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J ohn Deremo clearly remembers the 
moment he decided to go all-in with 
expanding AIG’s presence in the Asian-

American life insurance market.  
Deremo, a senior executive at AIG 

Financial Distributors, had been listening to 
a series of marketing presentations in San 
Francisco when a Chinese-American agency 
director stood up and tried to work through 
a presentation in English. Could she give her 
presentation in Chinese? she asked. Deremo 
was amenable, although he didn’t speak 
a word of the language; the presenter’s 
colleague stepped in to translate.

“It was an amazing transformation that 
I saw in this person when she was able to 
speak in her native tongue,” said Deremo, 
the company’s chief distribution officer, 
life and A&H. “She went from this low-key, 
reserved person to this dynamic, edge-of-
the seat, excited, passionate professional, and it was like 
an ‘aha’ moment: ‘Gee, why aren’t we doing this more?’” 

That started a chain of events that within two 
years led to the creation of a support group—25 
to 30 AIG underwriters, case managers and a call 
center—dedicated to serving the Chinese-American 
community; ads on all major Chinese-American 
television stations; and a dedicated Chinese language 
website. The company also opened an Asian-themed 

prototype office in Pasadena, California, 
complete with tea room, calligraphy, 
Chinese paintings and bilingual signage. 

“People in my position are searching for 
growth markets where it’s possible to add 
value without being stuck in the scourge of 
commoditization that is just plaguing the 
markets. And the markets are maturing more 
every day,” Deremo said. “There are these 
disenfranchised parts of the population, 
and we have to find a way to service them 
effectively. This was just a no-brainer for us 
because people in the Chinese-American 
market segment value insurance, we have an 
affinity to members of this cultural set, and 
they love our products.”

AIG is by no means alone in its 
efforts to increase its presence in 
Asian-American markets. Companies 
such as MetLife, Prudential, MassMutual 

and Voya Financial are among the many insurers 
aggressively promoting their services to Asian-
Americans by doing things like sponsoring 
Asian-themed events, retaining or establishing 
relationships with Asian-American agents, creating 
dedicated websites and television ads, and training 
non-Asian insurance professionals on the cultural 
dynamics of Asian-American communities.

Rich With Opportunities
There’s good reason why insurers are flocking to 

these communities. 

Key Points: 
The Who: Asian-Americans 
are the fastest growing and 
comparatively most affluent 
cultural subgroup in the 
United States. 

The What: This population 
segment is seen as a key 
market for life insurance 
products. 

The How: Insurers are 
sponsoring Asian-themed 
events, maintaining 
relationships with Asian-
American agents and 
training non-Asian 
professionals on the cultural 
dynamics of this community.

Angelo John Lewis is a senior associate editor. He can be reached 
at angelo.lewis@ambest.com.

In a time of slow growth for life insurance sales, companies are finding a sweet 
spot in the Asian-American market.

Opportunity
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Asian-Americans are the fastest growing 
cultural group in the United States. This 
segment has grown 46% from 2002 to 2014, 
when it reached 19.4 million people or 
6% of the population, according to a 2015 
Nielsen report,  Asian-Americans: Culturally 
Connected and Forging the Future. They 
are comparatively the most affluent cultural 
segment, with buying power projected to 
reach $1.1 trillion in 2020, according to a 
2015 study conducted by the Selig Center 
for Economic Growth. 

“Our research has determined that their 
median household income is about 30% 
higher than the median U.S. household 
income overall, approximately $68,000 as 
opposed to $52,000. Furthermore, it’s our 
experience that many Asian-Americans 
accept permanent life insurance more 
readily and value it more than, say, their 
Caucasian counterparts here in the U.S.,” 
Deremo said.

In addition, this group is generally more 
“retirement ready” than other Americans, said 
Dave Wilken, president of individual life for 
Voya Financial’s Insurance Solutions business.

“They are more of a representation of 
what retirement readiness should be, which 
means as a group they are more inclined to 
engage in long-term planning for the future 
and think about both their protection and 
accumulation needs,” Wilken said. “According 
to our research, some 81% have a workplace savings plan, 
which is a higher percentage than the typical American. 
Asian-Americans are also 19% more likely to have six 
months of living expenses in savings, and they manage 
their debt at a much lower level than other Americans.”

This strong savings orientation translates into the types 
of life insurance products Asian-Americans tend to favor.

“Our research and experience reveal that Asian-
Americans are generally savings-oriented, show a strong 
preference for guarantees and put great emphasis on 
their children’s education,” said Wonhong Lee, assistant 
vice president of diverse markets for MassMutual. 
“We have found that Asian-Americans take interest in 
whole life insurance given its guaranteed premium, 
death benefit and cash value growth, along with the 
opportunity to earn dividends and to potentially tap the 
cash value of their policy to help fund retirement or a 
child’s education.” 

Marketing Strategy
The use of life insurance as a savings or investment 

vehicle, as opposed to one centered on the death benefit, 
is a common emphasis of many insurers seeking to 
market products to Asian-Americans.

That’s because discussions of death are taboo in many 
Asian cultures, a lesson that AIG’s former subsidiary 

American International Assurance Company, 
Ltd., discovered when it introduced life 
insurance to mainland China in the early 
1990s.  

The company attempted to sell life 
insurance in much the same way it sold the 
product in the United States, emphasizing 
“the protective function of insurance … 
[and] telling people stories of misfortunes 
happening to families without insurance,” 
wrote Cheris Shun-ching Chan in her book, 
Marketing Death: Culture and the Making 
of a Life Insurance Market in China.

“The local resistance to the idea of 
insuring against early death in China can be 
traced to the taboo on thinking and talking 
about death, especially premature death. 
This taboo is rooted in traditional Chinese 
concepts of life and death that portray early 
death as extremely horrifying,” she wrote. 

“They basically ran into a brick wall. It 
was like, ‘Death, we don’t even want to think 
about it,’” said Iris Yim, principal of Sparkle 
Insights Inc., a market research consultancy 
that specializes in multicultural research.

This way of thinking remains prevalent in 
some Asian-American communities.

When talking to Chinese consumers, “life 
insurance has taken on a different meaning,” 
said Elaine Liu, AIG’s vice president and chief 
marketing officer, Asian markets. “When we 
market it, it’s no longer death insurance. 

It’s what we call life insurance you don’t have to die to 
use. Many of our customers are especially interested 
in the potential to accumulate or access cash values in 
permanent life insurance, or they consider the product 
as a supplementary solution for protection of their family. 
That’s because built-in or available living benefit riders 
for longevity, a chronic illness or a critical one provide 
the potential for policyholders to accelerate a portion of 
the life insurance contract’s death benefit if they qualify 
under the rider terms.”

Another important characteristic for insurers to 
understand is the strong family orientation shared by 
many Asian-Americans. 

“First and foremost, the one thing we’ve found is that 
almost everything that Asian-Americans do is influenced 
by the importance of the family, which governs almost 
every aspect of their lives,” said Mark Hug, executive 
vice president of product and marketing at Prudential 
Individual Life Insurance.

“While I think most in the U.S. are family oriented, 
we find that Asian-Americans take that one step further,” 
Hug said. “For example, when you actually ask them 
specifically what is their financial priority, almost two-
thirds more than the rest of the population say it’s taking 
care of their family, and that includes their extended 
family: parents, siblings and grandparents.”

When talking 
to Chinese 
consumers, 
“life insurance 
has taken on 
a different 
meaning. When 
we market it, it’s 
no longer death 
insurance. It’s 
what we call life 
insurance you 
don’t have to die 
to use.” 

Elaine Liu
 AIG 
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Cultural Subgroups
Although love of family and a strong savings 

orientation are commonalities that cut across most 
Asian cultures, there are key differences within various 
subgroups.

“Perhaps the most critical factor to recognize is 
that the Asian-American market is composed of many 
different subcultural groups that may speak completely 
different languages, practice different religions and hold 
different cultural values,” said Lee of MassMutual. “While 
it may be true that they have similar basic financial 
needs, it is important for insurers to fully understand the 
unique cultural nuances in motivations and implications 
to effectively and relevantly connect with this important 
consumer community.”

Most Asians in the United States are immigrants who 
have predominantly come from a relatively small number 
of countries.  

“In the U.S., almost three-quarters of Asian-American 
adults were born abroad. The six largest Asian-
American groups by country of origin are Chinese-
American, Filipino-, Indian-, Vietnamese-, Korean- and 
Japanese-American,” said Liu of AIG. “These groups 
comprise over 90% of the total Asian population in 
the U.S., and each has its own very unique culture, 
language and demographics; each has traced different 
pathways to America.” 

A key differentiator is comfort with English, according 
to Yim.

“Language can be a big factor, specifically if you’re 
talking to Chinese, Koreans and Vietnamese, because their 
native language is not English, and English is not widely 
spoken as it is in the Philippines or India,” she said.

Similarly, preference for financial products is often 
determined by time in the U.S.

“If they were born in the U.S., then their attitudes are 
probably in tune with the general market,” Yim said. “If 
they are foreign-born and moved from other countries to 
the U.S. as adults, then it really depends on whether the 
product is widely available in their home country.”

Given 
the 
unique 

characteristics of a growing Asian-American market, 
it’s essential for insurers to build strong, dedicated 
distribution networks to effectively meet relevant life 
insurance needs, Liu said. 

“We’ve been focused on building new firms, 
recruiting skilled leaders, and expanding our retail 
distribution,” she said. “To support this distribution for 
us, we have developed a robust inventory of in-language 
materials, not only in Chinese, but also in Korean and 
Vietnamese. We also did a cultural adaptation of certain 
images to serve our Filipino market. Our targeted 
in-language advertising and marketing campaigns, 
along with our continuous presence in various 
cultural events, have enhanced AIG’s brand awareness 
in Asian-American communities.”

Wilken likewise attributes much of Voya’s success in 
increasing indexed universal life sales to the quality of the 
independent agents the company has nurtured.

“There’s a new generation of agents coming into the 
business from the multicultural marketplace, many more 
than you see in the Caucasian market,” he said. “Even 
though they’re independent, in general they’re much 
more open to brand loyalty than other groups.” 

In addition to building its distribution capacity, 
Prudential has sought input from the company’s Asian-
American employees.

“Prudential relies heavily on its business resource 
groups,” Hug said. “These are employees that 
are members of, in this case, the Asian-American 
community that help us in everything from reviewing 
marketing materials, to looking at our financial 
experience study and giving us feedback to helping us 
interpret some of the results. We weave this together 
in what we call a total market strategy, which means 
not only do we have a strong knowledge in each of 
the cultures, but we also weave it together so that it 
integrates fully with everything we do in the company, 
from marketing to service to underwriting.”

The takeaway is that Asian-Americans are part of an 
increasingly multiracial segment of consumers that will 

drive the future of 
U.S. life insurance 
sales, Wilken said.

“We’re at a 
tipping point where 
the number of 
babies born in the 
U.S. will be less than 

Top Asian-American and Pacific Islander Subgroups
Country of origin or birth among AAPI community.

Other (including Pakistani, 
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The AAPI Community 

Is Rich With 

Diversity
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50% Caucasian versus collective minority groups,” Wilken 
said. “This will happen over the next 20 years. This is a 
community that is changing the makeup of America, and 
we have to tap into it.”   BR
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