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Embracing complexity: Exploring the silent

struggle of life insurance agents

Tantri Keerthi Dinesh’, Ankitha Shetty®*, Shweta TS?, Rashmi Yogesh Pai' and
Adithya D Shetty®

Abstract: Drawing on Lazarus and Folkman’s transactional stress theory, this study
aims to explore a broader range of what constitutes work stress among life insur-
ance agents and their needs for organisational work stress prevention. Face-to-face
interviews were conducted with life insurance agents (n=45) that focused on their
stress experiences and needs regarding the prevention of work stress. Performing
thematic analysis, topics, and themes were extracted from the verbatim transcribed
interviews using Atlas.ti. Respondents located the stress factors that affected their
mental health which should be targeted for prevention. Various themes were
extracted, falling under job responsibilities, handling customers and maintaining
long-term relationships, work pressure, mental health indicators, and measures to
handle stress. The findings of this research specified that life insurance agents have
multifaceted work stress prevention needs where mapping this could facilitate
intervention implementation. The agents were explicit about the causes of stress
emerging due to relationship between the individual and the challenging environ-
ment, leading to Litigation Stress Syndrome. This study sets a platform for the
insurance sector to take necessary steps in helping the agents to mitigate stress
and cultivating an innovative habit of mindful selling in them by implementing
mindfulness interventions.

Subjects: Work & Organizational Psychology; Positive Psychology;

Keywords: work stress; mental health; litigation stress syndrome; work stress prevention;
mindful selling

1. Introduction

With the rapid urbanisation, economic growth, and popular education, insurance industry
expanded considerably in the nineteenth century (Clemente & Cornaro, 2022), resulting in acute
competitiveness and rivalry between companies (Agyapong et al., 2016). The impact of this
competitiveness is felt among employees and full-time agents in life insurance industry by
engendering general feelings of distrust, tension, strain in interpersonal relations, jealousy from
colleagues, interpersonal conflicts, and coping with sustained pressure to produce and perform
(Selvan & Abraham, 2022). The challenging work conditions that life insurance agents face are
alarmingly high due to high job responsibilities, difficulties in pitching a sale with clients, gaining
customer trust, and facing hurdles in maintaining long-term relationships that lead to stress (Malik
& Shahabuddin, 2015).

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
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Insurance sector requires salespeople to allocate their efforts to activities aimed at uncovering
each customer’s specific needs. Despite this, research suggests that salespeople often engage in
activities which are unproductive and involve themselves in dumping the policies to their clients to
fulfil their annual targets (Schwepker & Dimitriou, 2022). Survey findings show that salespeople
dedicate only 15% of their time to serve the customer while 35% of their time is spent on
administrative tasks (Robinson et al., 2005). Life insurance agents spend a large portion of their
productive time and energy in convincing the customers for the purpose of pursuing sales oppor-
tunities that can help them meet their performance goals (Yong-Cheng, 2021). The resulting
frustration and stress impact both physical health and emotional well-being as stress at workplace
is associated with physical and mental health risks that poses a burden to individual employees,
organisations, and society at large (Shifrin & Michel, 2021). Among service sector employees, life
insurance agents are prone to stress factors in their insurance selling business (Chaturvedi & Joshi,
2017). If, however, work stress could be mitigated, its detrimental consequences could eventually
be curtailed (Ganster & Rosen, 2013).

Although life insurance agents in India are at risk of significant work-related stress due to target
pressures, deadlines, and stringent IRDA (Insurance Development Regulation of India) norms, very
little effort has been made to bridge these literatures, and few studies have examined the impact
of stress from the perspective of life insurance agents (Bun, 2002). Oversighting the needs of life
insurance agents can drastically hinder the success rate of the companies (Lamontagne et al,,
2007). Intervention development and mindfulness trainings drawn from past research on work
stress determinants include psychosocial work factors, as experienced by these life insurance
agents (Tsuzuki et al., 2012).

Empirical investigation of the emerging reasons for findings regarding work stress among life
insurance agents is meagre (Dinesh et al., 2022). A better understanding of stress factors that
influence employee well-being and views of their jobs is required to allow consideration of how
work stress and poor mental health might be prevented or ameliorated among life insurance
agents (Fu et al.,, 2020). While both practitioners and academics have recognized that a substantial
portion of insurance salespersons undergo different phases in their policy selling journey, no
published studies have examined the effect of salespeople’s perceptions on their job responsibil-
ities, maintaining long-term relationship with clients, identifying target customers to pitch a sale,
and thereby facing the different challenges in the Insurance selling business.

Few investigators have paid attention to the work experiences and stress factors of life insur-
ance agents and to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there is no qualitative study published
on work stress of life insurance agents. Most studies examining work stress among them are
quantitative in nature specially conducted in Western and European countries (Goel & Verma,
2020). Hence, conducting a qualitative study in this regard can help to clarify and extend
a complete understanding of work stress by considering the effects of work stress on their physical
and mental health of the agents in the insurance sector (Sahni, 2020). Being retrieved that there is
a lack of related studies and attention to individual perceptions, and experiences of Life insurance
agents in this area, this qualitative study explores the stress factors, their experiences, and
perceptions at workplace.

Taking a step back, need arises on exploring the stress factors of life insurance agents from
a long-term vision. Hence, the aim of the current paper is to understand this new phenomenon of
exploring the factors leading to stress and the measures to mitigate stress. Our study provides
a clear overview of how agents react to their job roles and responsibilities, and how their
responsibilities shape their strategies to overcome the challenges by meeting the customers’
expectations.

This paper is structured as follows. First, we provide the literature review on contributing factors
of stress at workplace and theoretical context of transactional stress theory including a conceptual
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framework for this study. Second, we show the methodology adopted to investigate the relation-
ship between the challenges faced and its impact on stress, thus gauging the measures for
mitigating stress. Third, the results are presented and followed by analysis in consecutive chapters.
Finally, in conclusion, we summarize our findings with limitations and outline directions for further
research.

2. Theoretical underpinnings

The transactional stress theory developed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) was used as the
theoretical framework for this study. The interaction between individual and environment, in
which working conditions create a feeling of being stressed, is the foundation of Lazarus’ cognitive
theory of stress (Goh et al., 2010). An individual, according to this theory, has a cognitive assess-
ment of threats that come from the environment known as appraisal. The degree to which an
individual appraises stress as a serious threat reveals the degree of stress experienced (Laugeri,
2020). However, “stress is not a property of the person, or of the environment, but arises as
a conjunction between a particular kind of environment and a particular kind of person that
leads to a threat appraisal” (Sivam & Chang, 2016). The term transaction indicates that neither
the individual nor the environment is carrying stress. What carries either objective or subjective
stress emerges from the relationship between the individual and the environment. For instance,
work environment encompasses events called stimuli that are encountered in different ways by
employees (Woods et al., 2019). The responses of individuals to such environmental stimuli are
under the influence of their appraisal.

The transactional model of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) proposes that “challenges and
threats, arise from cognitive judgments of the meaning of a situation and one’s ability to respond
to the situation”. It, however, considers primary appraisal that refers to “to the judgment of
a situation as being benign or stressful” (Vos & van Rijn, 2021). Benign situations are judged as
requiring no instrumental action on the part of the individual to facilitate a positive outcome,
whereas stressful situations are judged to require specific actions. Stressful situations themselves
fall into two categories: they can be challenging or threatening. In the context of life insurance
selling business, challenging situations are those perceived to offer the potential for growth,
mastery, and gain (e.g., performing well in the career by making more policies and maintaining
long term relationships). Threatening situations are those perceived to potentially result in harm or
loss (e.g., difficulties in pitching a sale or failure to fulfil job responsibilities).

The perception of challenge or threat is determined in a secondary appraisal of one’s ability to
cope with, and respond to, the stressful situation. Challenge results from the judgment that one
has the necessary resources to cope (e.g., I know that pitching a sale of a life insurance policy with
clients is not easy, but I have belief in my ability), and threat from the judgment that one does not
(e.g., I know that pitching a sale of a life insurance policy with clients is difficult and I may not be
able to do it). Even though the implication of secondary appraisals would determine the initial
relevance of a situation, primary appraisal highlights that judgments of relevance of a situation
precede judgments of coping (Jamieson et al., 2022).

Therefore, in this theory, the experience of stress in life insurance agents depends not only on
the quality of one’s individual resources and the level of environmental threats but also on the
quality of the interactions between individual and environment. Accordingly, by drawing on
Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) theoretical framework, it was possible to conduct a study that
described stress factors in life insurance agents and across their professional lives whereby
a clear and a fuller picture of work stress could be described from a life insurance perspective.

Life insurance agents have come under fire to gain the trust of the customers where against this

backdrop, the rewards and incentives they are procuring have become obscured due to different
challenges (Fu et al., 2020). Alarming rates of life insurance agents stress come as no surprise
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where large proportions of them experience psychological distress and mental fatigue when
compared with other professions (Muchlish, 2020).

In a study done by W.J. Coetzer and S. Rothmann, 1,100 employees in an insurance company
were targeted where performance pressure was the contributing sources of work stress among
employees in the insurance industry. Other sources of stress within the insurance industry were
entwined with possibilities of dealing with difficult and demanding clients, working continually to
achieve targets, ability of the agents to survive in the insurance business and to accomplish their
career goals, time pressures and meeting deadlines, and also mental strain of work overload (Fu
et al.,, 2020). The overall perception of work stress by employees within the insurance industry was
associated with work demands, lack of job security, and the need to maintain a professional self.

Mental stress at workplace adversely is widely recognized as a major contributor to poor morale,
absenteeism, high staff turnover, and reduced productivity at work. Also, in large-scale studies,
service sector employees with high stress have significantly higher annualized medical expendi-
tures (odds ratio =1.528) compared with those with lower stress, and their medical expenses are
estimated at 45-46% above those for lower stress employees (Wolever et al., 2012).

The recognition of major sources of workplace stress attempts to offer a twofold benefit for both
employees and management where, first, it results in work environment changes ultimately which
reduce stress and simultaneously increase productivity. On the other hand, it also facilitates the
development of effective interventions and trainings that could reduce the debilitating effects of
occupational stress in the agents (Wolever et al., 2012). The link streamlined between unmanaged
stress and its negative impact on well-being is demonstrated in stress research which showcases
severe consequences, some of which may be fatal (Hyun Yoon, 2016).

The above literature review allowed us to get an overview of the emerging stress factors,
detailing the information concerning the impact of the challenges faced and the measures to
mitigate stress along with a theoretical context of impact of stress on life insurance agents.
However, this is quite a new phenomenon in the mainstream human resource and psychology,
and there are not a lot of literature existing on this topic. Indeed, during the literature review, we
noticed that there were no data on life insurance perspective to study their reaction facing
challenges and there are also no studies on stress mitigation strategies for life insurance agents
who are especially undergoing litigation stress syndrome (LSS). Hence, to address these gaps, this
research intends to answer the following questions: (a) To what extent do life insurance agents
feel stressed in their policy selling business? (b) What are the experiences contributing to work-
related stressors among life insurance agents?

3. Methods and procedure

3.1. Study design

This research tries to build on previous studies that employed Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984)
transactional stress theory to examine job stress, coping, and work performance in service sector
comprising hospitality and finance industries (Althaus et al., 2013). It also strengthens the studies
in which employees experienced a considerable amount of job strain, having negative impact on
their coping skills and work performance also (Wang et al., 2020).

A qualitative approach was chosen for this study because there would be more possibilities to
generate rich and finest descriptions of phenomena that would help to investigate previously
unexplored complex issues on work stress prevailing in life insurance agents (Bhui et al., 2016).
Qualitative approach provides an opportunity to explore and is beneficial when the important
variables to examine are difficult to find (Huyler & McGill, 2019). According to N. Denzin and
Y. Lincoln, a qualitative approach is “concerned in capturing the individual’s point of view and in
the need for securing rich descriptions” (DeVault et al., 1995). A better understanding of the work
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stress prevention needs of life insurance agents can promote the development, selection, and
implementation of stress prevention programmes, and mindfulness interventions was attempted
with the help of qualitative approach.

3.2. Study procedure

A total of 45 structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with life insurance agents
between April and June 2022 from six private life insurance companies. Methodological studies
in the area of qualitative research foster to offer guidance on saturation and attempt to develop
a practical application by operationalising evidence saturation (Guest et al., 2006). It is posited that
sample size ranging from 20 to 40 interviews are required to achieve data saturation that can cut
across various research sites (Hagaman & Wautich, 2017).

The interview predominantly focused on the experiences of the respondents in their insurance
policy selling business to gauge the stress factors and within the context of their organisation, and
on their needs for the prevention of work stress within that organisational context. Respondents
were at work at the time of the interviews. These life insurance agents were requested to occupy
themselves in a discussion room of the insurance company during the interview, where they could
speak freely.

Study participants were primarily recruited through the network of insurance development
officers and the branch managers of the respective insurance companies. Recruitment of the
study participants was done face to-face, by telephone, and/or by email. Purposive sampling was
used to select respondents that aimed at selecting a diverse sample with a criteria of gender, age,
educational level, salary, and years of experience. To be eligible for participation, respondents had
to be 18 years of age or older and had to perform as full-time life insurance agents paid work on
commission basis. To maximize diversity in the present study sample, the researchers made sure
to select respondents in six different insurance companies. Few potential respondents were
directly contacted, while others were recruited by their branch manager. Some reasons disagreed
to participate with reasons like complexity of the subject, fear to express, and lack of interest in the
subject. Three agents who were scheduled to participate in the interview dropped out (n=2) or
were excluded (n=1). The reason for exclusion was that the interviewer knew the possible
respondent personally. First, the study was introduced to the respondents through an information
folder and also explained in person by the researcher. Before commencement of the interview,
respondents were asked to fill out an informed consent form. If the study participants had no
further questions, the interview was commenced.

But, however, it was noted that the main limitation of this research with in-depth interview
method would lie in the findings that may not be possible to be extended to wider populations
with the same degree of certainty that quantitative analyses can as these findings were not tested
to discover whether they are statistically significant or due to chance.

3.3. Interview protocol

The interview protocol comprised a short introduction, and 10 questions (see Appendix), and were
developed using existing qualitative research literature, (Salmons, 2014) as well as organisational
stress with life insurance sector context (Bun, 2002; Ludick et al,, 2007) and COREQ guidelines
(Dossett et al., 2021).

The protocol was reviewed by all authors to serve the purpose of assessment of face validity.
Member checking was utilized in order to avoid researcher and respondent bias and unclear
responses were dealt with by asking the respondents whether the transcribed data has no
difference to the answer. A pilot test of two interviews was conducted which led to a further
clarification of items in the interview protocols. The interviews were recorded and simultaneously
the researcher made notes during the interview.
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of participants

Variable Number of participants
(N = 45)

Gender

Male 25

Female 20

Qualification

Diploma 16
Undergraduate 19
Postgraduate 10
Years of experience
Below 5 years 18
5-10 years 20
10 years and above 7
Mean SD
Age 39.59 9.12
Years of Experience 4.61 2.14

On average, interview duration was 45 minutes. Saturation of the data was considered by the
coders which focused on between interview occurrence of variation in answers to the questions
(Bowen, 2008). The interviews were conducted in two rounds to facilitate iteration, a reflexive
process, in which collected data can be used to guide further data collection, or data analysis
(Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009).

Follow-up questions and probes were formulated, to help the study participants in understanding the
subject. The probes were used only when required. The protocols were centred around the main themes.
(Table 1). There existed no prior relationship between the interviewer and the study participants.

3.4. Data analysis

The interview recordings were transcribed verbatim which were cross-checked for better accuracy.
The objective of this study called for an approach of inductive interpretation. Thematic analysis
was an ideal research methodology (Braun & Clarke, 2006) in which the researcher works system-
atically through the texts to identify the respective topics, later clustered in themes having
relevance to the research question (Calcraft, 2005). The coders used a bottom-up, inductive coding
style where coding scheme was adapted after every round, so that new themes could be added,
and code names could be consolidated. Reappearing themes were isolated, which facilitated
increasing, but gradual abstraction and summation of the data. The COREQ-checklist was used
in reporting this study (Tong et al., 2007). We conducted data management, followed by coding
and analysis using ATLAS.ti, version 7.5.11.

4, Results

4.1. Participants

The study sample consisted of life insurance agents of six private life insurance companies (n = 45).
Their age ranged from 21 to 62 years (female n =20 and male n=25). Respondents worked as full-
time life insurance agents. Few respondents were freshers and had below 5 years of experience (n
=18), few had an experience of 5 to 10 years in the field of insurance selling business (n=20), and
remaining had an experience of more than 10years (n=7). Their education background was
diploma (n=16), undergraduates (n=19), and post graduates (n=10). The average mean and
standard deviation is presented in Table 1, depicting the socio-demographic characteristics of
participants.
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Figure 1. Conceptual
framework.

respon5|b|l1t|es

Handling }\
customers and maintaining
Long term Stress factors in Life Measures to
relationships Insurance agents handle
stress
N 0
[ Work Pressure

Mental Health
Indicators

5. Themes

The themes extracted from the qualitative data were divided into job responsibilities, handling
customers and long-term relationships, work pressure, and mental health indicators which were
the factors leading to stress. These stress factor led to measures which could help in handling and
mitigating stress (Figure 1).

5.1. Theme 1
Job
responsibilities
_ °Etelhfllg Accountability
?gth po lfl}[’ eReaching towards the eGoal
(c):usti)rrlll%er Sale targets| | business in Achievements
bringing new eKeeping up
leads with
technology
(AD)

Job responsibilities: Life insurance agents expressed that their main job responsibility lies in
providing service to the changing insurance needs of clients and compiling a list of prospects.
Respondents indicated that their job responsibility is to enhance the reputation of the insurance
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agency by venturing new and different requests and exploring opportunities to add value to job
accomplishments. Some participants explained that work of a life insurance agent is rewarding,
but the job roles in the policy selling business were difficult.

(1)

(2)

3)

(4)

Selling right policy to the right customer: Agents find it difficult to automatically generate
the right policies to the customers based on their lifestyle and previous policies, although it
is the most fundamental responsibility of every insurance agent. One participant stated that
‘. then of course searching for the right customer in the crowd is not easy but we have
to sell the right product to them, that responsibility turns out a good challenge ... ”. Another
respondent indicated that “ ... .Whatever policies I have sold to the clients I have managed
them diligently. When it comes to selling new policies or finding new clients let me see, if
I can do it I will definitely do it, but sell the right policies to the right people however restless
it makes me ... ".

Reaching sale targets: A life insurance agent will always try to boost insurance business with
existing accounts (cross-selling) by increasing retention and renewals. Winning against
difficult competitors by optimizing the sales process will improve sales opportunity planning
laying a foundation to reach sales target. The agents highlighted that they are paid salary on
commission basis where the fear of fulfilling the sales target will always be escalating. One
agent who was a fresher responded that “ ... .as a fresher, my responsibilities are to make
more and more policies actually, and reach my sales target. I have to search for clients, and
as told by my senior colleagues it is better to set target first rather keeping it at the time of
deadline ... ”. Hence, the job responsibilities of life insurance agents are quite challenging.
There are instances when one will appreciate being in this field as it is a rewarding profes-
sion, but few instances may obstruct their growth and turn challenging when they approach
their clients or when they are not able to meet the targets. According to one more agent “...
. clients and they would just turn me down so my job would be to turn criticism into
opportunity to utilize.That would be great because today the clients would most certainly
want me to be practical and want things to be in a comprehensive manner ... ”. Considering
the clients as their job responsibility has no other alternative. Another participant commen-
ted “....... Like if we just leave them then they may escape or rather just start ignoring us.
If we give some sort of closeness and care we can avail their connects and build more
connects with different clients which may help in reaching sales targets ... ..."

Accountability towards the business in bringing new leads: Accountability in customer
service from a life insurance agent perspective is the ability to account for policy selling
business actions and decisions. It entwines the willingness to showcase the care and trust to
be developed in the customers by carrying an unspoken pledge to respond to a customer’s
request for information or help. One participant reported “ ... ... We have to search the
customers and make them known about the need of the policy, build trust and also we have
to check whether they are really interested in the policy by responding to their queries”.
Another participant reported that “ ... If we simply approach them then success rate will be
definitely less and we are accountable to the business for this ... ”. A good convincing skill
will, however, try to enhance the productivity of the agents. One of the strategies to enhance
productivity is by always appearing excited and eager. A dreary or worn-down disposition
will rub off on clients and discourage them from buying the policies. One of the respondents
remarked that “ ... ... ... A good convincing skill is important and when people understand
the benefit of insurance and try to approach and respond to our convincing notes it really
helps in our productivity enhancement by finding new leads though its been very difficult to
fulfil this task ... ..."

Keeping up with technology (AI): Agents highlighted their role transitions to process facil-
itators and product educators. The agent of the future can sell nearly all types of
coverages which adds value to their productivity by helping clients manage their portfolios
of coverage across experiences and their lives. Agents use smart personal assistants to
optimize their tasks as well as AI-enabled bots to find potential deals for clients. These tools
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help agents to support a substantially larger client base while making customer interactions
(a mix of in-person, virtual, and digital) shorter and more meaningful, given that each
interaction will be tailored to the exact current and future needs of each individual client.
The task of upgrading oneself through a granular and sophisticated way based on technol-
ogy will create a new wave of challenge for the agents in the life insurance sector. One
agent reported that “ ... ... . I am not a young agent. I am aging ... but when my young
colleagues talk about all this technology, they are asked to learn about really makes me
anxious. I agree its our responsibility to be technologically upgraded but I also know it is not
possible so easily that too for an employee who is above 50 like me ... ”. One more agent
stated that “ ... . yes, keeping up with the technology is really a good habit but implement-
ing this with people like us working as life insurance agents is not easy as said. We focus on
convincing the customers and getting our policies done, so again technology is like an extra
burden to learn about though we all know its our responsibility to be technologically
strong ...”. Another agent entailed that “ ... .we are used to handling clients personally,
even though phone we find it convenient. But we are always being reminded to keep
ourselves upgraded in technology and AI Thinking about this creates a feeling of fear and
we get stressed out ... ".

Goal achievements: Life insurance again agreed that the sales efforts of the insurance
agents’ (rewards based on the sales volume generated) is successfully contributing towards
performance of their job responsibilities. The reason being that insurance agents believe that
the compensation (commission, bonuses, benefits, and awards) earned is a true reflection of
what they deserve. One agent underscored that “ ... . we all know that commission is like an
incentive for us but being a life insurance agent earning commission is for our daily bread.
Doing something beyond this like achieving more and more policies and taking a recognition
for that through awards and felicitations is a different feeling and challenging too ... ”.
Another agent said that “ ... . having goals to reach the targets and making more policies
and thereby uplifting the goodwill of the company is my job responsibility. This will not only
give recognition to the company but also to me as an agent. Getting recognition, bonus and
winning awards needs a lot of hard work and dedication which is just like a challenge in this
profession ...”.

5.2. Theme 2
Handling customers
and maintaining
Long term
relationships
1 1 . 1 1 1

. Keeping

eInformatio| |*Handling OII\I/Ianaglr}g close
eKnowledge about n annoying CC antges n contacts

the cqmpl@:xﬁy and Asymmetry| |customers ustomer with

diversity of expectations clients
products and being
persistent

Handling customers and maintaining long-term relationships: Client engagement results in
a happy customer who will return to the agent again and again. Not only will the client be loyal
to the agent and the company, he may also refer the products and services to many of his
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colleagues, friends, and family members which in turn improves the reputation of insurance
business, as satisfied clients tend to respond with positive reviews and rate it online.

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Knowledge about the complexity and diversity of products: Complexity and diversity of life
insurance products is rising on multiple fronts. Left unchecked, this complexity could land up
the career of agents hobbled at a time when organisational agility is more significant, as
consumers continue to question the value of life insurance products. Some agents pro-
claimed that there is a widening array of products where aligning and integrating distribu-
tion is a complex job. One agent stated that “ ... . Insurance companies must take pains to
distinguish between good complexity, which creates operational efficiencies and variety
valued by customers, and bad complexity, which creates variety that customers don’t care
about and reduces organizational agility and efficiency in exchange for no benefit. We find
these situations difficult to handle ... ”. One more agents reported that “ ... .Controlling
complexity will make life insurance agents more efficient today and position them to grow
tomorrow. We will be able to understand whether new offerings are worth the complexity
and finally we can focus relentlessly on offering the ‘right’ level of complexity and diversity
of products to meet customer requirements ... ".

Information asymmetry: Asymmetric information in insurance refers to a market situation in
which one party in a transaction has insufficient information about the other party which
leads to market failure. Some agents reported that when they meet new clients, they find
themselves unable to answer few questions and the clients know better than them. The
problem of asymmetric information is common in life insurance markets. One agent said
that “ ... . it’s really difficult to gauge a customer as at-risk customers and low risk
customers. They know better about themselves, so it becomes a tangle for us to explain
the policy they actually need from us ... ”. One more agent reported that “....I have come
across few clients who know better than me, they have a correct picture in which category
of clients they fall in ... .that shows they are less interested in listening to us when we
explain them the need to buy our policies”.

Handling annoying customers: In the scenario of selling insurance policies, an agent
comes across diverse types of clients. Some customers may be friendly, some may be
amiable, and few may be annoying. Managing annoying customers is the greatest
challenge an agent faces. Listening to customers instead of trying to explain over and
again when they are on rant would be a wise decision. Finding a chance to steer the
acceptance may take more time and energy. One client claimed that “ ... . sometimes
we get so much tensed when a customer is not at all ready to listen because he thinks
we are dumping policies just to finish our targets. Nothing works actually, they are so
arrogant that somewhere we feel convincing customers is a dreadful task in this profes-
sion” (client 10). One more agent stated that “ ... .Even if we have done everything
correct here people may still be upset. In our business there are a lot of negative
situations that can arise and there is a negative connotation to the industry. When
clients get irritated and annoyed I get distracted by their anger and lose focus”. One
respondent addressed that “ ... . Targeting on the customer that I am communicating
with and understanding my target client as in which category of people what is their
age? Of course, I have received criticisms from the clients, and they would just turn me
down so my job. These target pressures actually force us to pitch a sale and clients get
annoyed as they think we are forcing them to buy ... ".

Managing changes in customer expectations: A few agents addressed that they need to
come to meetings and conferences armed with specific sales opportunities, including
data to showcase where and how opportunities exist and come up with new actionable
ideas for meeting the customer expectations that creates work stress. One agent men-
tioned “ ... What work life Synergy has been difficult customers, also to understand their
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needs, their needs are in variety and the need of youth and senior citizens is changing.
There has been a frequent updating upgradation so probably understanding the needs of
the customers is also become very tricky and customers would not like to disclose certain
items. ... ".

Keeping close contacts with customers and being persistent: Asking questions and giving
suggestions and creating a bonding by asking what you can do for him/her is the best way
to build connects and maintain long-term relationships. Although this is a “self-help” strategy,
these suggestions may provoke the clients to come back to the agents, which is a good sign of
strengthening the relationship. Respondents reported that taking in a personal tone, voluntarily
meeting them, and having conversations would, however, help in maintaining strong relation-
ships. One respondent reported that “ ... . Like, regular meetings would help, personal meet-
ings I feel. Also, when we accidently meet them in any function, or any crowd, greeting them
talking to them and asking them about their life. This helps to create a bonding”. Life insurance
agents also mentioned that when such meetings and greetings are delivered to the clients,
a sense of belongingness and feeling of trust is originated. One more agent indicated that “....
When I ask them about them apart from insurance and policies. they feel secured that yes
someone is asking about them. Someone is worried for them ... ”. Agents agreed that keeping
records of their clients and however wishing them and acknowledging them with personal
greetings on phone through social media platforms do help in maintaining long-term relation-
ships. One respondent stated that “ ... . It is important to document things and keep them
handy I keep a track of my customer’s birthday or anniversary and send him/her a card or
a note. It pays to remember his/her kids’ names too. It is important to do a little extra if you
want to thrive in the business of insurance and also good morning and good night messages
work a lot ... ”. The kind of competition that exists in the insurance sector has made it tough to
survive for insurance agents. The only remedy for their survival is the long-term relationship
with their clients. Another agent responded that “ ... ... . we need to set realistic expectations,
When you under-promise there is a possibility to over-deliver and this can improve your image
in the eyes of your customer and the customer starts feeling that he is important to you and
takes a step forward to build a relationship with you ... ".

5.3. Theme 3
Work Pressure
|
, f J I 1

eSupervisory eBalancing

Pressure on between eFollowin
targets and | |Administrative rules an dg

deadlines work and eMaintaining work Reoulations

Policy selling life balance £
business

Work Pressure: When an agent tries to locate a good prospect, difficulties become intense as the
product itself is hard to sell. Clients loath to discuss or even acknowledge their own mortality.
Agents said that life insurance provides none of the instant gratifications that lead people to make
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impulse purchases. Constant reminders of the deadlines and targets also add to the work pressure
say few agents in the insurance sector.

(1)

(2)

3)

(4)

Supervisory pressure on targets and deadlines: Agents always get reminders about the
number of policies they must cover in the stipulated time. Supervisors and trainers in the
insurance agency ask the agents for the progress they have done and keep a track of
this. One agent reported that, “ ... I still remember my previous supervisor just called me
one day and told me that I have very less time left to complete my sales target as the
deadline was approaching. He was a bit rude, and I felt a bit humiliated on his con-
versation ... ”. One more agent addressed that “ ... . One fine day I was just told straight
in front of another agent that I need to put in a lot of efforts to match other agents and
they are making policies enormously, but I am lagging. This pressure he put on me led
me down and made me feel insulted. I was totally stressed”. Agents underscored that
getting more referrals is a challenging task. Finding new leads organically is difficult
though. One agent pointed out that “ ... .We have to find new leads, at the same time
we cannot neglect the existing customers, this thought actually turns to be a challenge”.
Another client shared his opinion that “.we have monthly commitment and we have to
do so many policies within a time limit. that pressurises and also these deadlines ruin
mental peace. We sometimes feel anxious if we cannot reach the targets and in finding
new leads ... ".

Balancing between administrative work and policy selling business: A few agents reported
that they often have to handle all the administrative and operational work ranging from
handling client paperwork to managing agency bookkeeping and it is not only to drum up
sales. One agent indicated that “ ... We have a lot of admin work. But we cannot just keep
on doing that, we have to balance this operational work and the policy selling business
which is somewhere a stressful challenge ... ”. Another agent mentioned that “We get a bit
agitated when these deadlines are nearing us and we get emotionally affected, we find
ourselves difficult to cope. Managing admin work, clients and home also is a great
challenge”.

Maintaining work-life balance: Agents stated that they always miscalculate the time they
invest in life or in work and behind either or both. One agent addressed that “ ... At work,
I need to make sure I am around people who understand and respect my life outside the
office, so that I can depend on them if I need to take time off to be with my family or deal
with an emergency. But we cannot expect the same thing always ... ”. One more agent
stated that “ ... Sometimes I get stressed when I feel these challenging questions have no
answers like what’s my idea of success and happiness in this profession? Am I serious about
taking care of a family? Or am I so passionate about my work that I don’t mind working long
hours practically every day?”

Following rules and regulations: Agents have witnessed an increasing number of rules
and regulations in recent times intended for the welfare of the general public and the
insurance sector, and keeping up with the changes can seem to be a daunting and
pressurising task. Agents mentioned that understanding the new regulations and its
impact on the customers’ policies is difficult and implementing these rules is like

a pressure to them. One agent claimed that “ ... we are therefore advised to stay on
top of updates affecting our respective areas of insurance ... ”. One more agent stated
that “ ... .Now, learning the laws is not only the challenge faced by agents like us we

need to help clients understand how some of the regulations might affect them. So must
ensure that we are well-versed with the laws before attempting to answer the questions
that prospects”.
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5.4. Theme 4
Mental health
markers/ indicators
| I ! | 1
Worry about
future
o Feeling of
Trepidation Dread of not quitting the
Fear of of harming - .
. : earning job
getting sued professional :
. . desired
identity s
commision

Mental health markers/indicators: Life insurance agents are exposed to mental health mar-
kers such as fear of getting sued and harming professional identity, inability of earning desired
commission, future worries, etc. These job-related stressors can result in the arousal of certain
emotions which are unpleasant such as tension, anxiety, anger, frustration, burnout, and
depression. Life insurance agents have an emotional engagement which is unavoidable in
the line of work on selling policies to the customers. Stress related to work is the ultimate
response which hinders and threatens the ability to cope. This is characterized by the lingering
effect where the work affects the personal lives of life insurance agents.

1

(2)

Fear of getting sued: A client may sue an agent after an investment goes sour, even if the
risks were well known and within the guidelines established by the client. All insurance
agents, regardless of their business practices, have liability exposure, whether they do
anything wrong or not. Insurance agents face the threat of E&O (errors and omissions
insurance) litigation where most of the agents do not take it seriously because they believe
their “by-the-book” business practices will nip litigation in the bud. This is a misconception.
And when they get sued, frustration and anger can flood them with stress. Psychologists
have coined a term for this phenomenon: “Litigation Stress Syndrome (LSS)”. One agent
claimed that” ... I always have that fear in my profession of getting sued though I am very
careful while addressing the customers. One instance where I failed to notify my client that
his policy is about to be cancelled that is prematurely cancelled by the insurer, I was held
liable for this and that fear is still emotionally affecting me ... ”. One more agent addressed
that “ ... I have that fear as some of my colleagues have gone through situations where
they were sued for misrepresenting their policies. I always get few dreadful thoughts in
mind like whether I will able to continue adding new clients to your business and whether
my long-term financial security will take a hit if I try running behind clients and sometimes
they think we are putting pressure on them”.

Trepidation of harming professional identity: Agents stated that not only the fear of getting
sued but also the trepidation of harming professional identity when you cannot fulfil your
targets or when you are known as a poor performer with least number of policies in hand
harms one emotional and mental state. One agent mentioned that “. I remember in
my second year of career I had a lot of difficulty in making policies. I just started pressuring
people whoever I met. One client just complained to the insurance development officer with
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(3)

(4)

(5)

allegations on me saying I pester her to buy policies. Of course, this harmed my professional
identity and I was in stress for nearly months and still difficult to come out of it”. Also, one
agent addressed that “ ... Its difficult to let go a client. When he promises to buy and
changes his decision its like we have lost a big deal. we as agents walk through the
insurance application and complete the application accurately and truthfully. Still they
threaten us of putting allegations that we have misrepresented the application”.

Dread of not earning desired commission: Insurance industries give greater recognition
to individual pay and performance not only to encourage increased productivity and
efficiency but also to retain highly valued to achieve the firm’s objectives. When
remuneration is linked to effort, both individual and organisational performance is
enhanced. Firms are beginning to give greater recognition to individual pay and per-
formance not only to encourage increased productivity and efficiency but also to retain
highly valued workforce to achieve the firm’s objectives. Tying remuneration to perfor-
mance improves employee motivation, as workers become more results oriented.
Employees will make more effort to achieve results when they are aware that their
remuneration package is determined by their contribution to the firm’s performance.
However, the concept of variable compensation can be an issue on the other side. How
much an agent makes depends on how much effort he puts in and how many sales he
can close. Being an agent is like always getting up with a fear of earning the desired
commission. One agent mentioned that “ ... . when your financial obligations are fixed,
but your compensation is variable, it’s natural to worry about bringing in enough money
to pay my bills ... ”. Another agent stated that “ ... . Not jealousy but sometimes you
get that emotional feeling and stress when your friend earns more commission, and
you are still struggling to get 10%of it. That self-doubt of why I cannot get my policies
sold ...we get emotionally affected I feel ... ”.

Feeling of quitting the job: As an insurance agent, they have daily opportunities to
change their lives for the better. These agents are sometimes afraid to use the incentives
as incentives sometimes pressurize them to make more policies which cannot be easily
done. Lack of training for finding customers is also a biggest challenge. Target pressures
and deadlines, commission-based salary, and boss culture give them a feeling of quitting
their job. An agent stated that “ ... during my deadline period I sometimes feel I should
just quit my job, so much pressure I get from the supervisors that I have not completed
my target. I feel exhausted and emotions run out of myself leaving me helpless ... ”.
Another agent claimed that “ ... there are instances when I just entered this profession
and had high goals however they were unachievable, I set myself up for failure ... which
drove me to decide to quit ... ”.

Worry about the future: Role of an agent focuses on repetitive work and manual pro-
cesses will cease to exist in their present form, while technology and digitally savvy
workers will increase in value. Agents say that emotional, interpersonal, and social skills
will become more critical, especially for customer-facing agents who can help consumers
address their changing financial and coverage needs. However, these workforce shifts
will not eliminate jobs. Our research indicates net new jobs will be created due to
advances in automation but instead change the nature of the work. One agent affirmed
that “ ... . The COVID-19 pandemic has only accelerated trends of digital native, auto-
mation and omnichannel. That fear of replacing us with technology bothers me everyday
as I am the only bread winner in my house ... ”. One more agent addressed that “ ... .
People ask me how do you survive on a commission basis job, how do you manage your
targets, how do u balance worklife? Actually these questions have only two options either
fulfil them or quit the job. But after quitting what next makes me feel very tensed and
anxious ... ".
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5.5. Theme 5
Stress reduction
measures
I
| l '
Deviating Attention Social Support
(music, manthras, Being positive
stress breaks)

Stress reduction measures: Mitigating stress is equally vital when an agent tries diving deeper into
client relationships and leveraging data. Agents reported that by being positive and acknowledging
the challenges, they can start on the path toward solving them. This theme contains the requisite
that the agents expressed for circumstances that would be supportive to work stress measures.
These circumstances could be interpreted as prerequisites for active work stress prevention like
mindfulness intervention and different situations that participants indicated they needed to pre-
vent them from experiencing stress at work.

1)

(2)

(3)

Diverting attention: Agents mentioned that diverting attention by a short conversation with
peer team, glancing on a pop-up message on social media, or talking to someone on phone
would mitigate stress. This was supported by two agents “ ... . taking stress breaks to divert
attention. I have also learned to get help from not just my colleagues. I have learned to
share my thoughts and feelings with my family. I’'ve also learned to take professional help
because the job has been stressful, especially during my mid 50s where I used to go through
a health issue ... ”. One more agent reported that “... Actually to relieve myself from stress
I listen to some soft music or enchant mantras which really helps and give me a soothing
feeling to my body and mind... ... ”. Secondly, agents indicated that to prevent work stress,
they should be “ready for change”. This individual readiness for change was described as the
awareness and acknowledgement of work stress being a problem and their willingness to
participate in intervention process.

Being positive: Agents embarked that having a positive outlook even when hardships arise is
the best measure to handle stress. One respondent reported that “.... ... We need to explore
practical strategies for increasing positivity and dealing with difficult situations techniques
for stopping negative thought patterns and cultivating positive environments, relationships,
and habits at work ... ”.

Another respondent said that “ ... I believe in today. Past and future are important but we
cannot keep worrying about the future, that may spoil our present. So staying positive in the
present would help us to reduce stress and uncertainties”.

Social support: A family member or a friend or peer who could aid recommendations to
these stressed individuals will magnify and boost their psychological well-being through
happiness, safety, comfort, and positive mindset. Social support can buffer stress including
preventing the individual from negatively reacting to a stressor by redefining it as not
stressful, increasing an individual’s ability to proactively and reactively cope with the stres-
sor, and by providing supportive solutions for stress.

One respondent mentioned that “ ... when I am too much stressed I just see my mobile for
some time, sometimes I talk to my kid on phone ...and then I just ask my family member
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whether I will succeed in my career or no?. This support give me a relaxed mind for working”.
One more agent addresses that “Yes there are times when I feel nothing works, so when
I am in stress I divert my attention by just checking my phone or just giving a call to my
friend. Her support in giving me some positivity in the challenges I face at work makes me
feel lighter ... .

6. Discussions

The qualitative interviews explored and provided a richer understanding of work-related stressors
among life insurance agents of six private life insurance companies. As stated in transactional stress
theory developed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), “what carries as either subjective or objective stress
resides in the relationship between the environment and the individual that leads to a threat apprai-
sal”. The interaction between life insurance agents and job responsibilities along with the challenges in
the work environment plays a major role in the respondent’s experiences of stress.

Target pressures, difficulty in pitching sales, maintaining long term relationships, lack of knowl-
edge and technical know-how, difficulties in approaching the customers and convincing the clients
to buy policies which affects them emotionally and hinders their mental peace were identified as
sources of work stress that support the theory (stressors resulted from interactions between
individuals and their environment, workplace).According to this theory “A stressor was viewed as
any event, situation, or person that an individual may encounter in the environment that requires
change or adaptation”. The study provided a framework of stressors and a structure to facilitate
analysis of the study findings.

The respondents, irrespective of gender, experienced high levels of work stress. This finding is
consistent with the previous study of Sharma and Kaur (2013) where lack of advancement
opportunities, lack of positivity and disturbed mind were found to associate with stressors of life
insurance agents.

It was identified that accountability towards the business in bringing in new customers and
fulfilling the sales target was the highest source of work stress in the insurance sector and has
been linked to disruption of mental health thus leading to attrition. This finding was consistent
with the study by Amuthan and Ramachandran (2010), the results of which showcased that
certain job roles or job responsibilities are one of the major work-related stressors for life insurance
agents. Jain and Hyde (2021) also found that insurance industry targets are unrealistic and
sometimes unachievable where consequently they must spend a lot of time and energy leading
to stress at work thereby further compounding the problem.

In another study by Coetzer and Rothmann (2006), it was opined that job characteristics and
roles best predicted psychological or mental health due to stress at workplace.

Researchers claim that life insurance agents find it difficult to discover the right customer for the
right policy which they are selling. They become vulnerable to negative outcomes including higher
levels of depression, anxiety, and burnout (Torkelson & Muhonen, 2004).

The second important sources creating stress which were mentioned by the participants of the
present study have been referred to having a good strand over technical know-how (Yan & Xie,
2009). The study conducted by Cappiello (2018) substantiate that implementing the digital tech-
nologies with the insurance use cases requires an integrated strategic perspective and agents find
it difficult to build themselves with technological knowhow contributing to work stressors. Apart
from this, letting the customer decide for themselves, without pushing or convincing towards any
of the choices, the agents indirectly send a signal to the client to accept the offer (Aoba, 2022).
This study affirms that a sales call more often does not always end up as a success and impacts on
their mental health due to stress. If a customer feels that they can make a choice and notice that
their opinion is important only then they will be convinced and will take a step ahead to buy the
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policies. Avoiding the agent’s conversation and a straight away no from the clients will discourage
the agents thus leading to job stressors. Customer long-term relationship is the main pillar in life
insurance business. Harmonious relationship with customers can help the agents reach any level
of success but maintaining it is undoubtedly difficult (Aburumman et al., 2020).

A finding from the present study shows that maintaining long term relationship was a difficult
task and a major work-related stressor. A qualitative study underscored those interpersonal skills
of keeping close contacts with customers will enhance long term relationship (Nguyen et al., 2019).
None of the previous studies paid attention directly to work stress associated with maintaining
long term relations through close contacts and being persistent thus contrasting the findings.
From this study’s findings it would appear that interacting with clients is equally as difficult and
demanding as Life insurance agents of private sector. Also, lack of persistency may break the trust
of the clients and the agent may lose his customer which is supported by Lee (2018).

Life insurance agents admitted that they find a lot of bottlenecks when they meet annoying
customers. The study showcases the difficulty of these agents to select the customer to be
targeted (Shetty & Basri, 2018). There was a similar finding conducted among selling agents
who proclaimed that pitching a sale with clients who are difficult to get convinced may lead to
stressful work environments as the agents may not be able to make policies as anticipated by
them (Matthews & Edmondson, 2022).

Roy and Roy (2020) indicated that common challenges faced by life insurance are related failure
to achieve the targets, rampant mis-selling to customers, pressure from subordinates, minimum
business guarantee, bombardment from managers and lucrative benefits offered by competitive
companies, among others. This study tried to explore the experiences of these agents in balancing
administrative work with policy selling business which is the toughest challenge. Also, finding new
leads and managing changes in customer expectations add on to the challenges (Nagaraju &
Vijaya, 2022). A novel concept being gauged in this study is agents need to have a mind map to
face these challenges of being flexible to the customer expectations. Customer expectations keep
on changing with the changing environment and keeping pace with such circumstances leads to
job stress (Chang & Chang, 2007). Agents in the insurance sector fall in different age categories
and work experience slabs. Depending on this every agent cannot cope with the technology and
automation invented in this field. Information asymmetry also adds to one of the challenges faced
by the agents in this sector (Chen & Peng, 2022). The greatest challenge is to cope with this
technological advancement which was supported by Revathi (2020). Mental health markers like
fear of getting sued and getting professional identity harmed indicated stress at work in service
sector employees (Metzner & Gendel, 2022). However, insurance companies should take these
work-related stressors into consideration to reduce levels of work stress and mitigate the worries
related to future.

For the purpose of mitigating stress, agents indicated that having a positive mindset would help
them to reduce their stress levels. Diverting their attention in a short conversation or scrolling
through social media would enhance them to curtail from stress for a short while. One study
reported that being mindful in having improved the quality of attention with mindfulness would
help oneself to relieve from stress (Malinowski & Lim, 2015). Another study reports that launching
certain initiatives and programmes that are directed towards training managers to be servant
leaders in their teams can help in enhancing the well-being, thus creating a positive climate that
will help in building new networks. Hence organisations should see through it that employees have
a personality trait (mindfulness) through which they are more likely to reach higher levels of
empathy and positive emotions and psychological flexibility (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2023).

7. Future implications
Numerous opportunities can be attained for stress in life insurance agents research stemming

from this initial qualitative study. However, a refined replication of this study with a large sample of

Page 17 of 21



Dinesh et al., Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2279346
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2023.2279346

- cogent.-business & management

life insurance agents in different regions in remote provinces in public and private insurance
sectors is needed to compare and contrast findings. A study likewise may assist in identifying
the overall levels of work stress and its related sources in each sector that may differ from this
study’s findings and address knowledge gaps. Furthermore, the effects of work stress and its
sources on agents’ mental health in Indian context have not been, and needs to be, studied.
Moreover, the study findings may serve as a resource for developing policies, guidelines, and
practices to improve work environments by adopting stress reduction programmes or interventions
to develop a positive mindset at work.

With stress-relieving programmes and mindfulness training, future research could evaluate how
servant leadership can also help to reduce stress by increasing the network of relationships within
the organisation and outside the organisation (Zoghbi-Manrique de Lara & Ruiz-Palomino, 2019).

8. Conclusion

In conclusion, life insurance agents revealed their job roles, their difficulties in making policies,
coping with technology, hurdles in pitching a sale and maintaining long-term relationship as
factors leading to work stress. They initiated conversation for stress prevention measures may
be because they are experiencing the challenges first-hand. This will give the agents a better
insight into which measures will combat work stress. The sub-themes reported by employees
indicated that though they are under stress, they try to manage it themselves and organisations

do not take any lead to suggest stress reduction programmes or trainings.
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Appendix

- cogent.-business & management

Interview Guide

Introduction

The research has been conducted to determine and explore sales stress factors of agents in life insurance
perspective. I am especially interested in exploring the stress factors faced by the Life Insurance agents and
the problems which are faced by them due to target pressure and deadlines. The questions I would like to ask
you will be related to the stressors in your experience of selling the policies to your customers.

Everything you tell me will only be used for this research work, and will not be shared with anyone outside the
research team. Also, your name will not be used, to make sure that no one can identify you with any answers.
You have already consented to the interview with the consent form. Do you have any questions before we

begin?

Background Information

No. of interview:

Gender:

Age:

Qualification:

Salary:

Questions

Probes

1. What are the job responsibilities of being a life
insurance agent?

Finding new leads, reaching your goals of fulfilling the
targets, maintaining goodwill of the company

2. How can you enhance your productivity in selling
life insurance policies?

3. How do you maintain long term relationship with
a client?

Good communication skills, ability to convince the
customers, knowledge of the products

Meeting customer expectations, close contacts with
clients, follow up with clients

4. How do you pitch a sale with a customer?

5. What are the major challenges and experiences you
face as a life insurance agent?

Emotional influence, talking about merits of the policy,
forcing them, gauging customer needs, and knowing
the customers and then interacting

Keeping up with technology, handling annoying
customers, managing changes in customer need,
technological know how

6. Can you tell me an instance where you have faced
situations which are difficult to handle during your
sales

process?

7. How do you plan to achieve your targets set by the
development officer?

People are not ready to listen, make promises and do
not buy, buy from other competitors

Set a plan based on deadlines, take peer help, learn
through trainings

8. How are the interactions with your supervisors
during, before and on completion of your targets?

Confident, fearsome, self-doubt, enthusiastic

9. Do you discuss your good and bad experiences with
others?

Family, friends, peer team

10. How do you deal with stress at workplace?

Coffee break, talking to someone, enchanting short
mantra, deep breathing
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