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Check against delivery 

1. Well good morning everyone. I’m delighted to be here in Lisbon - 

the City of Light.   

2. This place is unique.  And this Summit is unique. Someone 

asked me whether this was my first Web Summit and why was I 

here? And I said was here for exactly the same reasons as you 

are: on the light, energy, innovation and disruption which you 

only get at web summits.  

3. Then they asked me why have you given your remarks the title 

of hobbits and havoc?  

4. And whether this was some oblique reference to what we’ve 

seen in the USA in the past 24 hours.  

5. Now you’ve probably noticed from my accent that I’m not from 

the US.  In fact I’m not from Europe.  

6. In fact, I’m from a little town called Rotorua in New Zealand – a 

thriving metropolis with a gargantuan population of 57,802, 

which, if you think about it, is exactly the same population as the 

Web Summit, and which lies 19,529 km of where we stand 

today.  

7. New Zealand is chiefly famous for four things: Sustainability – 

that’s a good thing.   The All Blacks rugby team.   

8. Sheep.  We’re home to 30 million of those woolly beasts.   
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9. And of course we’re home to a certain reclusive creature who 

runs around in the forest and who stands at about half my 

height: the hobbit.  

10. But I’m not reclusive. I’m here in a different context, as CEO of 

Aviva, one of the world’s oldest companies and largest financial 

services and insurance institution.  

11. For a bit of context, we have around $550 billion of assets and 

33 million customers.   

12. And we’ve been around for 320 years ago – we opened our 

doors for business in 1696.  

13. Long before the ipad.  But only just after an apple dropped on 

the head of Sir Isaac Newton, one of our earliest customers, 

prompting him to articulate some of the fundamental laws of the 

universe.   

14. Now you might be thinking, that’s all very well.  A pleasant 

historical digression.  

15. But so what?  

Why Aviva? 

16. Well, here’s the what.  

17. Because Aviv is the world’s oldest disruptor.   

18. Aviva is now a 320 year old disruptor.   

19. We’re a company which is cannibalising the very business 

models we helped to build.   

20. And, as you all know, we’ve had four main disruptions in human 

history.  

21. Our world, our countries and our economies have in fact passed 

through four distinct revolutions.  
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22. The first of these was agricultural. When we changed from 

hunter-gatherers to farmers.  

23. The second of course was the industrial revolution. Which 

scarred the world with black soot from countless chimneys and 

coal fires.   

24. The third was the services revolution, which didn’t the customer 

first, it put sales teams at the apex.   

25. And now the digital revolution - maybe the most of profound of 

all.  Why we’re all here.  The revolution that finally got it right by 

putting the customer in control.    

26. But there’s no point being in business if you’re just there to make 

money.    

27. Well, we have a clear social purpose.  You wouldn’t flown here if 

there wasn’t insurance.  You wouldn’t be in this building without 

insurance.   

28. Stuff just wouldn’t happen if the insurance industry didn’t exist.  

To allow people to get on with their lives when bad stuff 

happens. We’re here to hack fate.  We’re here to defy 

uncertainty.  

29. That’s why we exist 

30. But despite that insurance is also in the stone age of the digital 

revolution, while many companies here are flying space ships to 

Mars.  The industry remains one of the last great frontiers, ripe 

for disruption.   

Why hasn’t insurance been disrupted? 

31. So why hasn’t insurance really been disrupted yet?  And of 

course it certainly will. 

32. Three reasons.   
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33. First, regulation.  

34. Regulators and government think all this regulatory bureaucracy 

protects - but it’s more like a protective slime that smothers and 

slows down innovation and suffocates the consumer.  

35. If you made a tower of paper from the regulation that applies to 

us just in the UK it would stand at my height.  6 foot 1 inch to be 

precise.   

36. The second reason why we’re not disrupted yet is Risk.  

Insurance is all about managing risk. Compare us, I don’t know, 

to a taxi company. If you’re disruptive in that field and you get a 

fare wrong, you might get a slap on the wrist but you can survive 

and change it.   

37. But if you get insurance services and rates wrong, you get fines 

of hundreds of millions of dollars and you go broke.   

38. And the third reason is the huge amount of capital required 

compared to other digital businesses.  You need capital to cover 

the insurance risk.  In our case that’s hundreds of billions of 

dollars.  

39. And, ladies and gentlemen, that’s a very big herd of unicorns.   

What can we be successful? 

40. You know I had a BFO – a blinding flash of the obvious – when I 

was talking to a venture capitalist a couple of years ago.   

41. She said I just didn’t get it.  We had two competitive advantages 

a start-up would die for:  

42. One is Brand.  A household name.   

43. Two.  Customer base.  Those 33 million customers.  

44. We just had to work out how to use them.  
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45. So three years ago we started building a great digital business.  

We put in £100 million. We got a new team.  

46. And after twelve months we had achieved precisely nothing.  

Nothing! No innovation.  No products.  No customers.  

47. And then I had another BFO and realised we needed to build it 

outside the business.  We needed less actuaries.  Less  

insurance people. Less finance people.  We needed data 

scientists.  Innovators.  Engineers.  Entrepreneurs.  Start-up 

magicians.  

48. People just like you.  That’s where you come in.    

49. Now it’s a separate business – out of an old garage in Hoxton, 

East London.   

50. And business has completely exploded.  

51. And it’s got a very simple strategy.   

52. Compete and cannibalise.   

53. Because I want them to break the models we spent 320 years 

setting up.   

54. You can imagine how popular that makes me with the 

traditionally minded insurance people. 

55. We price at a target segment of precisely … one. Not groups of 

customers.  One.  

56. We’ve redefined our business model to ask no questions at all.  

57. Because we use Big Data to answer little questions. Questions 

as strange as:  

58. [point] How long is your driveway?  I need to know that because 

it tells me how likely you are to be burgled.  

59. What about the trees are in the neighbourhood? That’s pretty 

important for when the leaves fall, block the drains and cause 

floods.   
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60. Or do you text when you drive? That’s a big no-no. you’re more 

likely to have an accident.  

61. We’re going from an industry that asks hundreds of questions to 

a company that asks you precisely … none.  

62. What’s the outcome? We can provide most of our products 30% 

cheaper than others in a much simpler, much better way.  

63. That’s one hell of a competitive advantage.  

Conclusion 

64. In its first full year we already have about 4 million customers on 

our digital platform.   

65. And, as an aside, in the first half of 2016  we made £111 million 

of profit from our little start-up in east London.   It’s the biggest 

part of our business in terms of growth.  

66. Looking back at our social purpose, we help people hack fate.  

We help them defy uncertainty in this uncertain when bad stuff 

happens.   

67. And we do that with people like you.  As partners. Incubators.  

Accelerators.   

68. In the investments we make in companies like yours.   

69. We are creating havoc in an industry ripe for disruptions.  And 

we want people like you.  

70. That’s our story.  We want you to join us on our journey.   

71. I think that shows that this hobbit is happy with havoc.   

 


