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The Co-operators is pleased to provide comments to CCIR’s issues paper “Electronic Commerce 
in Insurance Products”, and insight into our experiences and policies regarding consumer 
protection and whether or not consumers are better protected if the designation of beneficiaries 
and the termination of an insurance policy continue to be paper transactions.  
 
Our submission hopes to address CCIR’s concerns that while the distribution of insurance 
products via the Internet may offer many advantages to both providers and consumers alike, new 
ways of doing business can equally involve risks to both its initiators and its users.  
 
As an organization, we believe that electronic commerce in insurance products should be 
transparent and simple for consumers. We are committed to working with regulators and 
legislators to ensure that current and future statutes facilitate that rather than hinder it. 
 
We agree with CCIR’s consumer protection goals in the electronic commerce context which 
specifies consumers: 
 

 have access to additional information/advice; 

 will know they are dealing with a regulated entity; 

 have and understand the necessary information about the products; 

 have the opportunity to review the accuracy of information they provide; 

 are aware of the Terms and Conditions; 

 can rely on the transaction; and  

 personal information is secure. 

 
 
About The Co‐operators 

The Co-operators is a leading Canadian-owned, insurance and financial services organization 
with more than $42.4 billion in assets under administration. 
 
Within our three core areas of operation of Property and Casualty (P&C) insurance, Life 
insurance, and institutional investments, we employ over 5,000 staff members. 
 
We rely on a coast-to-coast network of exclusive agents with over 600 retail outlets, four contact 
centres, and one call centre with an extensive national broker network. We also serve 
approximately 327 credit unions with more than five million members. 
 
The national group of companies includes Addenda Capital, Co-operators General Insurance 
Company, Co-operators Life Insurance Company, The CUMIS Group, HB Group Insurance, The 
Sovereign General Insurance Company, TIC Travel Insurance Coordinators, and L’Union 
Canadienne. 
 
 



Property & Casualty Insurance 

 Insures over 810,000 homes and 1.2 million vehicles  

 Provides coverage to more than 40,000 farms and 125,000 businesses 

Life insurance 

 Protects over 643,000 lives  

 Insures more than 255,000 employees through Group benefit plans  

 Provides travel insurance to more than 1,050,000 Canadians and visitors to Canada  

 Offers a wide range of Wealth Management products  

 Provides Creditor insurance to 1 million Canadians 

Investments 

 Provides institutional investment and asset management services. 

 
 
As a co-operative, our 45 member owners include co-operatives and credit union centrals 
representing a combined membership of millions of Canadians.  
 
We are a partial member of the Insurance Bureau of Canada (for reporting purposes only) as we 
prefer to contribute to the policy development process independently.  We are a co-operative as 
well as an insurance company and believe that we bring a uniquely Canadian and co-operative 
perspective to public policy consultations.  
 
In 2011, The Co-operators was ranked #1 among the 50 Best Corporate Citizens in Canada by 
Corporate Knights and has just been chosen as one of Canada’s “Green 30” employers for a 
second consecutive year. 
 
As a national company, The Co-operators supports numerous organizations that focus primarily 
on education, youth, health, environment, and safety.  We are strong believers in community 
involvement and across the country our staff members contribute their time and energy in their 
individual communities. In 2011, $6.1 million dollars was contributed towards the betterment of 
Canadian communities. 
 

   
 

In its paper, CCIR noted several kinds of input it was seeking from stakeholders: 
 
 Whether the description of the topic is factually correct; 
 Whether the issues identified are, indeed, significant (i.e. have the potential to negatively 

affect consumers); 
 Whether all significant issues have been identified; and 
 How the significant risks can be managed, referencing both the methods suggested as 

examples and other methods possible to achieve consumer protection goals. 
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The following is a summary of our observations, experiences, and recommendations we hope 
will provide CCIR with a better insight into all potential issues/risks identified, and ultimately, 
provides the consumer with this best protection and experience. 
 
 
1. Consumers Have Access to Additional Information/Advice 

 
We agree with the CCIR that regardless of the means of communication chosen, consumers 
should receive proper advice when needed and that the products chosen by the consumer should 
suit their needs. Due to the complexity of many types of insurance transactions, a regulatory 
provision should exist to protect the interests of consumers. We support CCIR’s recommendation 
for insurers to provide on-demand access (during regular business hours) to licensed 
intermediaries; consumers need access to adequate information to make a proper decision. 
 
However, we do have concern with the recommendation that insurers have licensed 
intermediaries review each application. Firstly, who is legally bound if a problem results; the 
reviewer or the applicant? Most questions are simple ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ answers. It will be difficult 
for the reviewer to discern much from such limited information. 
 
Secondly, the proposed requirement that a licensed intermediary review each application may 
give a false sense of protection to the consumer. The applicant may unintentionally shift risk to 
the reviewer and therefore many not be as diligent in answering questions. 
 
Moreover, there may be some confusion with the policy effective date. If the reviewer has 
concerns with an area of the application but cannot reconnect with the client in a timely fashion, 
is the policy not valid until the review is complete? The client may not be insured when they 
think they are. 
 
We believe the protection lies in best practices at the point of sale: product information, plain 
language, Q&As, and access to a licensed advisor. Removing the review of the application is a 
possible solution. Alternatively, online applications would only be reviewed by a licensed advisor 
if information is incomplete or requires clarification. 
 
 
2. Consumers Know They are Dealing with a Regulated Entity 

 
Although we agree with the CCIR that important information should be made readily available to 
the consumer, the display of detailed supplier information in a highly visible location (geographic 
address, legal name, etc.) should be considered more of an online best practice rather than a 
regulatory requirement. 
 
The prominent inclusion of this type of contact information is an evolving online best practice for 
search engine optimization (SEO), as well as for conversion rate optimization (CRO). Moving 
forward, most insurance providers, and most corporate websites in general, will include this 
information of their own volition to meet SEO and CRO targets. 
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Requiring the inclusion of a direct link from the homepage of an insurance provider to a 
regulatory validation database, however, would be an excellent way to provide certainty in the 
eyes of the consumer that their chosen supplier falls under the jurisdiction of a regulator. The 
process used by organizations such as Verisign, Trustwave, Cybertrust, etc., would be a useful 
approach to imitate. 
 
 
3. Consumers Have and Understand the Necessary Information About the Products 

 
Many of the concerns and risks outlined in the paper regarding access to critical information are 
valid and will be resolved through insurer self-interest. 
 
Insurers who fail to provide the specific level of detail required to address consumer 
concerns/knowledge gaps in plain, simple language will be unsuccessful in selling through the 
online channel. Consumers will turn to a competitor who is willing to provide a more complete 
explanation of product characteristics, options, coverage levels, etc. online. 
 
Once again, the need for the provision of this basic product information online should be 
considered more of an insurance best practice, as opposed to a regulatory requirement. Moreover, 
it would be extremely difficult for a regulator to define, monitor and enforce such provisions with 
the variety and complexity of products in the market. Critical elements, such as exclusions and 
limitations, the right to cancel options, and time limits may require some special attention. 
 
CCIR’s recommendations requiring the separation and highlighting of critical information, as 
well as the requirement for consumers to indicate that they have read and understand this 
information before proceeding with a purchase, is a good approach to follow.  
 
While it is important that consumers understand the products, it remains difficult to truly ensure 
they have read the information provided. 
 
 
4. Consumers Have the Opportunity to Review the Accuracy of Information They Provide 

 
The ability for consumers to review the complete details of their purchase application form 
before consenting to an online purchase should be a regulatory requirement. 
 
This review page may also be an ideal location to highlight ‘time limits’ and ‘right to cancel’ 
details, as well as provide links to information highlighting exclusions and limitations 
 
This practice will also provide a crucial audit trail (as opposed to a “paper trail”) that can be used 
to verify transactions and manage disputes. 
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5. Consumers are Aware of the Terms and Conditions 

 
The creation of electronic documents that can be stored or printed by the consumer on paper 
already exists. The consumer should be given their choice of how they want the document; 
electronic or paper format. 
 
Automatic (and secure) email deployment of the terms and conditions a client has just agreed to 
should be a regulated requirement. This regulated delivery of key purchase details would also 
create an audit trail that captures time and date of acceptance, as well as assignment of 
beneficiary information. 
 
 
6. Consumers Can Rely on the Transaction 

 
Most institutions, including banks, already use computers and the risk of a computer failure 
causing issues has existed for many years. The risk this presents is not greater in an online 
transaction than a paper one.  
 
The development of back-office protocols that trigger the deployment of secondary confirmation 
of purchase emails (once the transaction is reviewed and approved), or email notification if 
alterations are made to the customer’s account, may be another option for ensuring consumers are 
continuously informed. 
 
 
7. The Consumer’s Personal Information is Secure 

 
Security can be managed. Following current security best practices for the banking sector will 
address this concern. 
 
 
8. Existing Paper Transactions – BENEFICIARY DESIGNATIONS 

 
As noted within the CCIR paper, some jurisdictions like Ontario have electronic commerce 
legislation. The legislation sets out a framework for completing safe and secure electronic 
transactions which, aside from very few exceptions, appear to apply to any document that is 
required to be in writing or is required to be in writing and signed.   
 
It is clear, therefore, that at least some governments have recognized that electronic commerce is 
a valid and secure means of doing business and that the old requirement of paper documentation 
is no longer the only way that safe and secure transactions can be made. Provided appropriate 
measures are in place, The Co-operators believes electronic designations do not provide any less 
protection than paper designations. Further, we suggest that with appropriate controls in place, 
electronic documents are in fact more secure than the paper format and less easily forged. For 
example, a company receiving a signed paper document may not identify a forged signature. 
However, with an electronic signature (that is tied to one person only), the authenticity of the 
signature can be quickly and accurately identified.  
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In our view, there should be no reason why a change in beneficiary could not be made by 
electronic means. While we recognize the argument that a person may make an emotional 
decision, this issue is equally valid when documents are entirely in paper format. Furthermore, if 
a designation is changed via electronic means and in hindsight the individual realizes their error, 
reversing the change will be quicker. Beneficiary designations can be tracked and audited in the 
same manner as any other transaction. 
 
 
9. Existing Paper Transactions – TERMINATION OF INSURACE CONTRACT BY INSURER 

 
The termination of insurance contracts could be done by electronic means as easily and safely as 
paper format.  It should be noted that under the Insurance Act, many insurance policies can be 
cancelled by registered mail. However there is no requirement that the letter actually reach the 
insured in order for the cancellation to be effective. Under the terms of the Insurance Act the 
cancellation is usually effective 15 days following the date the letter reaches the post office to 
which it is addressed. The cancellation will be effective even if the letter is not delivered or is 
returned because the individual has moved without providing the insurance company with a 
current address. Therefore, it can be argued that electronic means are as effective, and as likely to 
come to the consumer’s attention, as a registered letter. 
 
 
10. Comparison Shopping Sites 

 
We agree with the CCIR’s position that websites providing consumers with premium 
comparisons should be regulated. These sites should not provide advice, model themselves as 
licensed insurers, or post insurance applications. The regulations should ensure the consumer is 
not misled into believing they are dealing with an insurance provider. 
 
 
Conclusion 

 
Both insurers and consumers can equally benefit from the expanded use of the Internet. This can 
be achieved through best practices and regulation where required. Legislation governing 
electronic commerce specific to financial products should be in place. 
 
In regards to social media and its potential impact in this area, by its very nature social media is 
not a transactional medium. Rather, it is a medium that helps build relationships and create 
communities. It seems unlikely (for the time being) that insurers will try to transact in this space. 
Those that do will not be successful. 
 
Social channels may, however, be used to start conversations, drive prospects to websites, quote 
engines, or Call Centres. It is through these channels (as discussed above) that valid transactions 
will be made. 
 
Regulators may wish to consider imposing codes of conduct that prohibit the sharing of 
potentially confidential information in these public spaces. 


