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Abstract: Social media usage has grown rapidly in recent years, and with it companies’ interest in
interacting with their customers on these platforms. It is, however, not yet clear whether customers
welcome more intense relationships on social media and what drives this acceptance in more detail.
Our research aims at understanding how age, gender, geography, usage, type of platform, personality,
and current insurance provider impact customers’ attitudes towards interacting with insurance
companies in the Swiss market. We find that age and frequency of use, in particular, impact acceptance,
with younger customers much more open to interactions and insurance presence more welcome on
more frequently used tools. This is an encouraging result for insurers, as customers tend to welcome
them where customers are already frequently present. In addition, insurers can look forward to
increasing interaction as younger individuals, who are more open to social media, age into core
customers. Social context, on the other hand, plays only a minor role in customer preferences. The
current insurance provider plays no significant role, in spite of insurance companies in the sample
following widely different approaches to digital offerings and communication. This may be due to
the early stage of development of the industry.
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1. Introduction

Social media platforms have enjoyed explosive growth in recent years. This, together
with the opportunity they offer for cost-effective bidirectional communication, make them
very interesting tools for companies to develop effective relationships with their customers
and other stakeholders (Tajudeen et al. 2018). Social media is revolutionizing customer
interaction, transforming the way companies handle employees, and accelerating the
development and implementation of new products. However, more research is needed
to understand how social media is transforming business, with specific focus on (a) how
consumers and firms use social media features; (b) how consumers and firms create social
media strategies; (c) how firms allocate and manage resources for social media; and (d)
how consumers and firms measure and capture value on social media (Aral et al. 2013).
Thus, a better understanding of social media management, and its use and adoption by
organizations is crucial for academia and practice (Chung et al. 2017).

Insurance companies, like other companies, rely on several communication channels
for interacting with their customers. The characteristics of risk transfer products, customer
sentiment, business practices, and regulatory constraints, however, make the modes, chal-
lenges, and benefits of customer interaction specific to insurance. In particular, insurance
companies can develop deep insights into risk behavior, then they can leverage in their
product and service development, underwriting, and claims processes. Customers, on the
other hand, are concerned about privacy, although they do not always act accordingly, and
find dealing with permeable social context boundaries challenging—yet personality can
play a mediating role in engagement on social media and interaction with insurance and
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other companies (Davis and Jurgenson 2014; Hughes et al. 2012). In this complex and po-
tentially high-impact environment, it is important for insurance companies to understand
the drivers of customer engagement on social media.

As a contribution to the research on understanding how customers and firms use
social media, this study investigates when and how customers are open to interactions with
insurers on social media rather than on other channels. In addition, this information should
provide valuable insights for the development of social media strategies. The research is
part of a broader research effort to understand the evolution of social media in the context
of the Swiss insurance market. This paper attempts to provide clarity and insights on this
problem by addressing the following research question: what factors impact customers’
opinions towards communication from insurers on social media versus other channels?
More specifically, how do geography, gender, age, frequency of use, type of use, personality,
and current insurance provider impact these results?

2. Literature Review

Three distinct but interconnected research streams are relevant to our investigation:
first, how social media has developed and the drivers and challenges of this develop-
ment; second, how personality can impact interaction on social media; and third, how
customers have been willing to facilitate and add value to the exchange by sharing personal
information.

2.1. Social Media Use

Usage of social media has exploded in the last fifteen years. In the US, for example, 7%
of all adults were using social media in 2005. This number had grown to 65% by 2015. There
were significant differences with age, with 90% of Americans under 30 using social media,
but only 35% of those 65 and above. Some differences also persist driven by socioeconomic
status, with higher income, more educated, non-rural citizens more likely to be on social
media (Perrin 2015). This pattern has continued since, but differentiated usage is becoming
more evident. The general trend holds true for the most beloved platform, YouTube, used
by 81% of all Americans. Facebook usage, on the other hand, has plateaued overall and is
decreasing among younger users. Other platforms, such as Snapchat, Twitter, and TikTok
are much more prevalent among the younger age cohort, indicating the potential for the
evolution of generational platforms (Auxier and Anderson 2021).

The development in Switzerland has been very similar in many ways, with 66% of
the population using social media platforms in 2019 and similar age patterns (Latzer et al.
2020). More than 98% of Swiss youth between the ages of 14 and 19 use social media, with
a usage pattern similar to the one shown by the US data. An overwhelming majority use
Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and TikTok, while Facebook usage has dropped to 50%.
Unlike in the United States, most users message on WhatsApp (Bernath et al. 2020).

Users of social media need to understand and navigate the social context in which
they are operating, since social settings have a strong impact on people’s self-presentation
and communication behavior (Goffman 1959). Social contexts, however, can collapse when
previously separate interaction groups start to commingle – for example, when both family
friends and work colleagues are invited to a barbeque and thus start to form a single group.
Context collapse can leave people without a social framework to guide communication or
expose them to unpleasant situations when information meant for a particular group is
shared with another. Context collapse was first identified in broadcasting settings with
communication targeted at different racial groups (Meyrowitz 1985), and thus predates
social media. Several, especially early versions of, social media platforms, however, used
very porous default boundary settings, leading to context collapse. This is the case, for
example, for Facebook or Twitter, but not for LinkedIn, where the context has been defined
as a business setting instead (Davis and Jurgenson 2014). The problem is exacerbated by
the permanency of social media posts, so that context collapse occurs both in space and
over time, for example when older photos resurface after several years (Brandtzaeg and
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Lüders 2018). Users have developed several strategies for dealing with the issue, including
self-censorship, creating multiple identities, configuring privacy settings, encoding so they
can only be understood by a particular audience, and maintaining ambiguity (Guerrero-
Solé et al. 2020). Newer platforms are designed to manage boundary porousness through
privacy settings, for example by creating groups to manage social context within the same
platform (Davis and Jurgenson 2014).

Due to the level of activity and explosive development of social media, it is natural
for companies to explore this space in order to communicate with their customers. In
Switzerland, 89% of all companies have a social media strategy, with 54% having had one
in place for more than 6 years. Almost all companies are present on YouTube, LinkedIn,
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. Three quarters are looking to build visibility and
reputation, while only a very small minority of companies (<10%) are looking to generate
leads, reduce costs, or grow sales through social media (Bernet 2020). Reputation on social
media has a positive influence on the performance of banks, and should be considered a
strategic resource that can lead to a competitive advantage (Ballouk et al. 2022). Insurance
companies, however, can also mine information available on social media and from other
sources to develop more sophisticated risk and pricing models or even to inform the claims
adjusting process (Borna and Avila 1999; Chapeyama Mdala 2022). This is part of a long-
term development in insurance to provide more personalized services (Kotalakidis et al.
2016) and products better tailored to individual risk profiles (Rothschild and Stiglitz 1976;
Baecke and Bocca 2017).

Social media also influences a number of investment and management decisions in
financial services. Investors tend to buy equity exchange-traded funds whose underlying
stocks are more talked about on social media, causing temporary overpricing of these funds
(Liu 2023). The number of mentions on Twitter is a significant driver of Bitcoin’s trading
volume on the following day (Shen et al. 2019), and social media activity also drives price
distortion after rumor clarification (Wu et al. 2022). Aharon et al. (2022) find a strong link
between sentiments of market uncertainty expressed on social media and the performance
of cryptocurrencies as an alternative asset class.

2.2. The Impact of Personality Traits

The Big Five personality model has been used extensively in investigating the link
between personality and internet use (Hughes et al. 2012). The model is based on five
broad personality types (Costa and McCrae 1992):

1. Neuroticism: a measure of affect and emotional control, with high-scoring individuals
being sensitive and nervous, with a propensity to worry.

2. Extraversion: linked to adventurous, sociable, and talkative behavior.
3. Openness to Experience: indicating broad interests and novelty-seeking.
4. Agreeableness: linked to being friendly, kind, sympathetic, and warm.
5. Conscientiousness: referring to a person’s work ethic, orderliness, and thoroughness.

de Zuñiga et al. (2017) investigate the impact of personality on three types of social
media use (frequency of social media use, social media news use, and social media social
interaction) in 20 countries. They find “a mild but consistent relationship between people’s
personality traits and the way they use social media”. Extraversion, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness positively correlate with social media usage, whereas emotional stability
shows a negative correlation. Openness predicts frequency of use, yet decreases usage
for news and social interaction. People who are more comfortable speaking with others,
empathize with them, like order, and are open to experience are more often on social media,
whereas emotionally stable individuals use social media less often. The authors conclude
that the drivers of in-person behavior, perhaps unsurprisingly, extend to social media. In
addition, they find that younger people, women, and minorities use social media more
often, but that interest in politics negatively correlates with social media usage.

These results are largely consistent with previous research. Individuals with a high
degree of neuroticism use the internet frequently to avoid loneliness (Butt and Phillips
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2008), spend more time on Facebook (Ryan and Xenos 2011), and message more frequently
(Correa et al. 2010). Extraversion and openness correlate with the use of social networking
sites (Correa et al. 2010) and extraverts are part of significantly more social groups and have
more “friends”. However, they tend to make these friends offline and then use the internet
to maintain contact (Ross et al. 2009). Agreeableness has not generally been found to be
correlated with social media usage (Ross et al. 2009; Correa et al. 2010). Finally, Butt and
Phillips (2008) suggest that conscientious individuals tend to avoid social media because it
is a distraction, and Ryan and Xenos (2011) find a significant negative correlation with time
spent on Facebook. Ross et al. (2009), however, find no significant correlation.

Hughes et al. (2012), who investigate the impact of the Big Five personality traits,
need for cognition, and sociability on the usage of Facebook and Twitter, find different
drivers of behavior on these two platforms. While sociability and neuroticism correlate
with Facebook use, Twitter use was driven by conscientiousness, openness and sociability.
This suggests that more gregarious and social individuals will be on Facebook more often,
while those seeking cognitive stimulation will look to Twitter.

2.3. Willingness to Share Information

Participating in social media implies disclosing personal information. While disclosure
is not forced, it is highly encouraged by the design and the business model of social media
platforms (Acquisti and Gross 2006). The need to disclose information to organizations is
not unique to social media and it is present in most consumer transactions. This informa-
tion can be a source of competitive advantage for the companies involved, but can raise
privacy concerns. Privacy calculus posits that customers evaluate the perceived benefits of
providing the information vs. the potential costs and risks, and decide accordingly (Smith
et al. 2011). Trust has been found to play a key role in information disclosure (Metzger 2004;
Simpson 2012). Customers are more willing to share information when (a) information is
collected in the context of an existing relationship; (b) they can control the future use of
the information; (c) the information is relevant to the transaction; and (d) the information
can be used to draw reliable and valid inferences (Stone and Stone 1990). Companies can
institute procedural fairness to mediate trust in settings with social distance (Culnan and
Armstrong 1999). Pre-existing attitudes and dispositions, general institutional trust, as
well as the momentary affective state, heavily influence how people weigh the risks and
benefits of data sharing and are thus crucial for their willingness to disclose private data
(Kehr et al. 2015). Internet users are highly concerned about privacy and the collection
and use of their personal information. However, in practice, they are willing to trade their
information for relatively small rewards, giving rise to the “privacy paradox” (Kokolakis
2017). This phenomenon may be related to instant gratification, bounded rationality, infor-
mation asymmetry, or habits, and it is context-dependent (Kehr et al. 2013; Kokolakis 2017;
Fernandes and Pereira 2021). In fact, trust may not be necessary to share information and
develop relationships on social media, as has been demonstrated for some sites with weak
perceived trust and privacy safeguards (Dweyer et al. 2007). In their survey article, Kern
et al. (2018) find that trust and privacy concerns, as well as the purpose and the procedure
of data collection, are key factors in deciding whether or not to disclose private data. The
role of personality traits, gender, and social influences, on the other hand, seems to be still
unclear.

In a Swiss insurance context, customers have been shown to be willing to share per-
sonal information with their insurers, especially in order to provide risk mitigation and
other insurance-adjacent services (Pugnetti and Seitz 2021). This willingness is not linked
to specific insurance companies. Rather, it correlates with several general factors, including
trust, risk behavior, rewards offered, and type of information, with more personal informa-
tion held more closely (Pugnetti and Elmer 2020; Pugnetti and Seitz 2021). Personality type
also impacts the willingness to interact with insurance companies in ways that are similar,
but not identical, to the willingness to engage in social media described in Section 2.2. Thus,
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while conscientiousness, neuroticism and extraversion are linked to higher willingness to
share information, openness and agreeableness are not (Pugnetti et al. 2022).

3. Results

After describing the methodology, we provide results and comments for the overall
sample, and more detailed analyses by gender, region, and age of respondents; frequency
and type of use by social media platform; and, finally, personality, purchasing behavior,
and current insurance provider of respondents.

3.1. Methodology

The research question was addressed through a survey in German and in French of
Swiss insurance customers, conducted in June 2021 by the market research company Bilendi.
The survey was steered to obtain a comparable sample size between genders, across four
geographical regions (Romandie, Alps, Western Midlands, and Eastern Midlands), and five
age cohorts (15–24, 25–34, 35–44, 45–59, 60–74), for a total of 1212 responses. Only current
insurance customers were selected. Samples of more than 100 customers were obtained for
seven insurance companies (Allianz, AXA, Basler, Generali, Helvetia, Mobiliar, Zurich),
although this was not actively steered in the survey. Personal identifiers were not captured
in the survey to guarantee anonymity.

After asking respondents for the information above in order to guide sample sizes, the
survey was structured in three sections:

(a) Frequency and type of usage of social media across 12 social media platforms, as
well as of traditional and emergent channels. Frequency was measured on a four-point scale
(1 = daily/multiple times per day; 2 = weekly/multiple times per week; 3 = less than once
per week; 4 = never); type of usage with the selection of one or more of seven categories
(communication with friends and family; communication with colleagues or employer;
communication with experts; communication with companies; entertainment; reading the
news; general information gathering). The decision of which platforms to include was
taken by the authors based on published frequency of use, perceived importance, and
potential applicability to insurance.

(b) Insurance-specific questions. Selection of the primary P/C carrier with a drop
down of the twelve largest companies by market share; level of trust with and how well
respondents feel informed by this company; opinion regarding communication with their
insurance company by platform. Respondents answered the question: “How would you
like to be able to communicate with your insurance company on the following channel?”
using a five-point scale (1 = very good; 2 = good; 3 = neither; 4 = not good; 5 = not good at
all)1.

(c) Customer personality and purchasing behavior. Personality was elicited through
ten questions defined by Rammstedt et al. (2013) to score respondents on the Big 5 per-
sonality traits. The questionnaire comprised two questions per trait, with both negative
and positive correlations with the relevant trait. The retest reliability rtt lies between 0.84
for extraversion and 0.58 for agreeableness and is within the acceptable range (Aiken and
Groth-Marnat 2006). Selecting this approach allowed us to greatly reduce the number of
questions devoted to personality traits without any significant loss of accuracy. In addition,
the questions were already formulated and tested in German. Purchasing behavior was
determined through six direct questions (look for cheapest offer, research by myself, trust in
insurance agent, trust in company, trust in experts, look for sustainable products) defined
by the authors to match common customer segmentation criteria in the Swiss insurance
market.

3.2. Overall Results

The results by channel are tabulated in Table 1. The channels are organized by type
(social media, traditional, and emergent) and ranked by frequency of daily use within
each category. WhatsApp, for example, is used daily by more than 85% of all respondents,
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higher than email at 81%. The rate of use of social media platforms drops off quickly, and
only four platforms achieve more than 30% daily usage overall. Traditional channels, on
the other hand, are used by more than 50% of respondents daily, and emergent channels
are not yet in frequent common use. More detail on the frequency of use will be given
in Sections 3.3 and 3.4. The overall customer opinion on communication from insurers
on social media is slightly negative to negative (slightly above the midrange point of
3), whereas communication through traditional channels is perceived significantly more
positively. The opinion on emergent channels is more neutral, but chat opportunities are
seen positively. There are few significant differences with gender or with geography in the
customer survey, with women rating social media channels worse and traditional channels
better than men, and respondents from the Alps most open and those from the Romandie
least open to interaction on social media. Otherwise, there seems to be no clear discernable
pattern in these differences.

Table 1. Opinion on communication from insurers by channel (1 = very good, 5 = not good at all).

Daily Communication Gender Region
Channel Usage from Insurer Fem. Male p-Value Rom. Alps West East p-Value

N = 608 602 N = 315 308 221 368

Social Media
WhatsApp 86.2% 3.14 3.17 3.11 0.44 3.18 2.91 3.21 3.26 0.01
Facebook 44.1% 3.88 3.97 3.77 0.02 3.93 3.70 3.91 3.97 0.12
Instagram 37.8% 3.90 4.00 3.77 0.02 4.09 3.66 3.84 3.95 <0.01
YouTube 30.1% 4.06 4.13 3.98 0.04 4.21 3.91 4.11 4.03 0.03
Snapchat 14.2% 4.00 4.17 3.75 <0.001 4.13 3.80 3.93 4.09 0.18
TikTok 11.2% 3.94 4.10 3.72 <0.01 4.16 3.47 4.00 4.06 <0.01
LinkedIn 7.3% 3.48 3.48 3.48 0.98 3.70 3.35 3.44 3.37 0.07
Twitter 7.1% 3.78 4.00 3.64 <0.01 3.85 3.58 3.64 3.92 0.23
Pinterest 4.2% 4.20 4.31 3.98 <0.001 4.37 3.97 4.27 4.17 0.02
Signal 3.1% 3.41 3.47 3.35 0.50 3.49 3.42 3.28 3.42 0.89
Threema 3.0% 3.13 3.21 3.08 0.54 3.30 3.07 3.00 3.22 0.74
Clubhouse 0.7% 3.23 3.53 3.02 0.05 3.21 3.00 3.64 3.26 0.51

Traditional
Email 80.6% 1.57 1.51 1.63 0.01 1.57 1.62 1.55 1.55 0.68
Telephone 55.3% 1.94 1.91 1.98 0.26 1.83 1.92 2.05 2.00 0.10

Emergent
Videochat 12.2% 3.21 3.27 3.13 0.12 3.52 3.04 3.14 3.13 <0.001
Chat 8.4% 2.66 2.77 2.57 0.14 3.01 2.66 2.47 2.48 <0.01

p-values calculated by using single factor ANOVA.

3.3. Results by Age Cohort

Unlike gender or region, age plays an important role in understanding a customer’s
opinion on communication through social media. Table 2 summarizes the results, with
the first three columns repeating the information in Table 1 to better frame the data. The
differences are significant for half of the social media platforms investigated, including
the top four with more than 30% daily usage across all customers. More importantly, the
pattern is consistent, with younger age cohorts more open to communication over social
media than older ones. Traditional channels—email and telephone—are widely accepted
across all age groups, as are chats. For videochats, on the other hand, we observe the same
pattern as for social media, with younger age cohorts more open to this communication
channel.

The results presented in Table 2 are summarized across all platforms for social media
and emergent channels and compared to email and telephone in Figure 1. Email and
telephone are widely accepted, with email being more widely accepted, presumably be-
cause it is asynchronous and not likely to disturb customers at inappropriate times. The
acceptance for emergent channels is relatively low and drops off among the older age
cohorts. More interesting is the acceptance profile for social media. Among the younger
generations, acceptance is nearing that of traditional channels, dropping off rapidly as age
increases. The implications of these results are potentially quite profound, with a tidal
wave of opportunities to communicate on social media as younger customer cohorts age
into core insurance customers.
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Table 2. Opinion on communication from insurers by channel (1 = very good, 5 = not good at all).

Daily Communication Age Cohort
Channel Usage from Insurer 15–24 25–34 35–44 45–59 60–74 p-Value

N = 250 241 245 246 230

Social Media
WhatsApp 86.2% 3.14 2.65 2.88 3.17 3.41 3.65 <0.001
Facebook 44.1% 3.88 3.64 3.72 3.85 4.05 4.23 <0.001
Instagram 37.8% 3.90 3.67 3.84 3.98 4.09 4.22 <0.01
YouTube 30.1% 4.06 3.77 4.03 4.11 4.19 4.25 <0.001
Snapchat 14.2% 4.00 4.03 4.09 3.78 3.90 4.06 0.60
TikTok 11.2% 3.94 3.84 4.03 4.02 4.04 3.74 0.70
LinkedIn 7.3% 3.48 3.11 3.34 3.52 3.57 4.06 <0.001
Twitter 7.1% 3.78 3.57 3.67 3.97 3.75 4.08 0.12
Pinterest 4.2% 4.20 4.07 4.16 4.25 4.19 4.46 0.18
Signal 3.1% 3.41 3.05 3.28 3.61 3.55 3.72 0.08
Threema 3.0% 3.13 2.57 2.91 3.47 3.43 3.48 <0.01
Clubhouse 0.7% 3.23 2.87 3.36 3.18 3.71 3.75 0.22

Traditional
Email 80.6% 1.57 1.57 1.50 1.54 1.60 1.65 0.39
Telephone 55.3% 1.94 1.90 1.96 1.89 2.00 1.97 0.80

Emergent
Videochat 12.2% 3.21 3.03 3.10 3.18 3.25 3.60 <0.01
Chat 8.4% 2.66 2.47 2.45 2.75 2.87 2.72 0.14

p-values calculated by using single factor ANOVA.
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Figure 1. Positive opinion (1–2) on communication from insurer by age cohort.

3.4. Results by Frequency of Use

The frequency of use of the different social media platforms and communication
channels varies with age. Figure 2 shows the daily and weekly frequency of use of channel
across age cohorts. As before, the order of presentation is defined by the type of channel
and the overall frequency of usage for each platform.

WhatsApp has broad and frequent use in Switzerland, with even 90% of older cus-
tomers using the platform at least weekly. Facebook, in contrast, is exhibiting a particular
age-cohort usage pattern. Younger and older users are not as invested as middle-aged
customers. Because of this result, it is plausible that Facebook will encounter increasing
challenges in the Swiss market. Instagram is a platform clearly preferred by younger
generations, as are Snapchat and TikTok. YouTube exhibits a similar pattern, albeit with the
highest proportion of weekly users among all platforms. Several other platforms, especially
some newer and promising ones at the time of the survey, such as Signal, Threema, and
Clubhouse, have low usage across all age groups. Email is widely used, but daily usage
among younger customers drops off, signaling that the continued preference for email may
be challenged in the future. Telephone follows a similar age-dependent pattern, but with a
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much lower frequency of daily usage. Emerging channels, videochat in particular, show
relatively high weekly usage. This can, at least in part, be explained by the need for remote
work during the COVID-19 pandemic. It will be interesting to investigate how a return to
in-person interaction will impact this pattern.
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Figure 2. Daily (dark blue) and weekly (light blue) usage by age cohort.

Figure 3 displays how the frequency of use impacts the acceptance of communication
from insurers, with each dot representing the results for one combination of age cohort and
social media platform. Traditional and emergent communication channels are not plotted.
Despite significant variations, especially among the tools with lower usage frequency, daily
usage clearly correlates with acceptance of communication from an insurer on social media
(correlation coefficient 0.35; p-value < 0.001). This is, overall, positive news for insurers, as
customers are more open to their presence on the platforms the customers themselves use
most frequently.
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Figure 3. Positive opinion (1–2) on communication from insurer on social media by daily use.

3.5. Results by Type of Use

Context collapse (Meyrowitz 1985) suggests that the type, rather than the frequency of
use, should dictate whether insurers are accepted on social media, with platforms more
heavily used for personal communication being less available for commercial purposes in
general, and for insurers’ communication in particular. The results of this investigation are
shown in Figure 4. On the horizontal axis we plot the percentage of the respondents using
a platform for personal communication; on the vertical axis we plot the number of respon-
dents with a positive opinion on communication from insurers as a percentage of daily
users. A number higher than 100% indicates that several non-frequent users are open to
insurance communication on that platform. This approach removes frequency effects from
the results. Again, individual data points indicate combinations of platform and age cohort.
The results show a correlation between the type of usage and the acceptance of insurance
communication, namely a negative correlation between the degree of personal use and
acceptance for insurance communication, as predicted by the theory (regression coefficient
−1.42; p-value 0.001). However, this effect is relatively weak, and disappears completely
when we focus the analysis on the four most frequently used platforms with more than 30%
overall daily usage: WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube (regression coefficient
0.05; p-value 0.68). This indicates that while more niche or specialized platforms may be
better or less well suited to different types of communication in the mind of consumers,
once a platform reaches a certain penetration and becomes a de-facto standard/preferred
channel, customers are open to several communication types, including communication
from their insurer. We postulate that this is driven by convenience. Once the customers use
a platform frequently, it may be more difficult to switch to other platforms for specialized
tasks. This finding may also indicate that special-purpose, branded apps will continue to
have difficulties in establishing themselves unless they can provide frequent and mean-
ingful interaction. Once they become established, however, they may need to continue to
expand their scope in order to retain relevance as users’ acceptance of multiple purposes
seems to grow with usage.
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3.6. Results by Personality, by Purchasing Behavior, and by Company

The effects of personality and purchasing behavior are summarized in Table 3. High
conscientiousness correlates with a more negative opinion on insurance communication on
social media. The same is true for openness to new experience, albeit much more weakly.
Because of the way the dimensions are scored, high agreeableness and high neuroticism
weakly correlate with a more positive attitude towards insurance communication on social
media.

Table 3. Impact of personality type on the opinion on insurance communication on social media.

Personality Trait Coefficient p-Value

Big 5 personality trait
Extraversion −0.05 0.14
Agreeableness −0.08 0.06
Conscientiousness −0.22 <0.001
Neuroticism −0.07 0.04
Openness to experience −0.07 0.05

Purchasing behavior
Look for cheapest offer 0.18 <0.001
Research by myself −0.01 0.79
Trust in insurance agent 0.20 <0.001
Trust in company 0.20 <0.001
Trust in experts 0.20 <0.001
Sustainable products 0.21 <0.001

On the other hand, almost all purchasing behaviors surveyed correlate with a positive
opinion on insurance communication on social media. Customers looking for the cheapest
offer, trusting in agents, the company, or other experts, or looking for sustainable products,
are all more open to interacting with insurance companies on social media.

The responses were also investigated for the opinion on insurance communication
from the customers of each insurance company, both for each individual platform and in
aggregate across categories. The results do not show any significant difference among the
companies and do not seem to be dependent on the companies’ online marketing strategies.
This may indicate that customer self-selection has not yet occurred and suggests that
addressing customers on social media may not be tackled successfully with an own-brand
online approach only.
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4. Discussion

The overall customer acceptance of communication with insurance companies via
social media in Switzerland is relatively low, especially when compared with more tradi-
tional communication channels. Even the most accepted social media channel, WhatsApp,
is a full point behind telephone and one and a half points behind email on a five-point
scale. This picture is consistent across genders and geographic regions. Where there are
gender differences, men tend to be more open to communication on social media and
emerging channels, while women are more open to interactions over traditional channels.
Age, on the other hand, has a significant impact on customers’ openness to interaction via
social media. Younger customers are significantly more likely to accept communication on
social media platforms than older ones. This is an important difference from the results
for traditional and emergent channels, where this difference is not detectable, with the
exception of videochat. For customers under 35, social media is almost as acceptable
as traditional channels. Insurance companies can, therefore, look forward to additional
channels on which to interact with their customers. At the same time, they will potentially
face increasing competition and a learning curve to understand how to best address their
customers and capitalize on the relationship to deliver mutual benefits on each specific
channel.

Frequency of use of social media also depends on the age cohort. While, in general,
younger users are more active on social media, the actual pattern depends on the platform.
While, for instance, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, and TikTok are clearly preferred by
younger users, WhatsApp is widespread among all age groups, and Facebook and email
show clear decreases in use among younger customers. This indicates that there is the
potential for the emergence of age cohort-specific communication platforms. The impli-
cations for insurance companies are wide-ranging. First, communication can potentially
be focused on specific age groups by platform and may simplify the need to adapt cohort-
specific communication to the different styles prevalent on different platforms. Second,
it may also mean that platforms are transitory. The very successful ones will accompany
an age cohort and fade out over time. This will, in turn, require a dynamic adaptation
of content curation to match cohort needs. This phenomenon may even impact email,
whose usage is lagging among younger cohorts. The process and pace of emergence of
social media platforms is another issue for insurance companies, as platforms emerge both
rapidly and unpredictably. This was the case when WhatsApp became popular and even
the Credit Suisse Youth Barometer only included it in its survey after it had achieved 80%
penetration and overtaken Facebook in 2014 (Golder et al. 2014). The opposite is also true,
with promising platforms failing to reach critical size in spite of early hype. In this study,
for example, we decided to include Threema and Clubhouse due to the sentiment among
insurance professionals in 2021 that these platforms had the potential to become essential
for customer interactions. This expectation, however, has not materialized, as the results
clearly indicate.

Usage is a key driver for the acceptance of insurance communication on social media,
with higher usage correlating with higher acceptance across platforms and age cohorts. This
result is a very positive signal for insurance companies, indicating that they are welcome
to participate in platforms where their customers typically operate. The picture becomes
more differentiated when looking into the type of communication customers engage in on
these platforms. Our results show a weak negative correlation between personal use and
acceptance of insurance, possibly due to the pressure of social context. Thus, insurance
companies are relatively less welcome on platforms primarily used for personal exchanges
with friends and family. This correlation, however, does not seem to hold for platforms
used very frequently. On the four most frequently used platforms (WhatsApp, Facebook,
Instagram, and YouTube), insurance companies are welcome at similar rates independently
of the proportion of personal use. This may be inherent to the platforms themselves, but it
is nonetheless an encouraging sign for insurance companies.
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The results for the other potential drivers of acceptance are potentially less insightful.
Among personality traits, high conscientiousness is linked with a lower acceptance of
insurance communication, as is openness, albeit to a lower extent. Agreeableness and
neuroticism are weakly linked to higher acceptance of insurance communication. High
identification with almost all of the purchasing behaviors we surveyed, on the other hand,
are linked with higher acceptance of insurance communication. Customers of different
insurance companies also did not respond differently. This result was somewhat unex-
pected, as companies identified in the sample have tended to pursue different strategies
with regard to online and social media communication. Some, such as Mobiliar, have
focused on their in-person agent distribution and traditional channels; most, such as AXA,
have actively pursued an omni-channel strategy; still others, such as smile, have focused
on digital channels. This, however, does not yet seem to make a significant difference to
the customers’ acceptance of communication via social media. We posit that this is due to
the relatively early stage of development and the slow pace of customer portfolio turnover
in insurance, and that we may observe customer self-selection in future studies.

5. Conclusions

Two sets of results are potentially of particular significance, one for research, the other
one for practice. For research, the very limited impact of usage pattern and the large
impact of frequency on the acceptance of communication with insurance companies is a
potentially significant finding. This indicates that social context is playing a weaker role
than in other studies (Davis and Jurgenson 2014; Brandtzaeg and Lüders 2018). We posit
that platform functionality, user sophistication, and the high level of trust in insurance
companies may have reached a point where managing different social settings may have
become less challenging. Furthermore, also not in line with other studies (e.g., Correa et al.
2010; de Zuñiga et al. 2017), personality does not seem to play a significant role in customers’
attitudes to communication on social media. In addition, the use of different platforms
across age cohorts may signal an emergent phenomenon of stable and cohort-specific social
media platforms. In this scenario, platforms become popular in a particular age group and
remain popular with that group as they age, with limited network effects in other groups.

For insurance practitioners, our results show that social media is also a growing
phenomenon in Switzerland. Market pull for communication on these channels is likely to
originate from generational shifts in their customer portfolios pushing penetration rates
of social media, rather than from changes in behavior of individual customers. On the
other hand, there do not seem to be significant differences in the social media behavior and
expectations among the customers of different insurance companies, potentially indicating
an early stage of development and sophistication in the industry. Our research program is
planning to continue to monitor usage pattern and accompany this potential transition.
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