
Delivering value for 
our customers 

The last 12 months have been dominated by COVID-19 and an elevated level of 
catastrophe activity, resulting in one of the most challenging years in recent history 

for many industries and communities. QBE is no exception, and we navigated multiple 
challenges while continuing to support our customers, people and communities. 
The impact of COVID-19 has been widespread and unparalleled and, while some 

economic uncertainties remain, we commence 2021 with more optimism.

Australia was also a major contributor 
to the global losses, with extreme 
bushfires burning close to 46 million 
acres throughout 2019 and 2020, 
destroying over 3,500 homes. Australia 
also witnessed increased storm activity in 
2020 including severe hailstorms. These 
events are having an impact on pricing 
for property business with the possibility 
of further increases if we continue to see 
higher than normal catastrophe activity. 

Given the acceleration of premium rate 
increases in many of our geographies 
and products in response to the generally 
unfavourable claims environment, 
QBE is well positioned to maximise the 
opportunity presented by improving 
market conditions globally. We have 
an excellent range of products across 
an extended geographical footprint, 
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The insurance industry started 2020 
managing the effects of a deep and 
protracted soft market which contributed 
to claims reserve deficiencies across the 
sector. This continued during the year 
and, combined with the ongoing effects 
of social inflation, is one of the reasons 
we are seeing meaningful premium rate 
increases in casualty lines, particularly 
in the northern hemisphere. We also 
witnessed an extreme sequence of 
adverse weather events, with an estimated 
global insurance industry catastrophe 
cost of $97 billion, making 2020 the 
fifth‑costliest year since 1970. More 
than three quarters of all insured natural 
catastrophe losses in 2020 occurred 
in the United States which saw a record 
30 named storms and approximately 
50,000 wildfires burning 8.5 million acres. 

Customer focus

Building a culture of 
consistent, proactive and 
insightful engagement.

Building better 
relationships to generate 
sustainable growth.
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supported by a quality claims service. 
In addition, our global reinsurance 
business, QBE Re, is expected to 
grow as reinsurance pricing continues 
to improve. We continue to invest 
in analytical risk selection and pricing 
tools that will enable our underwriting 
teams to deploy capital in the most 
beneficial way for shareholders.

I am also pleased that we were able 
to renew the Group’s 2021 reinsurance 
structure broadly in line with the 2020 
expiring program and at better terms 
than initially expected.

Sustainability
The frequency of weather events in 2020 
continued to remind us of the challenge 
that climate change presents and the 
need for an ongoing focus on managing 
climate‑related risks. We recognise the 
important part we play in our customers’ 
lives when such events occur and we are 
working closely with governments, the 
insurance industry and the community 
to address or mitigate some of the 
issues through disaster relief and risk 
management education. We continue 
to advance our Climate Change Action 
Plan and have set metrics and targets 
to measure and monitor climate‑related 
risks and opportunities as outlined in our 
climate disclosures on pages 28 to 35 
of this Annual Report.

We were pleased to join the UN‑convened 
Net‑Zero Asset Owners Alliance, further 
supporting the transition to a lower carbon 
economy, and we became a signatory 
to the United Nations Global Compact. 
We are also working closely with many 
of our customers as they manage their 
transition towards clean energy. One 
example of this is the support we provided 
through insurance of the Dogger Bank 
wind farm project off the north east coast 
of England. This joint venture by two of our 
customers resulted in the world’s largest 
offshore wind farm with capacity to power 
up to 4.5 million homes. In Europe, we 
have increased our renewable energy book 
of business by around 50% to $33 million. 

Supporting our customers, 
people and communities
At QBE, we recognise the significant 
hardship many of our customers and 
communities are facing, and we have 

adapted the way we operate in response 
to the pandemic to ensure the safety 
and wellbeing of our customers, people 
and communities. 

Throughout 2020, our 11,000 strong 
workforce moved seamlessly to operate 
remotely as various government directives 
impacted our ways of working. Despite 
these challenges, we continued to deliver 
on our customer commitments with service 
levels remaining relatively unchanged. We 
provided a wide range of additional support 
and financial relief, such as premium 
rebates and payment holidays, and 
continue to pay legitimate claims as quickly 
as possible. In 2020, we paid $101 million 
of COVID‑19 related claims. We also put 
in place a range of initiatives that helped 
alleviate financial pressures to support 
our customers throughout the period.

The safety of our people remains 
paramount. At the start of the pandemic, 
we successfully set up our people to work 
remotely. We are starting to return to 
offices in certain locations where it is safe 
to do so and in limited numbers, to allow 
for social distancing. We continue to 
support our people in these new ways 
of working and offer a range of benefits 
and support, including a regular check 
in through our Group‑wide wellbeing 
survey, wellbeing‑focused activities 
and access to the employee assistance 
programs. We know that 2020 was 
a challenging year for our people, 
impacted as they were by the pandemic 
and changes in the Group’s senior 
leadership as outlined in the Chair’s 
message on pages 2 to 3. We are working 
with our Board sponsors to build on our 
QBE DNA with the Culture Accelerator 
framework now underway, to ensure we 
continue to provide a safe, respectful and 
inclusive environment for our people.

Through the pandemic, the QBE 
Foundation has remained active in 
supporting the communities in which 
we work, partnering with impactful 
not‑for‑profit organisations around the 
world to safeguard vulnerable communities, 
enabling financial resilience and 
strengthening their health and wellbeing. 
We responded proactively to the 
challenges presented by COVID‑19, 
pivoting where required to support our 
existing partners, Red Cross and 
Save the Children, as they experienced 
increased demand for their services and 
a reduction in funding and donations. 

Financial performance 
As the pandemic emerged, we took 
pre‑emptive action to strengthen our 
capital position, executing a capital plan 
to protect the balance sheet against 
potential downside scenarios. This action 
enables us to take advantage of profitable 
growth opportunities as they arise, as well 
as supporting our target regulatory capital 
range and reducing gearing.

In December 2020, we updated the market 
of our revised 2020 result expectations 
and subsequently announced a full year 
statutory loss of $1,517 million, a result 
we all recognise as disappointing and 
well below expectations. In addition 
to a disappointing underwriting 
performance, the result was impacted 
by significantly reduced investment 
income and a number of material one‑off 
and/or non‑cash charges including an 
impairment of goodwill and deferred tax 
assets in North America as well as IT 
and real estate related charges. 

The net combined operating ratio 
increased to 104.2% 1 from 97.5% 1,2,3 

in 2019, largely as a result of material 
COVID‑19 related costs, adverse prior 
accident year claims development 
(including the impact of social inflation) 
and elevated catastrophe claims. 
As is explained in more detail in the Group 
Chief Financial Officer’s report, despite 
the poor headline underwriting result the 
underlying current accident year combined 
operating ratio improved to 94.0% 4,5 from 
98.4% 2,3,5 in 2019. This was primarily 
due to a further material improvement 
in our attritional claims ratio and a modest 
improvement in our large individual risk 
claims ratio, and reflects significant 
premium rate increases. 

Gross written premium increased 10% 4,6 
year‑on‑year, underpinned by an average 
renewal premium rate increase of 9.8% 7, 
particularly in our North America and 
International divisions where we saw 
premium rates accelerate further during 
the second half of 2020. 

After a significant first half investment loss, 
our investment return rebounded strongly 
in the second half of the year with credit 
spread losses fully recovered by year end. 
We intend to retain a conservative asset 
allocation while there remains significant 
ongoing economic uncertainty associated 
with the pandemic. 

1 Excludes impact of changes in risk‑free rates used to discount net outstanding claims.
2 Excludes one‑off impact of the Ogden decision in the UK.
3 Continuing operations basis.
4 Excludes impact of COVID‑19.
5 Normalised for above plan catastrophe claims and changes in risk margin increase. 
6 Constant currency basis and excludes impact of 2019 disposals.
7 Excludes premium rate changes relating to North America Crop and/or Australian CTP.
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Strategic focus
All of our activities throughout 2021 and 
the longer term are anchored around our 
four strategic priorities: performance, 
customer focus, modernisation and talent 
& culture, underpinned by our DNA. 

Performance 

In 2018, we laid the foundations for our cell 
review and Brilliant Basics programs, both 
of which are now well embedded throughout 
QBE. Recognising that there is still more 
work to be done to improve the performance 
of some portfolios, we are evolving and 
reinvigorating the cell review process with 
a greater focus on speedy execution and 
portfolio optimisation. In Brilliant Basics, 
we continue to invest in enhancing our 
capabilities in pricing, risk selection and 
claims management across QBE. As a key 
Brilliant Basics initiative, we are accelerating 
the completion of the remaining phases 
of work associated with our global property 
pricing project. We are focused on targeted 
and sustainable growth and maximising the 
benefits of the favourable rate environment, 
underpinned by strong performance 
discipline built through cell reviews and 
Brilliant Basics. We also remain committed 
to delivering on our climate‑related and 
sustainability targets.

Customer focus 

Central to our overall strategy is an 
imperative to better understand our 
customers, their industries and needs, 
and to embed a culture of consistent, 
proactive and insightful customer 
engagement. To support this, we officially 
launched Customer@QBE in 2020. 

Customer@QBE is our global approach 
to delivering value for our customers 
in a responsible and accountable way 
through a focus on three key elements: 
mindset (how we think about our 
customers), insights (the knowledge 
we have about our customers combined 
with our insurance expertise) and 
delivery (what and how we deliver to our 
customers). Our focus for 2021 is to create 
and embed a consistent customer mindset 
to support an understanding of our 
customers, how we can add the greatest 
value to them and how we can build 
a solid pipeline. By helping our customers 
manage risk well, we manage risk well.

Modernisation

In 2021, we will remain focused 
on creating a customer‑centric business 
that is more digitally enabled and 
supported by a modern technology 
infrastructure. We are streamlining 
and modernising our technology estate 
to better support the evolving needs 
of our customers, people and business. 
As we do this, we are mindful of our digital 
customer interactions and are further 
automating underwriting, distribution 
and claims processes, and introducing 
analytical tools. Internally, we are looking 
at digitisation and process automation 
to improve performance, drive efficiency 
and reduce risk.

Talent & culture

We will accelerate our talent and 
leadership strategy, developing our 
future cohort of leaders and preparing 
them for bigger and more complex 
roles. We are concurrently focused 
on deepening our talent pool, with 
continued succession planning to build 
our future talent pipeline. 

We will focus on enhancing our culture 
and reinforcing a positive risk culture 
through the Culture Accelerator, building 
upon our existing DNA values given 
their strong resonance with our people. 
Through this, we are seeking to create 
an environment where people always 
know and feel that it is safe to speak up, 
and where we welcome and embrace 
diversity in all of its many forms. 

Conclusion
I am proud of the support 
we provided our customers, 
people and the communities 
during a difficult year. I would 
like to thank our teams around 
the world for their dedication, 
resilience and hard work. 
I would also like to thank 
our customers, brokers and 
partners for their loyalty and 
ongoing support of QBE.

As we saw in 2020, we 
are able to adapt quickly 
in a dynamic environment 
and, while our operating 
environment remains 
uncertain, we are even more 
committed and focused 
on delivering our strategic 
priorities; we remain confident 
in the strength of our business, 
our franchise and our people. 

We are well positioned 
to maximise many of the 
opportunities created by the 
currently favourable trading 
environment. While the value 
of insurance in managing 
or transferring risk has 
never been more evident, 
we must ensure we receive 
an appropriate return 
for the risk we take. 

Richard Pryce 
Interim Group Chief 
Executive Officer
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Strategic priorities
2021

Talent & Culture

Enhance the QBE culture and 
reinforce a positive risk culture 

by building on the QBE DNA 
through the Culture Accelerator

Accelerate our talent and leadership 
strategy by developing our people 

and building a diverse talent pipeline

Focus on embedding performance 
through ME@QBE and retaining 
and motivating people through 

our Reward approach

Define our future ways  
of working

Performance

Evolve and reinvigorate cell 
reviews and Brilliant Basics+ to 
further enhance performance 
discipline and drive portfolio 

optimisation

Targeted, sustainable, profitable 
growth, maximising the 

favourable rate environment

Deliver against our sustainability 
and climate commitments

Continued focus on 
shareholder returns

Customer Focus

Deliver value and exceed 
customer expectations through 

Customer@QBE

Better understanding of our 
customers’ industries and needs

Embed a culture of proactive, 
insightful customer engagement

Fully embed the use of Salesforce 
and related analytical tools across 

the business, central to all our 
customer activity

Modernisation

Deliver on our program 
of work to accelerate our 
technology infrastructure 

modernisation

Continued automation across 
underwriting, distribution and 
claims to support the evolving 

needs of our customers 
and partners

Accelerate adoption of 
machine learning models 
across pricing and claims
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