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The long-lasting financial crisis 
challenges the business case for 
corporate learning. Andrew Rutsch 
suggests that re-insurance group 
Swiss Re’s business-focused emphasis 
on coaching and mentoring may be 
one way forward

Swiss Re, the Zurich-based global re-insurance 
firm has achieved an impressive turnaround 
since the financial crisis, moving from a loss of 

$663 million in 2008 to a net income of $4.2 billion 
in 2012. 

Yet, the environment continues to be difficult: low 
interest rates, a changing regulatory landscape and 
fragile markets – particularly in Europe – yet with 
quite robust growth in emerging markets. If you 
were Michel Liès, Swiss Re’s CEO, what would you 
do to accelerate profitable growth?

The recent EFMD CLIP (Corporate Learning 
Improvement Process) Sharing Best Practice 
Workshop hosted by Swiss Re in Munich, Germany, 
on 15 March 2013 showcased how the firm 
leverages coaching and mentoring as motors  
to fuel the firm’s development.
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Succeeding in high-growth markets  
requires skilled and engaged talent

One key thrust in Swiss Re’s strategy is high-growth 
markets. In South Korea it has worked with Cigna/ 
LINA to develop insurance that covers the cost of 
cancer treatment for people over the age of 60. In 
China it is teaming up with local insurers to deliver 
insurance that covers similar risks for people of all 
ages – a first in the market. In Vietnam and Mexico it 
is working with governments to protect livelihoods 
and prosperity. 

By 2015 Swiss Re aims to generate 20% to 25% of 
its revenues from high-growth markets. This requires 
talented people with the right skills and languages as 
well as agility and a passion to perform.
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The learning tool box: strengthening continuous 
learning through different means

In response, Swiss Re’s leadership in collaboration 
with Swiss Re Academy, the company’s corporate 
learning function, has embraced the “70-20-10 
learning and development model” to support the 
targeted business growth. In this, 70% is geared 
towards learning on the job through, for example, 
rotations and stretch assignments; 20% is focused 
on learning from others such as coaching and 
mentoring; 10% is invested in formal training 
measures such as seminars and e-learning.

In other words, Swiss Re leverages a range of means 
to strengthen continuous learning in order to 
enhance the development of individuals and the 
enterprise generally. 

Yet in times of limited resources financial 
investments are subject to close scrutiny to 
determine the business impact they create.  
And so Swiss Re is deliberate in how it allocates 
its learning budgets. 

One strategic investment is its coaching and 
mentoring programme.
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Coaching and mentoring for key target groups 
accelerates business growth

Broadly defined, coaching supports individuals or 
teams in building skills that increase performance 
(typically with a short-term focus) while mentoring 
is primarily about developing capability and 
potential in the long-term (CIPD (Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development) 2009).

At Swiss Re, coaching is positioned as an 
investment in high performers. Individual coaching 
focuses on the top three layers of the firm, around 
1,500 people. More senior people will likely work 
with an external coach. Team coaching is also 
offered, using experiential learning such as business 
simulations and team exercises.

Case examples include change situations, 
moving into a new role or dealing with 
challenging tasks. Another example is a pilot 
talent development program in Asia, with 
modules in China, Hong Kong and Indonesia and 
coaching as a key component.

Mentoring is offered to emerging talents as a 
relationship (outside of the regular reporting line) 
that helps them develop and move successfully 
through times of change and transition. A more 
experienced person is matched with another (less 
experienced) individual and acts as a listener  
and guide in questions of business or personal 
development. 

Mentoring is seen as especially effective because 
interaction with senior managers helps develop  
a more sophisticated and strategic perspective 
on the firm and its direction, values and ways of 
working (Day 2001).
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Creating triple impact: individual, group  
and business

Ultimately, coaching and mentoring are two  
key means to an end. In other words, they  
help accelerate learning to create impact at  
the individual, group and business level as they 
are geared to people and teams with significant 
involvement in organisational change processes 
(Vera & Crossan 2004). 

As such, Swiss Re’s leadership views them as critical 
tools to expedite learning among people who 
energise and lead current and future growth to win 
in markets where agility and speed are paramount. 
In other words, coaching and mentoring are two 
examples of how Swiss Re advances its business 
and people at the same time.

how would you leverage corporate learning  
to accelerate your business?

“Fuelling business growth through coaching and 
mentoring” – the latest EFMD CLIP Sharing Best 
Practice Workshop using the Swiss Re case 
demonstrated how corporate learning can play  
a key role in accelerating business results.

The Swiss Re approach points to the changing role 
of corporate learning. In an environment that is 
increasingly disrupted by consumer, technology 
and regulatory shifts, the traditional classroom-
based model is doomed. What firms are in desperate 
need of is enhanced learning and performance 
across all levels – enabled by the corporate learning 
function. Hence, how would you leverage your 
corporate learning function as CEO? Compare this 
to how your corporate learning budget is currently 
invested.




