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Considerations for Insurance Agents 
Doing Business in a Hard Market

Is it Better to Weather the Storm as an Independent Agent?
Doug Coombs, SIAA

FEATURE

In the dynamic landscape of  the insur-
ance industry, the ability to navigate 
and thrive in a hard market is a crucial 

skill for independent and captive insur-
ance agents. As the market becomes more 
challenging, with increased competition, 
shrinking carrier appetites, and economic 
uncertainties, establishing a resilient and 
successful independent agency might be an 
attractive option for exclusive agents feeling 
the squeeze in the current environment. It 
will require strategic planning and foresight. 
Let’s review some of  the key considerations 

for insurance agents in navigating a hard 
market, along with some thoughts about 
whether the challenges are more easily man-
aged as an exclusive or independent agent.

Understanding the Hard Market
A hard market is characterized by re-

duced capacity, increased premiums, and 
more stringent underwriting standards. 
This shift can be triggered by various fac-
tors such as economic downturns, cata-
strophic events, or changes in regulatory 
requirements. Insurance agents must rec-

ognize the signs of  a hard market and adapt 
their strategies accordingly. Let’s face it, if  
you don’t realize we’re in a hard market at 
this point, insurance may not be your opti-
mal vocation. This article asks: is it easier to 
adapt as an independent agent rather than 
an exclusive agent? 

Before venturing into independence, 
conduct a comprehensive analysis of  the 
market. Understand the current trends, 
competitive landscape, and regulatory 
environment. Identify niche areas or un-
derserved segments where your exper-
tise can provide a competitive advantage. 
This analysis will serve as the foundation 
for your business plan and help you tailor 
your services to meet the specific needs of  
your target market. Additionally, make sure 
there are carriers writing the market seg-
ments in which you will likely specialize. 
The good news here is that, as an indepen-
dent agent, access to multiple carriers can 
be a key to success, while not an option for 
exclusive agents.

In a hard market, being a one-trick pony 
can be risky. Diversifying your product 
and service offerings can provide a cush-
ion against the impact of  fluctuations in 
any particular sector. Consider expanding 
into complementary lines of  insurance or 
introducing specialized coverage options 
that align with emerging market demands. 
This approach not only enhances your value 
proposition but also positions your insur-
ance agency as a versatile and adaptable 
player in the market. This is another key to 
success that is easier to execute with multiple 
carriers in your arsenal, which would be an 
advantage for an independent agent.

Underwriting becomes more stringent, 
making it essential for independent agents to 
build strong relationships with underwriters. 
Cultivating open communication and trust 
can make the underwriting process smooth-
er, improving the chances of  securing favor-
able terms for your clients. Regularly update 
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underwriters on your agency’s performance, 
market insights, and risk management strat-
egies to strengthen your partnerships. This 
is an area that is likely easier for exclusive 
agents, as typically there are fewer under-
writers who need to be engaged when deal-
ing with a single carrier.

Business Planning
Successful insurance agencies are built 

on a foundation of  planning and vision. 
When navigating a hard market, a well-
thought-out business plan becomes even 
more critical.

Clearly define what sets your agency apart 
from the competition. Develop a unique val-
ue proposition that highlights your agency’s 
strengths, expertise, and commitment to cli-
ent satisfaction. This differentiation is cru-
cial in attracting and retaining clients in a 
market where choices may be limited. This 
is likely easier to accomplish as an indepen-
dent agent since choices may be limited, but 
choices are still possible.

In a hard market, efficiency is important 
to stay competitive. Invest in advanced 
technologies and innovative tools that 
streamline your operations, enhance cus-
tomer experiences, and enable data-driven 
decision-making. Embracing Insurtech so-
lutions can give your insurance agency a 
competitive edge, allowing you to adapt to 
market changes swiftly. This major element 
to success is likely more easily accomplished 
as an exclusive agent, however, the carrier 
is probably making the choice in this case, 
not the agent.

Building a team of  skilled professionals 
is critical to the success of  any insurance 
agency. Identify and recruit individuals 
with expertise in the areas where your agen-
cy aims to excel. Provide ongoing training 
and professional development opportuni-
ties to ensure your team stays abreast of  
industry trends and regulatory changes. A 
well-equipped and motivated team is a tre-
mendous asset during challenging market 
conditions. This key to success rests on the 
shoulders of  the agency owner—indepen-
dent or exclusive.

Risk Management Strategies
Effective risk management is the back-

bone of  a successful insurance agency, par-
ticularly in a hard market where risk factors 
are amplified.

Conduct comprehensive risk assessments 
for clients to understand their unique risk 
profile. Tailor insurance solutions that ad-
dress their specific needs and exposures. 
Proactive risk management not only pro-
tects your clients but also positions your 
agency as a trusted advisor during times 

of  uncertainty. This should be done at an 
initial meeting, and then heading toward 
renewal periods, at a minimum. For exclu-
sive agents, this could be more challenging 
since they are tied to a single carrier. Risk 
assessments should definitely be completed 
for high-value existing clients, and then 
work in assessments for additional clients 
as possible.

A data-driven approach enhances your 
decision-making capabilities and positions 
your independent agency to respond swiftly 
to changing market dynamics, which is crit-
ical when navigating a hard market. An in-
dependent agent can decide which systems 
and what data to focus on, while exclusive 
agents likely have access to more data, but 
may not be able to prioritize its importance 
or use. For both independent and exclusive 
agents, data enables owners to make bet-
ter, quicker, and more impactful decisions, 
while providing a more accurate picture of  
their clients’ risk situations

In a hard market, regulatory changes can 
have a significant impact on the insurance 
landscape. More pointedly, rate increase fil-
ings by insurance carriers are likely to grow. 
Establishing a robust compliance manage-
ment system safeguards your agency against 
potential legal risks, and although your cli-
ents likely take this for granted, it is impor-
tant that you make it a reality. This probably 
requires a more focused effort on the part of  
independent agents, who do not have dedi-

cated resources maintaining close relation-
ships to regulators and compliance contacts.

Conclusion
Navigating a hard market as either an 

independent or captive insurance agent re-
quires a combination of  strategic planning, 
adaptability, and a commitment to excel-
lence. By thoroughly understanding the mar-
ket, diversifying offerings, building strong 
relationships with clients and underwriters, 
and implementing effective risk manage-
ment strategies, you can position your agen-
cy for success in even the most challenging 
conditions. An independent agent likely has 
more options and flexibility when it comes 
to determining how to address these issues, 
while an exclusive agent probably has access 
to a more formalized approach. 

Whether you are an independent or an 
exclusive agent, embrace change, stay in-
formed, keep your clients informed, and con-
tinuously refine your strategies to ensure the 
long-term success of  your insurance agency.

Doug Coombs is the Executive Vice President and 
Chief  Marketing Officer of  SIAA (Strategic Insur-
ance Agency Alliance, Inc.). He can be reached at 
dougc@siaa.net. SIAA is a national alliance of  in-
dependent insurance agency members generating hun-
dreds of  millions in new premium business annually. 
SIAA is dedicated to the creation, growth, retention, 
and evolution of  the local independent agency. To 
learn more about SIAA, visit siaa.com. 

(noun): The invisible barrier that  
comes at every turn for workers  
without a bachelor’s degree.
See also: no alumni network,  
biased algorithms, degree screens,  
stereotypes, and misperceptions.

Millions of qualified STARs — workers  
Skilled Through Alternative Routes — with  
experience, skills and diverse perspectives  
are being held back by this silent barrier.
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