its relative strengths and weaknesses. 
Again, this lack of knowledge does a disservice to the insurance industry, fuelling suggestions that 
re/insurers are only in this “for the money,” and potentially limiting their ability to contribute more. 

 
 
It is notable that these factors are not technical challenges nor were material technical concerns raised 
during these events. Instead, the immediate issues appear to be traditional change and project 
management challenges, suggesting there are proven frameworks and tools available to address them. 

 
For the avoidance of doubt, this is far from an exhaustive list of the generic challenges facing 
partnerships. There is a considerable volume of non-academic material on this topic, e.g., McKinsey’s 
(2020) simple framework to assess the health of partnerships to “reveal hidden problems and 
opportunities to create more value.”   

 
Additionally, SDG partnerships are arguably more complex than commercial partnerships with Horan 
(2020) identifying five specific problems requiring attention, “compensation for losers, partnering 
capacity, short-time horizons, inadequate coordination mechanisms and misaligned incentives.” 
 
Finally, Mazzucato’s work (2018) presents salutary lessons on how the public sector has repeatedly 
invested into transformational innovations alongside the private sector but has not captured a 
commensurate portion of the rewards for the public good. This has powered excessive private sector 
wealth creation, compounding many of the societal inequities that the SDGs seek to address.  
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4 How might governance frameworks be strengthened to mitigate these 
challenges? 

 
This policy brief is not recommending that regulations are somehow crafted to address the 
constraints presented above. Policy interventions can take many forms at strategic and tactical 
levels. This paper recommends the application of proven governance interventions at the tactical 
level of public-private partnerships to deliver stronger SDG outcomes. There are two parts to this 
intervention: change management and project management. 

   
 
4.1 Change Management 

 
John Kotter’s well-known eight-step and eight-accelerator models (1995, 2012) provide us with 
conceptual frameworks to guide and assess the change management maturity of transformational 
programmes, the type needed for multi-stakeholder SDG partnerships.  
 
Mapping the six insurance-specific factors against the eight accelerators below indicates that more 
work is required on accelerators: 5. remove barriers; 6. share visible wins; and 7. leverage 
learnings.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.2 Project Management 
 
Building on the above, how might the project management frameworks required to deliver PPP 
ambitions be strengthened to reflect the identified six insurance-specific factors and the three 
change management deficiencies? There are two parts to this: management and leadership 
components. 

 

• Project Management frameworks contain a set of templates and actions to be addressed 
during each phase of a project. These frameworks are principles-based, allowing 
organisations to tailor each template with questions to be surfaced during the design and 
delivery phases of each project. 
 
For example, Project Initiation Documentation could be updated with questions regarding 
how the project is linked to the SDGs, what SDG targets will be set, how these will be 
measured, and who is responsible for realising the benefits. The responses to these 
questions could be subsequently integrated into the project delivery and governance 
frameworks.  

1 Create a sense of urgency around a single big opportunity.

2 Build and maintain a guiding coalition.

3 Formulate a strategic vision and develop change initiatives 

designed to capitalize on the big opportunity.

4 Communicate the vision and the strategy to create buy-in and 

attract a growing volunteer army.

5 Accelerate movement toward the vision and the opportunity by 

ensuring that the network removes barriers.

6 Celebrate visible, significant short-term wins.

7 Never let up. Keep learning from experience. Don’t declare 

victory too soon.

8 Institutionalize strategic changes in the culture.
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• Project Leadership. Leadership and management are different disciplines albeit one 
person is usually responsible for both areas on small to medium sized projects. Project 
management is responsible for driving a plan of action from design to delivery whereas 
project leadership is a more strategic role, ensuring the programme of work is linked to an 
organisation’s strategy, removing barriers, realising the expected benefits post-delivery, 
and ensuring lessons are extracted and shared widely for future initiatives.  

 
A steering committee often performs this leadership role. Again, these committees use 
templates, presenting us with more options to ensure projects’ SDG targets remain central. 
Additionally, the duration and breadth of SDG partnerships suggests there will be a 
turnover of project team members at the tactical level, meaning strong governance is 
required at the strategic, steering committee level. 

 
 

Deploying change and project management techniques might appear overly simplistic or 
bureaucratic, but these approaches work. Atul Gawande’s pioneering work using the simple, 
humble checklist in different settings has repeatedly demonstrated this (2011).  
 
 

4.3 Immediate Next Step 
 
Commission two detailed lessons learned assessments on insurance PPPs: one viewed 
successfully, and one viewed unsuccessfully or less successful than it could have been.  
 
Crafted through the lens of the material contained in this brief and SDG-specific partnership 
material (e.g., Horan, 2020), these lessons should provide a platform to strengthen the design and 
delivery of future SDG partnerships. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 

This exploratory note presented a high-level state of play on the evolving insurance public-private 
partnership arena, identified what is triggering this activity, considered what factors might impede this 
momentum, and offered thoughts on how to mitigate these challenges. 
 
To date, developing markets have not presented significant commercial opportunities to private 
re/insurers despite the growing protection gap between insured and economic losses in the Global 
South. However, recent financial commitments from the G7 and other public institutions; the growth and 
relevance of organisations such as the Insurance Development Forum and InsuResilience; and the 
emergence of data-driven parametric solutions suggest that previously uninsured risks might now 
present favourable returns to the private sector. 
 
These factors appear to be creating an attractive environment for the public sector to team up with the 
private sector to mobilise its knowledge, capital, and risk analytics tools to deliver our collective 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
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