
The Modernization 
Momentum Plan: How Life 
Insurers Accelerate Growth 
Without Disruption
A Practical Guide for Life Insurance Leaders



Why Most Modernization Efforts Stall Early
Most life insurers know they need to modernize. The roadmaps exist, the consultants have been hired, 
and the budgets have been approved. What’s harder to explain is why so many of these efforts still fall 
short. Most of the time, it’s not the technology that’s the problem.

The Performance Gap: Five Ways It Shows Up 

The performance gap is the widening distance between what insurers intend to achieve 
and what their operating model can execute. It consistently surfaces in five areas:

For more information, see our related one pager, 5 Operational Gaps Hiding Inside Your 
Core Insurance Systems & Operating Models

What often happens is that competing priorities creep in, early wins don’t scale, and without something 
concrete to show early in the process, executive support quietly dries up. Traction is not the product of a 
full-scale overhaul but through a well-defined plan and the commitment to execute it. But first, it helps to 
understand exactly where the drag comes from. For most insurers, it shows up in the same five places.

The Problem

51%-75% 
of IT budgets are spent just maintaining 
legacy systems

52% 
of insurers delayed or canceled 2-3 
strategic tech programs in a single year
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Operational efficiency  
Manual processes, backlogs, and rekeying errors undermine operational 
efficiency and diminish customer confidence.

Financial 
Rising run costs and combined ratio drift, often without a clear read on why.

Compliance 
Regulatory governance challenges across multiple jurisdictions.

Decision intelligence  
Lack of actionable insight to drive accurate business decisions and improve 
growth.

Speed-to-market  
Friction in the product development life cycle erodes market relevancy and 
competitive positioning.

https://sapiens.com/resources/whitepapers-ebooks/5-operational-gaps-in-insurance/
https://sapiens.com/resources/whitepapers-ebooks/5-operational-gaps-in-insurance/


Industry Benchmarks for L&A Carriers
Before you can close the gap, you need to know where it is. These ranges reflect current performance 
across North American life and annuity insurers and are wider than most executives expect. 

Where Do You Stand?

Metric Estimate Your New Target Gap Cost

Time-to-decision  
(traditionally underwritten)

Every extra day is a 
placement at risk

Faster decisions 
convert; slow ones 
don’t

Each NIGO cycle adds 
3-5 days and tests 
agent loyalty

Every manual touch is 
cost and delay

Competitors reach 
market while you’re 
still in requirements

for eligible 
segments

when underwriting 
and policy admin 
are connected

with config-based 
platforms

1-15 days

Time-to-decision   
(simplified issue)

Not in Good Order 
(NIGO) rate on 
e-submissions 

Straight-through 
processing rate

New Product or Product 
Update change cycle 

1-3 days

POS-7 days

16%-32%

20%-35%

60-180 days

POS-1 day

Under 1%

Up to 80% 

5-30 days 



The Modernization Momentum Plan
Here’s the thing about momentum: you either build it early or you lose it. This plan is a phased approach 
to showing real value fast, without turning the organization upside down.

	z Map friction across new business intake, underwriting triage, annuity 
suitability review, and APS ordering 

	z Identify where paper-based handoffs or manual processes create the most 
delay

	z Define 1–2 high-impact use cases (e.g., automated decisioning where 
possible or streamlined e-submission for top distribution partners)

	z Establish a joint business + IT working group with weekly check-ins and 
defined decision rights

	z Launch a targeted pilot rather than an enterprise-wide effort. Automated UW 
rules for a single product is a realistic, high-visibility starting point

	z Measure early impact: time-to-decision, NIGO (Not in Good Order) rate, 
placement on the piloted product

	z Remove 1–2 specific bottlenecks — manual APS ordering, paper-based 
suitability review, or illustration-to-application disconnect are common quick 
wins

	z Expand to adjacent workflows: in-force servicing automation, 1035 exchange 
processing, or Required Minimum Distribution (RMD) workflow improvements 
for annuity books

	z Share results in business terms — placement rate changes, days saved, 
rework eliminated — not IT project milestones

	z Use early proof to build the internal case for the next phase of investment 
and what Sapiens calls agile intelligence: continuous, data-driven adaptation 
throughout the policy lifecycle

The Framework

Phase 1  |  Create Visibility

Phase 2  |  Prove Value

Phase 3  |  Build Momentum
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Small Moves, Big Impact
Trying to fix everything at once is a good way to fix nothing. The initial goal is to find the friction that's 
costing you the most. These four areas tend to be where the most significant drag exists:

The Price of Delayed Modernization 
The cost of not modernizing is easy to underestimate, because it doesn’t show up as a line item. It shows 
up as placement you didn’t get, products you couldn’t launch, and agents who quietly shifted their 
business elsewhere. 

Speed is a growth lever, not just an efficiency play. The pattern is consistent across the lifecycle:

Where To Focus First

The Cost of Standing Still

Underwriting Decision Speed 
Slow decisions lose placements. Even a 
modest improvement in turnaround time 
shows up in revenue quickly. Insurers 
with workflow automation have seen 
placement rates improve by 5% to 15%.

Distribution & Agent Experience 
Agents navigating fragmented systems 
submit less business. Digital portals have 
driven e-submission adoption up by 20% 
or more, with fewer NIGOs. Cleaning up 
intake and e-submission workflows tend 
to pay off faster than most expect.

Product Configuration Bottlenecks 
If every product change needs a 
developer, you’re already behind. 
Configuration-based platforms have 
enabled insurers to cut product launch 
time by up to 50%, particularly for riders 
and indexed crediting strategies.

Data Access 
You don’t need to overhaul your data 
infrastructure on day one. What matters 
is faster access to the information people 
need and are already waiting to receive. 
Real-time data access changes the 
quality of decisions at every level.
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Lifecycle Stage What Speed Unlocks What Delays Cost

Underwriting

Product Rollout

Servicing

Distribution

Lost placements and eroding 
distributor confidence

Competitors capture sales and 
agent mindshare while you’re 
still in requirements

Policy attrition and rising per-
policy cost

Advisors default to what’s 
easiest to place, and that 
preference dominates

Higher placement rates and 
more issued premium

Earlier revenue in competitive 
markets

Better retention and lower 
lapse rates

Advisor loyalty and higher 
submission volume



The Placement Gap Formula

Take your total submission volume. Multiply by your current placement rate. Then ask: 
what would a 5-point improvement be worth?

Example: An insurer receiving $500M in submissions at a 60% placement rate writes 
$300M in new business. A 5-point improvement brings that to $325M or $25M in 
additional premium without adding a single producer or expanding distribution.

The Governance Model That Actually Works
One of the most common reasons modernization plans stall isn’t technology or budget, but unclear 
ownership. When modernization lives only in IT, the business disengages. When it floats across 
stakeholders with no named owner, decisions slow to a crawl. Your governance team should consist of:

For this team to function, two foundational elements must be established from the start:

Making It Stick

An Executive Sponsor 
From the business side. Not IT. Someone with authority to make calls and remove obstacles 

A Modernization Working Group 
Small, cross-functional, and empowered to act. Not an advisory committee, but a decision-making 
body

Decision Rights 
Defined before work begins

Communication Cadence 
Built into the process, not added 
after the fact  
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Measure What Happens and Know What to Target
Many teams end up tracking the wrong metrics. System uptime looks like progress. Hitting project 
milestones feels like forward motion. Neither tells you whether the business is moving. Here are the 
metrics worth watching and what good looks like at each stage:

Measurement

Metric What to Measure Realistic Targets

Calendar days from submission 
to underwriting decision

on the piloted product or segment

each point represents meaningful 
revenue

through intake and e-submission 
improvements

configuration-based, without 
requiring a development cycle

points on the piloted workflow; best-
in-class connected platforms can 
reach 90%

Submitted policies that convert 
to issued, paid business

Percent of e-submissions 
requiring follow-up

Days from product decision to 
market availability

Percent of cases processed 
without manual intervention

Not in Good Order 
(NIGO)

Placement rate

Speed-to-decision

Time to product 
change

Straight-Through 
Processing (STP) 
rate

Reduced by 40%

Reduced by 30%

Complete a change

Increased by 15%

Improve by 3–5 points 

What to Stop Doing

	z Don’t wait for full transformation approval before getting started
	z Don’t leave modernization only in the hands of IT
	z Don’t hold off on measuring results until after implementation is complete
	z Don’t over-scope early initiatives. Smaller, well-defined wins do more for 

organizational confidence than ambitious projects that stall



What Momentum Looks Like
Teams that follow through on modernization tend to notice signs beyond the metrics. The way people 
talk about modernization shifts from being an IT project and starts becoming something the business 
owns. That kind of internal transformation is hard to pin down, but it’s what makes continued progress 
possible.

ivari: From Three Tools to One
Canadian life insurer ivari™ is an example of what modernization built around flow produces, not just 
functionality.

When Modernization Takes Hold

What This Looks Like in Practice

Faster underwriting decisions 
Insurers using workflow automation 
have seen placement rates improve 
by 5% to 15%.

Reduced rework 
STP rates have improved by 30% 
or more for teams that modernized 
underwriting and servicing workflows. 
Connected platforms reach up to 
90% STP on applications submitted in 
good order.

Better visibility across the business 
When data is accessible in real time, 
decisions get made faster and with 
more confidence at every level. Per-
policy servicing costs have dropped 
20%-30% after cloud-enabled 
platform upgrades.

Improved agent engagement 
Agent experience has driven 
e-submission adoption up by 20% or 
more, with fewer NIGOs to manage.

	z 90% advisor adoption within six months
	z Faster policy settlement -- cases that previously took days now settle within 24 hours
	z Advisor shifts from three disconnected tools to a single integrated experience

After unifying its illustration, application, and underwriting platforms, ivari achieved:

That’s the difference between modernization that adds functionality and modernization 
that changes how the organization moves.

https://sapiens.com/resources/testimonials/sapiens-helps-ivari-meet-its-goals/


 
About Sapiens
Sapiens International Corporation (N.V.) provides the best-in-class, agentic AI-powered SaaS platform for insurance. 
Driven by agile intelligence, Sapiens keeps insurers one step ahead in an industry defined by uncertainty. 

Our integrated, end-to-end platform equips insurers with tailored, last-inch functionality – enabling hyper-relevant 
experiences and better outcomes at scale. Serving over 600 insurance companies in more than 30 countries, we 
cover every risk landscape – spanning property & casualty; life, wealth & retirement; workers’ compensation; and 
reinsurance. Recognized by industry analysts and selected for the Microsoft Top 100 Partnership Program, we’re 
committed to championing customer success and advancing what’s possible. 

For more information visit sapiens.com, or follow us on LinkedIn.
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Momentum Compounds
Early wins build confidence, and confidence spreads. The data that modern systems generate surfaces 
opportunities you couldn’t see before. Progress tends to progressively build on itself.

Forrester’s 2026 forecast projects a two-point improvement in expense ratios for top insurers through 
AI and automation, but only for insurers that have moved from pilots into full production on a connected 
operating model. Pilots don’t move the needle; scale does. 

The insurers that come out ahead won’t necessarily be the ones with the largest budgets. They’ll be the 
ones that started moving early, stayed their course, and didn’t wait for a perfect opportunity. 

Final Thoughts

Ready to Build Momentum?
Transformation doesn't stall because it's too hard. It stalls because nothing 
gets started, or what does get started loses traction before it shows results. 

 
The modernization plan builds the organizational confidence needed to make 

bigger moves possible in the future. Sapiens partners with life insurers at 
every step of the journey.

http://www.sapiens.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/9659
https://sapiens.com/contact-us
https://www.forrester.com/blogs/us-insurance-tech-spending-2026-from-modernization-to-intelligence/

