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XxxxInterview Maurice Tulloch

COOKING UP 
A STORM
The promise of an abundance of challenges inspired Maurice Tulloch to 
return from Canada to Aviva UK. Nineteen months on, he has ridden out the 
promised ‘baptism of fire’ to deliver its best COR in memory

By Stephanie Denton

I
am not here to guide this great 
company; I’m here to change it, 
I’m here to move it forward,” 
states CEO of Aviva’s UK & Ireland 
general insurance business and 

chairman of Global General Insurance Maurice 
Tulloch. “I’m here to recognise that disruption 
is real, and failure to react will probably not 
be consistent with the value of creating legacy.”

Nineteen months into his tenure at the 
top he has helped produce Aviva UKGI’s 
best combined operating ratio in 15 years 
of 94.8% for 2014, but when he joined in 
October 2013 he was warned he would face 
a “baptism of fire” in the role that had seen 
seven incumbents in 10 years and that many 
viewed as a poisoned chalice.

However, Tulloch seems unfazed by 
this: “Seven in 10 years would work out to a 
16-month average and I’ve already beaten the 
average. I would also like to think that I’ve 
secured my future given I just delivered our 
best UK COR in memory and have a business 
that moved from contracting to growing. I 
have no plans to go anywhere and I think 
we’ve broken the trend.”

Tulloch is also keen to reassure brokers 
who might have been worried about a lack of 
stability in terms of management strategy: “I 
had to make a couple of saves, but I haven’t lost 
anybody who I didn’t want to lose. Actually, 
what I’ve been able to do is bring in some 
amazingly talented people. One of the first 
things I did was ensure that Phil Bayles [chief 
sales and marketing officer] was no longer 
interim in nature. We now have Angus Eaton 

He joined as a trainee accountant and spent 
his first six years learning the business language 
of insurance. Just before his 30th birthday he 
took on responsibility for an Aviva company 
called Elite Insurance. “It insured toys,” he 
laughs. And by that he means antique cars as 
well as boats, yachts and 40-foot motor homes.

Good grounding
Although only in that job for 18 months 
Tulloch says it gave him a good grounding: 
“I learnt the importance of underwriting; I 
learnt the basics of starting to think about 
how to underwrite differently and use  
data and analytics and understand the  
customer – both to the advantage of the 
company but also the customer.”

Shortly after that he did his first stint in the 
UK. CGU and Norwich Union were merging 
and Richard Harvey, the incoming global CEO, 
needed a business manager. Here he got “a good 
taste for PLC life and the challenges and the 
pressures that one has”.

He enjoyed this time “immensely” and, as 
he was born in the UK, considers himself proud 
to be British – although he admits: “I probably 
didn’t fully understand the culture and all of the 
little things that make this one of the greatest 
countries in the world to live in, but I learnt, 
from the beautiful countryside to the uniqueness 
of British pubs to the dynamic metropolitan 
nature, what makes London unique.”

With his first child due he returned to the 
Canadian business in various roles, ultimately 
becoming its CEO in 2009. “That was probably 
the first time I had responsibility for the 

as managing director of commercial, Steve 
Treloar as MD for personal lines, and Dave 
Lovely as global claims director, and we’ve 
brought in a new chief financial officer, Colm 
Holmes. My challenge is to get the most  
out of them.

“So we built the team. But most importantly, 
I told them I’ve got their backs. They’re going to 
make mistakes, but I’m absolutely there with 
them and I’m on the pitch with them; I’m not 
just sitting here in London.”

And he was keen to relay this message to the 
market when he first arrived: “I was very visible 
with partners and very visible internally. That 
then became boots on the ground, winning new 
deals, getting partners to trust us, spending time 
with our key brokers, improving our delivery 
and being consistent.”

Tulloch is a life-long Aviva man having 
so far completed 23 years at the firm. After 
leaving school he started work in Canada 
with six months as a bond trader, where he 
“struggled with the ethics of the industry” and 
then joined Aviva through a firm called Pilot 
Insurance Company.

 [The UK GI business] 
had the best ingredients 
but perhaps wasn’t 
delivering the best recipe 
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business, the results and the strategy, but I 
was also interacting with the regulators and 
politicians,” he explains.

Tulloch claims he was not looking to return 
to the UK and it was not until Mark Wilson 
[Aviva group CEO] joined that this changed: 

“Everyone needs to be inspired and be challenged, 
and with his coming to Aviva I knew in the 
first couple of meetings that I certainly would 
get a lot of challenges but I’d also be inspired.”

And having kept an eye on the UK GI business 
from Canada he knew what he was taking on: 

“I used to always look at [the UK GI business] 
from afar, and I always said, ‘boy, I would love 
all those ingredients’. It had the best ingredients 
but perhaps wasn’t delivering the best recipe.”

He explains: “Brokers in this market have 
been so incredibly resilient. They are role models 
for intermediation in insurance the world over, 
because nowhere has the notion of disruption 
actually cut through to the core like it has in 
the UK. Whether that was started by the red 
phone or by the aggregators, I admire their 
resilience and I admire their entrepreneurship.”

“In addition, Aviva UK has a rich history 
and I love the commitment and the excitement 
of the staff. I saw great pockets of excellence 
in the technical areas of insurance, such 
as pricing and mapping, and then I saw a 
business that had either lost its confidence 
or lost a little bit of its swagger, or just felt 
that it was change-fatigued.”

But that is not to say he was not realistic 
about the challenges in the UK market. “I was 
surprised at the amount of churn. By that, I mean 
the ability to move for a pound. It really is 
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today. I’ve never said the care needs to be 
[worth] less than the £3000 average settlement. 
Quite frankly, if someone has a genuine injury, 
I’m happy to treat them up to [the value of] 
what’s available to them under the policy. But 
someone saying, ‘I had this at some point and 
I had a bit of a sore neck and I just want my 
cash’ – well, that fundamentally feels wrong 
and it does feel a bit like it is being driven by 
compensation culture.”

Tulloch says he is not negative about 
all claims management companies as he 
knows there is a service to be done, but adds: 

“For most people, their vehicle is their 
second-biggest purchase after their home. So to 
have this process whereby there are disincentives 
to get the car fi xed quickly, where there are 
disincentives to get people healed if they’ve 
had an injury and to be negotiating with the 
claims management company, your broker 
and your insurer, just feels overly complicated.

“I would take this right back to insurance 
companies managing their customers’ processes 
and being held to account by the Financial 
Conduct Authority [to ensure] we’re delivering 
on our promises and delivering them all in 
an exemplary way so that people understand 
why they bought the product in the fi rst place. 
Having multiple hands to feed that process, with 
multiple connection points and numbers and 
multiple people managing it just feels messy.”

Having contracted to a point where even 
Wilson said last year Aviva may have gone 
too far in shrinking the UK GI book, growth 

the land of the introductory offer, and not 
just in insurance. That’s fuelled out of an intense 
competition for new business and growth.”

He was also surprised by the ‘compensation 
culture’: “I fundamentally don’t believe British 
people are any more likely to commit insurance 
fraud than a South American or a Canadian but 
the numbers don’t lie. What’s fuelled it really 
is the broader system that has created a bit of 
an entitlement culture.”

And he says his strategy for improving the 
business is simple: “For me, it’s about being 
a great underwriting company, and I defi ne 
that simply as having pricing strength and 
capabilities to ensure we’re fair and equitable 
on pricing for our customers.”

He adds: “It’s about underwriting effectiveness 
and understanding how we’re going to allocate 
our shareholders’ capital to different lines of 
business and different geographies. It’s about 
the indemnity management to the claims 
side. That is about great customer outcomes, 
delivering on our promises and our contracts, 
but it’s also about effi ciency, so we manage 
every pound like it’s our own.”

And one of his key objectives is to be 
sustainable: “I’m trying to build a sustainable 
business model – we have made improvements 
to our claims service, we’ve committed to 
moving off all our legacy systems by 2020 
and we’ve started a massive Guidewire project. 
That’s a hallmark of a great company: delivering 
when people need us.”

Although he is obviously keen to see good 
results, he says this is a by-product of doing 
the right thing for customers: “That comes 
when we don’t hide behind hundreds of pages 
of fi ne print and when we don’t start with 
the ‘here’s what’s not covered’. I start with 
the premise of doing the right thing and 
improving our business.”

Improving the claims process has been part 
of this, Tulloch explains: “The claims process 
was still cumbersome and chunky and we had 

 I will be one 
leader in the 320-year 
journey, and I’m pretty 
committed to making 
sure we get these things 
done properly

the belief there was one way for a claim to fl ow. 
Now we are automating close to 40% with the 
premise that we trust our customers.

“If they’ve had a burglary, it is simple to send 
in a photo or statement, and for us to send an 
Amazon gift voucher, for example, and settle 
claims in hours – not days or months.”

Strict on fraud
In addition, being strict on fraud is also 
having a big impact. “In claims we’ve 
taken a very active view on a defensible 
programme, particularly emphasised with 
the noise-induced hearing loss, where we’re 
repudiating 85% [of claims]. We defended 
over 300 last year and it would have been 
very easy to settle them, because, frankly, 
going to court costs us money. We won close 
to 70% of those, which suggests to me that 
we’re picking the right ones.”

Tackling whiplash is also a big part of sorting 
out the claims culture, Tulloch says: “Looking 
at the facts, we found 93% of all injury claims 
in the UK are whiplash in nature and when we 
couldn’t fi nd any jurisdiction that could come 
close, we knew we had a problem. We started to 
look at the timeline between when an accident 
occurred and when it got reported. And when 
you get as far as three years, you have to ask 
‘how bad was the whiplash?’

“My advice is: you need to get treatment 

Tulloch’s hobbies

Family Skiing Rugby



is now firmly on the agenda and quarter four 
in 2014 saw 1% growth – although Tulloch 
is keen to state this was “definitely controlled, 
always calculated and always managed” and 
adds: “It takes a while to turn around a big 
company, and I would expect momentum to 
grow from here.”

He explains: “My focus is definitely on 
the organic, but as opportunities arise and 
as a big player, you should expect us to look 
at opportunities and ask ‘are they the right 
thing, consistent with our strategic anchors 
around the true customer composite?’ One of 
the ways you judge a firm is by your pipeline 
and business opportunities. I remember when 
I got here I asked for the pipeline, and there 
wasn’t a pipeline. There’s now a pipeline where 
at some point we’ll be picking and choosing.”

Selling more products
And when he’s not picking and choosing 
he’ll be encouraging this team to cross-sell 
more: “One of the underlying measures of true 
customer composite is going to be the average  
product-holding. We’re not satisfied with where 
our average product-holding is, and one of the key 
strategies with our existing customers is to sell 

All photos: JMB Photographic

them more products. I look to five million new 
customers that have come over as part of the Friends 
Life transaction and I salivate at the opportunity to 
tell them a bit about what we do in UK GI.”

Tulloch is certainly optimistic about the 
future of the firm but he concludes that whatever 
he does he will only play a small part in the 
overall Aviva story: “I know that the life of a 
CEO isn’t forever and I’ve got a lot more to do 
but I do want to have a legacy of a positive 
difference. I will be one leader in the 320-year 
journey, and I’m pretty committed to making 
sure we get these things done properly.” n

CV: Maurice Tulloch

Where Tulloch has worked

Now
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2013
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Five words to describe himself

Honest
Impatient

Competitive
Team player

Husband/Dad

Chairman,  
Global General Insurance

Boston London

Montreal
Toronto

Executive vice-president and chief 
operating officer, Aviva Ontario

President, Aviva subsidiary 
Pilot Insurance

Other roles:
n Member of the Association 
of British Insurers’ Board 
and Chair of the General 
Insurance Council
n Chair of Climatewise

Business manager to the group 
CEO of CGNU

Vice-president, Elite Insurance 
(an Aviva company)

Starts at the accounting 
department at the Pilot 
Insurance Company in Toronto, 
part of the General Accident 
Insurance Company of Canada

Returns to Canada and holds 
several roles in Aviva

President and CEO, Aviva 
Canada

CEO of UK & Ireland general 
insurance business,  
Aviva and member of group 
executive committee
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