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ABSTRACT
This paper introduces the concept of financialised insurance through an anal-
ysis of the European insurance sector in the context of recent capitalist restruc-
turing. It addresses a notable gap in the political economy literature, which has 
examined the spread of profit-driven financial logic across various sectors of 
society and the economy—including within finance itself—yet has largely 
overlooked one of its most significant actors: Insurance companies. Drawing on 
firm- and sector-level data, we trace the uneven emergence of a financialised 
insurance model that has both displaced and coexisted with traditional insur-
ance practices. In doing so, the paper challenges the industry’s self-image as a 
countercyclical stabiliser and shows how the insurance sector has selectively 
adopted financialised practices across countries and business segments. The 
paper makes two key contributions to the financialisation debate and political 
economy more broadly. First, it offers the first meso-level, sectoral analysis of 
insurance financialisation. Second, it advances the operationalisation of finan-
cialisation by identifying five key dimensions of financialised insurance.
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Introduction

‘One of the most interesting things about insurance’, Jeanningros and McFall 
have written, ‘is that it’s not interesting’ (Jeanningros & McFall, 2020). 
Insurers are supposed to be a beacon of stability in capitalist accumulation, 
a well-oiled machine in the engine room of capitalism, insuring the econ-
omy and society against unforeseen risks by pooling and investing premium 
payments in long-term assets. This role as background stabiliser and 
slumbering giant supposedly makes insurance a ‘boring business’ (Blinder, 
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2013). Yet, this depiction of the boring uninteresting business is difficult to 
reconcile with a streak of financial mishaps in which insurers were involved 
over the last years, often playing a key role in shaping the effect financial 
scandals have on individuals or companies.

For example, in 2021, Euler Hermes, a subsidiary of the German insur-
ance giant Allianz, decided not to provide credit insurance to the British 
bank Greensill Capital. This brought Greensill to its knees, costing local 
authorities millions and putting thousands of jobs at risk (Financial Times, 
2021). In 2016, the extent to which insurers were affected by the London 
interbank offered rate (Libor) manipulation scandal raised serious ques-
tions about insurers’ exposure to interest rate benchmarks and the impact 
of that exposure on their policyholders (Vagus, 2012). But these episodes 
pale in comparison to the collapse of United States (US) insurer AIG, one 
of the main triggers of the Global Financial Crisis, given AIG’s role as a 
central node in an extensive web of risk exposures. The rapid decline in 
AIG’s share value necessitated a US$182 billion (bn) bailout by the US 
government. The sheer scale of this intervention, and the systemic impli-
cations of AIG’s collapse, would later lead the Wall Street Journal to select 
the chart of AIG’s share value decline as ‘the chart of the decade’ and thus 
the most representative depiction of the financial crisis years (Holm, 2014).

The AIG bailout, the Libor manipulation, and the Greensill scandal 
stand in stark contrast to the traditional narrative of the ‘boring business 
of insurance’, raising the question of whether the often-described ‘boring’ 
business model of the European insurance sector has actually changed 
under increasing pressure from financial markets.

We argue that insurers’ financial mishaps are not isolated episodes, but 
rather emblematic of a tendency in the insurance sector to increasingly 
follow what some scholars have called a new ‘financialised’ logic associ-
ated with haute finance (Chiapello & Walter, 2016), leading to the emer-
gence of a financialised insurance model. The financialisation of insurance 
has important implications for the economy and society. Because insurers 
are called upon to protect their policyholders against non-market risks, 
such as accidents or disasters, they remain an important nexus of capital-
ist accumulation. However, due to financialisation, insurers have been 
increasingly subject to competitive pressures and the search for returns. 
As a result, insurers are changing their revenue generation, investment 
strategies and risk management, ultimately exposing themselves and their 
policyholders to more market risk and reducing their ability to act as a 
counter-cyclical force in financial markets.

Despite the sheer size of the insurance business and the recurrence of 
insurance-induced market instability, insurance has rarely been studied from 
a political economy perspective (for notable exceptions see Albert, 1993; 
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Haufler, 1997). Most notably, the recently published Routledge International 
Handbook of Financialization includes chapters on shadow banks, securities 
exchanges, and impact investors, but no chapter devoted exclusively to the 
insurance sector (Mader et  al., 2020). Scholars in comparative political econ-
omy (CPE) have identified pension funds as the ‘forgotten link’ between 
welfare states and financial systems (Clark, 2000; Estevez-Abe, 2004), and 
financialisation scholars have seen funded pensions as an important driver 
of financialisation (Braun, 2022). Notwithstanding its central role, the insur-
ance sector is not given such weight. Similarly, the political economy of 
finance has routinely featured insurance as a potential source of patient cap-
ital (Deeg & Hardie, 2016, pp. 634–635), yet fails to explore whether insur-
ers really maintain this long-term investment horizon.

This limited engagement with the insurance sector as a whole, its 
changing dynamics, and the implications of this transformation for con-
temporary capitalism is puzzling. After all, with some US$40 trillion (tr) 
in assets under management worldwide, insurers are the third largest 
player in the financial system after banks and asset managers (International 
Association of Insurance Supervisors, 2023),1 and the financial system is 
widely seen as the dominant force in the reordering of twenty first cen-
tury capitalism (Krippner, 2005). To fill this gap and bring insurance back 
into the fold of political economy, our analysis traces the uneven diffusion 
of financialised practices in the insurance sector. Combining country- and 
firm-level data from the S&P Capital IQ database and secondary sources, 
we make two contributions intended to advance the political economy 
debate on insurance financialisation.

First, we provide a systemic, meso-level analysis of the evolution of the 
insurance business, complementing the existing literature that has focused 
on specific aspects of insurance financialisation in the context of pensions 
(Naczyk & Hassel, 2020), healthcare (Benoît, 2023) or insurance regula-
tion (van der Heide, 2023). In taking a sectoral perspective on insurance 
financialisation, we echo Erturk and Solari’s reflections on the banking 
sector. Our aim is to convince political economy scholars that insurance 
companies ‘are both more complex and more interesting than the main-
stream finance or varieties of capitalism literatures suppose’ (Erturk & 
Solari, 2007, pp. 385–386). To establish the role of insurers as actors in 
capitalist accumulation in their own right, we analyse how the ‘boring 
business of insurance’ has adapted to the dominance of financial markets, 
leading to a hybridisation in the insurance business model.

Second, drawing on the literature on Market-Based Banking (MBB) (Hardie 
et al., 2013; Schwan, 2021), we present the first operationalisation of the finan-
cialisation of insurance, responding to calls for a more mechanism-oriented 
approach to the study of financialisation (Mader et  al., 2020). We 
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conceptualise financialised insurance along five dimensions, contrasting it with 
the traditional insurance model: The growing cross-border activities of insur-
ance companies; the rise of bancassurance, which blurs the boundaries between 
insurance and banking; the shift of financial risk from insurers to policyhold-
ers; the increasing reliance of insurers on the provision of financial services as 
a source of revenue; and the retreat of insurers from their traditional role as 
long-term investors in non-financial companies and sovereign bonds.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. The first sec-
tion draws on insurance studies to outline the evolution of the tradi-
tional business model of insurers and situate it within studies of 
financialisation. Against this background, the next section draws on 
the indicators that scholars have used to measure the financialisation 
of banking. Building on the concepts of MBB, we operationalise the 
impact of financialisation on insurers by outlining indicators that dis-
tinguish the traditional features of the insurance model from finan-
cialised insurance. The third section provides an overview of our data 
sources and methodological approach, explaining the rationale for 
combining country- and firm-level data. The next five sections pres-
ent the empirical analysis, tracing the impact of financialisation on 
the geographic scope, distribution of insurance products, risk man-
agement model, revenue sources, and investment horizon of insurance 
companies. The concluding section sets out directions for future 
research, aiming to connect emerging political economy perspectives 
with urgent questions about the evolving role of insurance companies.

From traditional to financialised insurance

In recent decades the financial system has been identified as a key driver 
of the transformation of capitalist societies (Krippner, 2005), in a dynamic 
best captured by the concept of financialisation (Aalbers, 2019; for a com-
prehensive review see Van der Zwan, 2014). Although insurers are finan-
cial actors, whose activity even predated, and in some ways inspired, 
financial markets, they have up until recently rarely featured in studies of 
financialisation. This section lays the groundwork for an analysis of the 
financialisation of insurance by reviewing historically oriented insurance 
studies and situating them within the vast literature on financialisation. 
This provides the necessary background for the operationalisation of 
insurance financialisation in the next section.

From the very beginning of capitalist societies, insurers emerged as key 
institutions, enabling merchants to manage the financial risks of capitalist 
enterprise (Haufler, 1997; Levy, 2012). Later, insurers allowed workers and 
the self-employed to buy, more or less effective, financial protection 
against the perils of modern life, and operated as a center of capital 
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accumulation engendering financial market development (van der Heide 
& Kohl, 2024). Historians have documented, for instance, how merchants 
relied on early forms of marine insurance to reduce the commercial risk 
of perilous sea-faring expeditions (Levy, 2012) including in the transatlan-
tic slave trade (Pearson & Richardson, 2019). Fire insurance emerged to 
deal with increasingly calamitous fire hazards in urbanising and industri-
alising societies, and allowed the propertied classes to protect homes and 
factories (Pearson, 2017; Zwierlein, 2021). Life insurers offered households 
financial protection against destitution in case of death, or simply to cover 
for funeral expenses, first to the propertied middle classes, later also to 
the industrial working classes (Zelizer, 2017). Long-term insurance con-
tracts thereby also enabled policyholders to pool their resources and 
invest in capital markets collectively (Alborn, 2002).

By offering individuals and businesses a tool to take charge of their 
own fortunes, insurance is often seen to have diffused a culture of indi-
vidual responsibility and rational foresight, in which ‘chance is tamed’ and 
perils can be managed (Ewald, 2020). In this sense, insurers have been 
portrayed, and have been keen to portray themselves, as playing the cru-
cial role of protecting households and firms against non-market risks, i.e. 
idiosyncratic, non-systematic risks that are linked to individual events like 
catastrophes and accidents. Sociologists have long explored the conflictual 
and consequential processes and effects of this risk transfer from individ-
ual households and firms to insurers (Zelizer, 2017) and how this activity 
has been regulated by governments under different jurisdictions (Mabbett, 
2015; van der Heide, 2023). More recently, studies on the long-term effect 
of life insurance on the policyholders’ attitude towards public life and 
political parties have also unveiled an increasing privatisation and depoli-
tisation of insured individuals (Hadziabdic & Kohl, 2022).

While there is a large body of literature on how insurance transforms 
uncertainty into insurable risk, few studies have examined how changing 
investment practices have affected insurers’ business models (however see 
McFall, 2024). Insurers are generally perceived as shielding individuals and 
companies by pooling risk and investing the resulting premiums in 
long-term sovereign and corporate bonds. This has traditionally given 
them the role of providers of patient capital, but financial markets have 
undergone fundamental changes in recent years leading insurers to (more 
or less enthusiastically) adapt their investment strategies. This transforma-
tion has rarely been analysed from a political economy perspective, with 
some exceptions. First, in their historical CPE analysis of insurance mar-
kets, van der Heide and Kohl (van der Heide & Kohl, 2024) not only 
emphasised that private insurance preceded and actively shaped the welfare 
state and financial systems, but also that insurers’ business models were 
shaped by and influenced capital market developments. Second, in a study 
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of insurers’ withdrawal from mortgage markets in the US and Germany, 
Kohl (2022) has shown that insurers significantly changed their approach 
to mortgage debt. Falling interest rates forced insurers to explore more and 
more risky investments, as ‘insurers’ portfolios became increasingly depen-
dent on financial markets, or ‘financialised’ (Kohl, 2022, p. 204).

In the spirit of this more historical work, we examine what exactly it 
means for insurers to be ‘financialised’. We do so by analysing how 
insurers have been affected by the transformation of financial markets of 
which insurers are said to be the silent backbone. This transformation 
has been famously defined as financialisation—a ‘pattern of accumulation 
in which profit-making occurs increasingly through financial channels 
rather than through trade and commodity production’ (Krippner, 2005, 
p. 174). While studies of financialisation have explored many dimensions 
of this structural transformation, they have neglected insurers as key 
actors facilitating financial markets and preceding capitalist systems.

Scholars studied the rise of market-based banking and the increased 
importance of financial markets in the allocation of capital (Hardie et  al., 
2013; Schwan, 2021), the rise of shareholder value as a maxim for corpo-
rate governance (Van der Zwan, 2014), the declining patience of equity 
providers (Deeg & Hardie, 2016), the increasing cross-border activities of 
financial and non-financial companies, the growing emphasis on corpo-
rate restructuring via mergers and acquisitions (M&As) (Keenan et  al., 
2023; Van der Zwan, 2014; Wigger, 2012), and the increased focus on 
individual responsibility for rational financial decision making (Martin, 
2002). As insurers are an inherent part of the financial system they are 
naturally interconnected to all of these developments, yet they were mostly 
ignored by scholars studying the political economy of finance.

While political economists largely overlooked how the insurance sector 
is affected by broader changes in finance, the economic geographer Brett 
Christophers (2015) has studied how finance has been affected by insur-
ance. After all, the basic value model of insurance is the transfer of risk 
from policyholders to firms that are better equipped to manage that risk 
because they can diversify away some of the uncertainty involved. In the 
modern system, financial actors such as banks may sell insurance prod-
ucts directly, such as mortgage or credit insurance (Schoenmaker, 2016). 
They may also sell derivatives, which function like insurance products in 
the sense that they purport to transfer risk,2 even if they do not legally 
have the same status as insurance products. This ‘insuritization’ of finance, 
Christophers has argued, has political-economic consequences, as it cre-
ates the illusion of fine-grained risk management and thus focuses the 
attention of financial institutions on de-risking.

Similarly, however, we may ask whether there has also been a finan-
cialisation of insurance: Whether and how the business logics at work in 
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the insurance sector have become more like those operating in the finan-
cial sector. By addressing the above questions, we examine how European 
insurers have adapted to the changing nature of financial capitalism, and 
test traditional assumptions about insurance as a liability-driven and 
patient business. This exercise, we argue, enables us to better understand 
the changing role of risk and uncertainty in financial capitalism: While an 
important function of private insurers in contemporary capitalist societies 
is to protect firms and households from uncertainty and instability, pri-
vate insurers have also increasingly sought to protect themselves (and 
their shareholders) from the financial risk inherent in their business, rais-
ing questions about their role as economic stabilisers. The next section 
builds on the approaches to financialisation discussed here, providing an 
operationalisation of financialised insurance. The operationalisation builds 
on indicators that enable us to assess the extent to which European insur-
ance has deviated from its traditional practices.

Towards a political economy of financialised insurance

Although the concept of financialisation is widely used across different 
disciplines, its operationalisation has often proved elusive, leading to calls 
for more rigorous measurement (Aalbers, 2019), contextualisation, 
mechanism-orientation and delimitation of the concept (Mader et  al., 
2020). This is particularly true for the idea of financialisation as an inter-
nal transformation of the financial sector. Perhaps the most developed 
attempt to operationalise financialisation relates to the concept of 
market-based banking (MBB). We will therefore draw on this concept to 
analyse the extent to which traditional insurance has become 
financialised.

MBB refers to the transformation of banks’ business models, character-
ized by the growing marketisation of banks’ assets and liabilities. 
Short-term financial practices are progressively replacing long-term loans 
and customer deposits. According to MBB, this shift affected banks’ 
capacity to withstand market shocks and to provide patient equity and 
debt investment (Beck, 2022, p. 1724; Hardie et  al., 2013). The shift to 
MBB made banks, particularly commercial banks, the main organisational 
carriers of financialisation in the European Union (EU) (Schelkle & Bohle, 
2021, p. 764).

Thus, the diffusion of MBB has made the banking sector diverge from 
the traditional banking model, as described in the CPE literature, in 
which banks were portrayed as long-term providers of patient equity and 
debt investment to Non-Financial Corporations (NFCs) (see Beck, 2022, 
p. 1726). In the following we overview the features which scholars have 
used to operationalise the shift from traditional banking to MBB, as a 
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blueprint that we adapt to an analysis of the transition from traditional 
to financialised insurance (see Schwan, 2021, pp. 424–426):

•	 Geographical scope of banking activity: While banks traditionally 
operated only within their country, financialisation is associated 
with a growing number of cross-border corporate restructuring 
activities that create short-term shareholder dividends, like M&A, 
hostile takeovers and leveraged buyouts (Keenan et  al., 2023; Van 
der Zwan, 2014, p. 108).

•	 Risk-management: In MBB, relational banking, based on personal 
connection and informal risk evaluation, is replaced by the use of 
‘hard’ methods of creditworthiness assessment based on statistical 
models for risk calculation, such as the Value at Risk method based 
on mark-to-market accounting (Lapavitsas, 2011, p. 622).

•	 Loans: Banks shift from the originate-to-hold of loans to the 
originate-to-distribute through which they bundle, securitise and sell 
loans.

•	 Income generation: In the traditional banking model, interest was the 
main source of income, with banks exploiting the difference between 
short- and long-term interest rates. However, MBB led to a shift 
towards generating income through (leveraged) market transactions 
or via fees and commissions (Aalbers, 2019; Erturk & Solari, 2007, 
pp. 375–376; Lapavitsas, 2011)

•	 Liabilities: In MBB banks do not focus on deposits, but extensive 
wholesale market funding through money market transactions like 
interbank loans, and the issuance of obligations and other securi-
tised liabilities.

•	 Portfolio activities: Banks increasingly use active risk management to 
broaden the traditional portfolio and use derivatives to hedge against 
price volatility.

•	 Investment horizon: Banks shift away from providing patient capital 
to NFCs due to the growing pressure to create short-term value for 
shareholders (Deeg & Hardie, 2016).

Building on this MBB taxonomy, we have identified five dimensions 
that have traditionally set insurance apart from other segments of the 
financial industry, summarised in Table 1. These five dimensions will 
structure our analysis of the transformation of the traditional insurance 
model into financialised insurance.

The first dimension relates to the geographical scope of insurers’ activ-
ities, which have traditionally been focused on domestic markets with lim-
ited cross-border transactions. However, financialisation is increasing the 
pressure to internationalise through cross-border M&As, leading to 
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competitive pressure and the increasing penetration of less mature insur-
ance markets by large insurers. The second dimension concerns the distri-
bution of insurance products. Traditionally, this has been done through 
insurers’ distribution networks, be they their own sales force or agents 
(in-house or independent). But with financialisation, insurance services are 
increasingly being delivered through banks and digital technologies. We 
argue that this growing integration between banking and insurance sectors 
could introduce new channels for the transmission of (systemic) risk.

Third, in the traditional model, financial risk was managed by and 
resided with the insurance company, which maintained large reserves that 
were not considered the property of shareholders or policyholders, but of 
the company as a whole, and premium contracts included a fixed amount 
in the event of a claim.3 Financialised insurers are increasingly offering 
products that transfer investment risk to policyholders by linking policies 
to the performance of investment indices or funds. This shifts their func-
tion from savings to investments.

The fourth dimension relates to how insurers generate income: The 
traditional insurance model focused on collecting insurance premiums, 
which were set at a level above the amount needed to cover the risk in 
order to make a profit. Traditionally, therefore, income came from the 
management of insurance premiums, with insurers rarely actively trading 
their investments or speculating on investors’ fortunes. This in turn meant 

Table 1. M ain features of the traditional and financialised insurance models.
Feature Indicator Traditional insurance Financialised insurance

Geographical scope M&A, cross-border 
activities, insurance 
penetration

Domestic orientation More internationalisation 
than in banking with 
similar core-periphery 
dynamics

Distribution of 
insurance services

Distribution of 
insurance policies

Distribution via own 
sales forces or 
small independent 
agents

Emergence of 
bancassurance and 
InsurTech as alternative 
distribution channels

Risk Management Reserves for unit and 
index-linked 
products

Investment risk borne 
by insurers

Investment risk borne by 
policyholders/customers

Income generation Profit-share from 
non-insurance-
related financial 
services

Income generation 
via insurance 
premiums and 
limited range of 
prudent 
investments

Growing reliance on 
income generation via 
asset-management, 
banking and other 
financial services

Investment horizon Long-term equity 
investment in 
non-financial 
companies and 
sovereign bonds

Provision of patient 
capital to domestic 
non-financial 
companies and 
long-term holding 
of sovereign bonds

Withdrawal from provision 
of patient capital to 
non-financial companies, 
variation in the 
long-term holding of 
sovereign bonds (with 
core-periphery dynamic)



10 V. ENDREJAT ET AL.

that insurers traditionally invested in a limited number of assets that 
could be monitored by a small internal team of investment specialists. 
However, with financialisation, insurers are increasingly generating income 
from asset management, banking services and other financial activities. 
Notably, such interlinkages were identified as a significant factor in the 
collapse of AIG during the global financial crisis.

The fifth and final dimension concerns the investment time horizon of 
insurers. Traditionally, insurance companies served as long-term investors, 
providing patient capital to non-financial corporations through equity and 
debt financing, and acting as stable holders of sovereign bonds. Under 
financialisation, this orientation has partially shifted. Insurers are increas-
ingly withdrawing from their role as providers of patient capital to 
non-financial firms, and are also becoming more selective and pro-cyclical 
in their sovereign bond investments.

Against this backdrop, our empirical analysis reveals a transformation 
in traditional insurance practices. However, we do not claim that the 
spread of financialised insurance practices led to the demise of the tradi-
tional insurance model. Rather, consistent with findings on the financial-
isation of other sectors such as banking, pharmaceutical production, and 
housing (Aalbers, 2016; Keenan et  al., 2023; Maxfield et  al., 2017), we 
observe a pattern of hybridisation. In this emerging configuration, finan-
cialised practices are selectively adopted across countries and business 
segments, often coexisting with elements of the traditional model. 
Importantly, this shift toward financialised insurance implies that, while 
insurers continue to be expected to protect policyholders from non-market 
risks, their increasing reliance on financialised strategies is exposing pol-
icyholders to new forms of market risk.

Data and methods

To analyse how the traditional insurance model has been affected by 
financialisation, we combine country-level and firm-level data from vari-
ous sources, including the S&P Capital IQ database, the European 
Insurance and Occupational Pensions Authority (EIOPA), industry associ-
ations, and large insurance companies. While country-level data allow us 
to measure the impact of cross-country variation in political and eco-
nomic institutions on insurers’ investment behavior, firm-level data allow 
us to analyse the impact of firm size on insurers’ investment behavior (see 
Maxfield et  al., 2017; Schwan, 2021).

Regarding the geographical scope of our country-level data, we choose 
to highlight the most important changes in the European insurance sector 
by looking more closely at country- and firm-level data from countries 
within the European Economic Area. To this, we add Switzerland and the 
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United Kingdom (UK) post-Brexit given the large size of their insurance 
sectors and their close ties with the other European markets. This allows 
us to cover a wide variety of countries characterised by different features 
of their insurance market and broader capitalist institutions. Missing 
entries are due to a lack of available data.

In focusing on the role of insurers as long-term investors, we com-
bined country-level data with firm-level data on the public debt holdings 
of five of the largest insurers in Europe: Allianz, Generali, AXA, NN 
Group, and AVIVA. We chose to focus on these five companies for three 
reasons. First, they have historically played a pivotal role as patient and 
stable providers of equity to sovereigns and private companies. Second, 
this sample allows us to assess the impact of variations in domestic polit-
ical and economic institutions, as two companies are headquartered in 
coordinated economies that form part of the Eurozone core (Allianz and 
NN Group), two are headquartered in hybrid non-core Eurozone econo-
mies (AXA and Generali), and one is headquartered in a non-EU liberal 
market economy (AVIVA).

Third, and relatedly, large transnational insurance groups provide a 
tough test for the effect of country factors. Because of their global invest-
ment reach, large multinationals are more likely to exhibit convergence in 
their investment behavior. Therefore, persistent cross-country variation in 
the investment behavior of large insurance companies would signal that 
the effects of financialisation are less pervasive and more differentiated in 
the insurance sector than in other financial sectors, such as investment 
banking (Maxfield et  al., 2017). The following sections systematically 
analyse the five dimensions of financialised insurance: Geography, distri-
bution, risk management, revenue generation, and investment.

Geographical scope: the growing cross-border activity of 
insurance groups

When analysing the European insurance sector, it is important to begin 
with an overview of its market structure, cross-border integration within 
Europe, and internationalisation. A key feature of financialisation is the 
growing prevalence of cross-border mergers and acquisitions (M&As). As 
firms expand, they adopt the shareholder value paradigm, prioritising 
short-term financial returns and aligning with broader financial market 
dynamics (Van der Zwan, 2014, p. 108). In this context, M&As are a 
primary mechanism through which financialised logics spread across dif-
ferent sectors and actors (Keenan et  al., 2023, p. 474).

Particularly in regulated industries like insurance, cross-border M&As 
provide a means for firms to enter new markets from a position of domi-
nance, allowing them to secure rent-based profits. Although the motivations 
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for M&As are multifaceted and not limited to financialisation, corporate 
concentration remains a central channel for the dissemination of financial-
ised practices (Keenan et  al., 2023). It is therefore no coincidence that the 
insurance sector has experienced a surge in M&A activity since the early 
2000s. The number of insurance companies has halved between 1997 and 
2017, and intensifying competition has impacted insurers’ financial positions 
(Klumpes, 2022). This cross-border integration mirrors trends in the bank-
ing sector, notably the core-periphery dynamic of foreign penetration, while 
also extending beyond the specific contours of banking financialisation.

In general, the European insurance market is large by international 
standards and is one of the three largest insurance markets in the world, 
along with North America and the Asia-Pacific region. Moreover, Europe 
stands out for the size of its leading insurance companies, with five of the 
nine largest insurers in the world (Financial Stability Board, 2016; 
Insurance Europe, 2021). Europe’s insurance market is also characterised 
by great cross-border integration and a high market maturity, with limited 
growth and saturated demand. Market maturity, in turn, is driving 
cross-border M&A, in a dynamic that has been largely unaffected by the 
explosion of sovereign debt, the frequent market downturns, and insur-
ance companies’ large market exposure to both (PwC, 2020).

In general, the global financial crisis has had a less profound impact on 
insurance than on banking, leading to greater cross-border integration of 
insurance (Schoenmaker, 2016). Furthermore, the cross-border activity of 
insurers has grown, resulting in more cross-border M&As and a higher 
proportion of international business activities than in banking (Schoenmaker, 
2013). Indeed, in 2015, banks conducted 54% of their business domesti-
cally, whereas insurers’ domestic operations accounted for only 41% of the 
total. In terms of the geographical scope of these international activities, 
European insurers carry out 31% of their activity in another European 
country and 28% outside Europe. By contrast, banks conduct 23% of their 
business in another European country and 23% outside Europe 
(Schoenmaker, 2016).

The dynamics in insurance are similar to those in banking in terms 
of the prevailing direction of this cross-border integration, with a clear 
core-periphery effect. Figure 1 shows this cross-country divergence in 
terms of insurance penetration, a common indicator of the development 
of the insurance sector. Insurance penetration is considerably higher in 
large or core European economies like France, the Netherlands and 
Germany, while it is lower in Eastern European countries characterised 
by higher growth rates (Dash et  al., 2018). The different development of 
the insurance business is also reflected in the different level of foreign 
penetration in core and periphery markets, measured as the share of 
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foreign insurers selling policies in national insurance markets. Foreign 
penetration is the lowest in Slovenia, the Netherlands, France and 
Germany and around the European average of 36% in Spain, Denmark, 
Austria, Italy, Finland, and the UK, whereas Eastern European countries 
have very high rates of penetration, up to 99% (Czech Republic) 
(Schoenmaker & Sass, 2016).

The core-periphery integration dynamic is also reflected in the geo-
graphical distribution of Europe’s largest insurance companies. Indeed, the 
nineteen largest insurance groups in Europe are concentrated in six coun-
tries: The UK (five insurance groups and EU€2.1tr in assets), Germany 
(three insurers with a total of EU€1.6tr in assets), France (three insurance 
groups and EU€1.43tr in assets), Switzerland (five insurance groups and 
EU€1.41tr in assets), Italy (two insurance groups and EU€0.81tr in assets) 
and the Netherlands (two insurance groups and EU€0.72tr in assets). The 
concentration of European insurance champions in a few large or core 
markets is similar to the concentration of banks. The only difference is 
that Spain has no large insurance groups, whereas it is home to two of 
the largest pan-European banking groups, Banco Santander and BBVA.

From this data, we can observe that the European insurance market 
has indeed become relatively integrated and concentrated across borders, 
giving in even more than banking to competitive pressure in the financial 
system. Moreover, as in banking we can observe a core-periphery dynamic 

Figure 1. I nsurance penetration measured in terms of Gross Written Premium as % 
of GDP.
Source: Insurance Europe
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in home insurance and related products, which we will discuss later. This 
increasing integration occurred amid intensified competition, leading to a 
wave of M&As and pressuring insurers to seek greater efficiency amid 
mounting financial strain (Klumpes, 2022).

Distribution of insurance products: the rise of InsurTech and 
bancassurance

The geographic distribution of insurers is closely related to how they dis-
tribute insurance products to policyholders, as both are highly visible fea-
tures of their business model. In the traditional insurance business, insurers 
sold their products through independent agents, small companies or their 
own sales forces (Insurance Europe, 2020, p. 50). However, financialisation, 
has facilitated the rise of two new distribution channels: InsurTech and ban-
cassurance. Both channels involve cross-border and cross-sectoral integra-
tion, embedding insurance firms within broader financial and technological 
ecosystems. According to market regulators, these developments could 
increase risks for both consumers and financial markets market stability 
(EIOPA, 2022; European Central Bank, 2013, pp. 78–80).

Digital insurance has become increasingly prominent, most visibly 
reflected in the rapid proliferation of InsurTech startups. Although overall 
investment in InsurTech remains modest compared to more established 
segments of the insurance sector, such as health and financial insurance, 
it is gaining traction in markets like Germany, France, and the UK. These 
developments are often associated with new approaches to risk that con-
flict with the solidaristic elements present in more traditional insurance 
schemes, where the absence of detailed risk information leads to the col-
lective redistribution of risk. Nonetheless, many InsurTech firms continue 
to face challenges in translating technological innovations into sustainable 
commercial models. These include efforts to leverage digital tools for 
direct-to-consumer distribution, telematics, and algorithmic underwriting 
(McFall, 2019; Meyers & Hoyweghen, 2020).

Even more pronounced than InsurTech has been the rise of bancas-
surance, which has made significant inroads into the European insurance 
markets, particularly in the life insurance segment (as seen in Table 2)—
and has recently exposed a regulatory loophole in the Basel III banking 
framework. In France, Spain, Portugal and Italy bancassurance accounts 
for more than half of the life insurance sales, and Belgium follows with 
just under half of life insurance sales through bank branches. At the 
bottom rung are the UK and Germany, with shares below 20%.4

In the case of non-life insurance, there is more year-to-year variation, 
yet Table 2 clearly shows that, besides Germany and the UK, all other 
countries increased the distribution of non-life insurance between 2006 
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and 2016. The main trend seems to be a significant presence of bancas-
surance in the French, Spanish and Portuguese markets, especially in 
recent years. The UK, Germany, Italy and Belgium are trailing with shares 
of non-life policies sold through banking branches between 6 and 8%.

Even though the bancassurance model is also to some extent the prod-
uct of the post-financial crisis financial consolidation, some recent regu-
latory developments strongly favor the reliance on banks for the 
distribution of insurance products. In particular, a European-specific 
adaptation of Basel III has strongly incentivised bancassurance by signifi-
cantly reducing the capital risk weight of insurance subsidies (Financial 
Times, 2024d). The European version of Basel III creates a ‘weapons 
grade loophole’ equivalent to the ‘bancassurance model blessed by regula-
tory overlords’ (Financial Times, 2024c).

However, bancassurance also entails significant risks due to its struc-
tural complexity, potential contagion channels, and the possibility of an 
‘uncontrolled concentration of risk at the group level’, as evidenced during 
the global financial crisis. At that time, several financial conglomerates 
with substantial banking and insurance operations required state interven-
tion, exposing the ‘fragilities’ of the bancassurance model (Clipici & 
Bolovan, 2012; European Central Bank, 2013, pp. 78–80). More recently, 
European insurance regulators have drawn attention to conflicts of inter-
est inherent in bancassurance products, particularly Credit Protection 
Insurance. In this regard, EIOPA has highlighted ‘significant risks for con-
sumer detriment arising from poor underwriting and sales practices as 
well as insufficient management of conflicts of interest arising in the con-
text of bancassurance sales’ (EIOPA, 2022).

Two key observations emerge. First, bancassurance has become the 
dominant distribution model for life insurance products in most of the 
countries included in this study. Although its expansion has shown signs 
of stagnation in recent years, recent regulatory developments appear to 
support a renewed growth in bancassurance activity. This reflects a 
broader trend towards the integration of retail financial services—a trend 

Table 2.  Share of sales through bancassurance.
Bank branches per 100.000 Non-life Life

2006 2016 2006 2016 2006 2016

UK 26,43 25,14* 10% 6% 20% <5%**
France 45,91 37,19 9% 14% 64% 68%
Germany 16,7 13,55 12% 7% 25% 20%
Italy 58,01 47,63 2% 6% 59% 77%
Spain 101,83 61,81 7% 12% 72% 68%
Belgium 53,51 36,55 6% 8% 48% 40%
Portugal 70,74 42,7 10% 17% 88% 72%

Source: Swiss RE, Insurance Europe and World Bank data.
Notes: *Data from 2013. ** Author’s own elaboration.
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that was only temporarily curtailed by post-crisis regulatory interventions. 
Life insurance contracts, for example, are increasingly used for savings 
and investment purposes, or bundled with mortgage products to mitigate 
default risk in the event of death. In both cases, the distinction between 
financial and insurance services is becoming increasingly blurred, indicat-
ing a structural shift in retail insurance: From a traditional focus on pro-
tection to a growing emphasis on savings, investment, and financial risk 
management (Baker & Simon, 2002; Lehtonen & Liukko, 2010).

Second, the countries in which bancassurance has spread the most are 
those with the most extensive retail bank branch networks. This is unsur-
prising, as denser branch networks increase the potential for synergies 
between banks and insurers when distributing financial and insurance 
products jointly. However, high levels of bancassurance penetration do not 
imply an absence of retail financial service integration in countries such 
as Germany and the UK. In these contexts, integration takes alternative 
forms—such as cross-ownership arrangements, insurers’ engaging in 
non-insurance financial services, or collaborative market transactions.

The distribution of insurance products through banks has important 
implications for the integration of financial and insurance risks. While the 
bancassurance model can facilitate internal risk diversification within 
financial conglomerates, concerns have been raised regarding shared cap-
ital pools, regulatory arbitrage, and the insufficient structural separation 
between banking and insurance activities (Financial Times, 2024d). Market 
relations between insurers and banks, on the other hand, may also lead 
to the creation of interlinkages, for instance through credit exposures, 
thus increasing the risk of contagion across these financial institutions 
(Eling & Pankoke, 2016). The global financial crisis served as a stark 
reminder of the risks associated with such integrated financial conglom-
erates, the complexity and opacity of which necessitate significant state 
intervention in times of distress (European Central Bank, 2013).

Risk-management: shifting risk from the insurer to the 
policyholder

As our focus shifts from insurance markets and policy distribution to risk 
management within insurance products, a notable transformation emerges: 
The savings component of insurance is increasingly being treated as an 
investment. Traditionally, long-term insurers offered two main types of 
policies. The first provided fixed payouts, with the insurer assuming full 
financial risk. The second involved flexible payouts based on bonus 
schemes, where financial risk was shared between the insurer’s sharehold-
ers and policyholders.
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Subsequently, insurers increasingly began to offer unit-linked insurance 
policies, marking a significant departure from traditional risk-sharing 
arrangements. Rather than guaranteeing a fixed payout, these policies 
invest the policyholder’s contributions in financial markets. The eventual 
payout depends on the performance of designated investment funds or 
financial indices, such as the S&P 500. Consequently, the financial risk 
and potential reward are largely transferred to the policyholder, making 
this kind of insurance contract closely resemble an investment product, 
with an additional insurance element that very often accounts for only a 
small part of the contract’s value and appeal. By 2020, unit-linked prod-
ucts accounted for 40% of life-insurance premiums, prompting concerns 
among market regulators regarding consumer protection (EIOPA, 2023) 
and the broader implications for the structure and stability of financial 
markets (Fache Rousová et  al., 2021).

The diffusion of these new products is a clear sign of the financialization 
of insurance. By shifting investment risk directly from insurers to policy-
holders—without intermediation by actuaries or shareholders—unit-linked 
products increase clients’ exposure to market volatility. This shift fundamen-
tally alters the way the savings function of long-term insurance contracts is 
managed (van der Heide, 2020). Without professional intermediaries, such as 
actuaries, acting as a buffer against financialised pressures, the distinction 
between insurance-based savings instruments and other investment products, 
such as mutual funds, becomes increasingly blurred.

Figure 2 shows the share of reserves held by insurance companies for 
unit-linked or index-linked products in selected European countries. 
The figure shows a pretty stark contrast between countries with rela-
tively high shares of unit-linked insurance—including Finland, Sweden, 
Denmark, Ireland and the UK—and countries with relatively smaller 
shares of unit-linked products—including Germany, Spain, France, and 
the Netherlands (both when including or excluding health insurance 
products).

Figure 3 shows the share of reserves that a selected sample of large 
European insurance companies set aside for unit-linked insurance con-
tracts. Although reserve figures are not directly comparable to annual pre-
mium income figures, as the latter are more volatile than the former, the 
firm-level data confirms the patterns of cross-country variation previously 
detected. British insurers stand out for the high levels and early diffusion 
of unit-linked insurance, which can be explained by the fact that 
unit-linked insurance originated in Britain (see van der Heide, 2020). 
Furthermore, the figures indicate that the Finnish/Nordic insurance group 
Sampo Oyj is pivoting rather rapidly towards the unit-linked insurance 
model, which supplements the comprehensive Nordic social insurance 
schemes (Lehtonen & Liukko, 2010). The other insurers included in the 
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sample, however, remain more or less stable at around 20% of their 
reserves.

Taken together we conclude that, while unit-linked insurance has made 
inroads into the life insurance industries of all the countries included in 
our sample, it has been especially prevalent in the UK, Ireland and in the 
Nordics, where insurers have been relatively successful in competing with 
other financial institutions for collecting retail savings. A cursory look at 
the share of insurers’ reserves marked as ‘investment contracts’ (Figure 3) 
confirms this. While a significant share of the reserves held by British 
insurers are reserved for investment contracts, there has also been a nota-
ble increase for Sampo Oyj and the Italian Generali.

Figure 2.  Unit- and index-linked share of total life insurance premiums (2021).
Source: EIOPA

Figure 3.  Share of reserves held for unit-linked contracts (black) and for investment 
contracts (grey).
Source: S&P Capital IQ.
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Unit-linked insurance thus seems to have been successful in supple-
menting liberal and universalist welfare states, despite the fact that, ‘given 
their nature, unit-linked products can offer high returns but also pose 
risks for consumers during periods of poor market returns’ (EIOPA, 2020, 
p. 3). In the case of liberal welfare states, much of the welfare provision 
happens through private channels, leaving ample space for insurers to 
market savings and investment policies and offer retirement solutions. 
The individualistic focus of unit-linked insurance, moreover, complements 
well with universalistic welfare states that provide extensive services for 
individuals to take charge of their own lives (Lehtonen & Liukko, 2010). 
A significant share of statutory occupational pensions is managed by pri-
vate pensions insurance entities, ensuring demand for long-term contracts 
suitable for saving and investment.

Income generation: the rise of asset-management activities and 
other financial services

Having analysed changes in the geographic scope of insurers’ operations 
and in the design and distribution of their products, our next focus is on 
how insurers invest policyholders’ premiums. Traditionally, we think of 
insurers as generating income by investing the premiums paid by policy-
holders in a prudent and diversified manner. Following the law of large 
numbers, insurers bundle together many different risks and invest in 
long-term liabilities, mainly corporate and sovereign bonds. Yet, insurers 
have not been immune to the shift towards investment strategies based on 
exploiting yield differentials, providing financial services and actively 
managing assets, as seen in other financial industries.

Insurers’ search for higher yields was a central factor contributing to 
the collapse of AIG. In the period leading up to the global financial crisis, 
insurers often framed these activities as non-traditional, non-insurance 
operations. However, supervisory authorities later discovered that such 
activities were more widespread within the insurance sector than initially 
acknowledged. The prolonged low-interest rate environment since the cri-
sis has further intensified this dynamic. The European Central Bank 
(ECB) has recently observed that insurers have ‘continued increasing their 
investments in investment fund (IF) shares and equities, diversifying their 
portfolios but also reducing their cash buffers’, raising concerns about 
liquidity and risk exposure (European Central Bank, 2022). Furthermore, 
a recent report found that prolonged periods of expansionary monetary 
policy have prompted insurers to invest in riskier assets, thereby height-
ening concerns about financial stability. This shift has ‘increased the vul-
nerability of the insurance sector to macroeconomic shocks, such as an 
increase in corporate defaults’ (Kaufmann et  al., 2024).
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To measure this dynamic, we examine the revenue that large insurance 
companies generate from providing financial services. Due to the shortage 
of country-level data on insurers’ value model, we opted to focus on 
firm-level data. Table 3 depicts the share of profits earned by a selected 
sample of large European insurers through asset management and bank-
ing services. The data shows great variation, with some insurance groups 
generating a substantial proportion of their profits through financial 
activities, while others refrained from doing so. We also surveyed the 
income statements of smaller insurance groups, which may be responsible 
for a large share of the sales in countries like Belgium, Finland, Sweden 
and Denmark. We found that these groups generally refrain from engag-
ing in financial activities.

The first thing to note when looking at the table is that reinsurers 
do not engage in other lines of business, which is unsurprising consid-
ering the specific nature of their business (see Jarzabkowski et  al., 2015). 
It is also evident that Allianz and Swiss Life have a high proportion of 
non-insurance financial services, Legal & General, AXA, Generali and 
NN Group have a moderate proportion, and AVIVA and Prudential 
have a modest proportion. Other than size, there does not seem to be 
a clear pattern explaining the high shares of profit generated through 
non-insurance financial services. When it comes to size, it should be 

Table 3.  Profit shares earned through financial services other than insurance.

HQ
Total 

assets Type 2019 2020 2021
Average 

2019-2021

Allianz SE DE 1200 Multiline 23,3% 26,9% 26,5% 25,5%
Swiss Life 

Holding AG
CH 264 Life and 

Health
18,7% 23,4% 21,0% 21,0%

NN Group N.V. NL 286 Life and 
Health

17,4% 16,2% 15,5% 16,4%

Legal & General 
Group Plc

UK 789 Life and 
Health

14,9% 15,7% 15,9% 15,5%

AXA SA* FR 882 Multiline 10,6% 13,5% 13,1% 12,4%
Assicurazioni 

Generali 
S.p.A.

IT 667 Multiline 8,2% 10,5% 11,5% 10,1%

Prudential plc UK 199 Life and 
Health

5,9% 10,3% 9,7% 8,6%

Aviva plc UK 485 Multiline 3,3% 1,4% 2,5% 2,4%
Zurich 

Insurance 
Group AG

CH 436 Multiline 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%

Münich Re DE 344 Reinsurance 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%
Talanx AG DE 223 Multiline 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%
Swiss Re AG CH 185 Reinsurance 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%
Hannover Rück 

SE
DE 96 Reinsurance 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%

Sampo Oyj FI 68 Multiline 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 0,0%

Source: Own elaboration based on S&P Capital IQ data.
Notes: *Figures are from the 2014-2016 period instead.
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noted that the relation goes both ways: While a large asset base pro-
vides the scale to successfully make the pivot into in-house asset man-
agement, insurers that successfully pivot towards asset management are 
also more likely to grow by acquiring external assets under their 
management.

When we decompose these figures into their asset management and 
banking components, we can see that only the NN Group earns a signif-
icant share of its profits through the operations of NN Bank (around 
half). NN Bank focuses on offering mortgages directly to retail consum-
ers. Direct sales of mortgages have historically been a prominent feature 
of the Dutch insurance industry, underpinning the importance of real 
estate development in the Dutch growth strategy, while it has been a 
much less pronounced feature elsewhere. NN’s asset management subsid-
iary, NN Investment Partners (NNIP), was acquired by Goldman Sachs in 
2021, as the investment bank sought to expand its asset management 
activities beyond the US (Reuters, 2021). Similarly, BNP Paribas is cur-
rently in talks with AXA to acquire the insurer’s asset management arm 
for EU€5.1bn, highlighting the consolidation pressures facing insurers’ 
asset management arms (Financial Times, 2024b).

The rise of asset manager capitalism (Braun, 2016) has thus put con-
siderable pressure on the insurance industry. While many of the smaller 
insurers have outsourced their investment activities to external asset man-
agers, some insurers have responded by setting up in-house asset manage-
ment subsidiaries. In some cases, these subsidiaries have become so 
successful that they have been spun off from the insurance business alto-
gether, as has happened with NN and will probably soon happen with 
AXA. Another notable example is Standard Life, which was one of the 
UK’s largest insurers but has since sold off its insurance business alto-
gether and subsequently merged with Aberdeen Asset Management to 
focus solely on asset management.

To sum up, in response to the rise of asset manager capitalism, insur-
ers have either moved one step up the investment chain or transformed 
into asset managers themselves. They now face continuous competitive 
pressure to consolidate under the influence of large global asset manage-
ment firms (Financial Times, 2024a). While most insurers have followed 
the former trajectory, only a few have successfully combined both roles. 
Those that do tend to be the dominant European insurance firms embed-
ded in non–market-based financial systems. However, the broader shift 
toward more active investment strategies—driven by the search for yield 
and increased exposure to higher-risk assets—raises significant concerns 
for financial stability (EIOPA, 2019). In this context, the ECB has also 
observed that insurers are reallocating their portfolios toward investment 
funds and equities while simultaneously reducing cash buffers. Prolonged 
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periods of low interest rates have exacerbated this trend, making insurers 
more vulnerable to macroeconomic shocks by encouraging riskier behav-
ior (European Central Bank, 2022).

Investment horizon: long-term investors in equities and 
sovereign bonds or pursuing short-term yields?

After having reviewed the extent to which insurance companies rely on 
financial activities unrelated to insurance to make profit, in this final sec-
tion we look at the investment horizon of insurance companies. We 
address the common assumption that insurers are archetypal long-term 
investors because they invest the policyholders’ premiums in national cor-
porate and sovereign bonds. In doing so, we distinguish between the pro-
vision of patient capital to private NFCs and the long-term holding of 
sovereign bonds. We do so by combining aggregate country-level data 
with firm-level data on the corporate and sovereign holdings of the five 
largest insurance groups in Europe: Allianz, Generali, AXA, NN Group 
and AVIVA.

We start by focusing on the role of large insurance companies as pro-
viders of patient capital to NFC. A first overview of S&P Capital IQ data 
on the main non-financial holdings of these five groups clearly points to 
the fact that they are not providing patient capital to NFC anymore, at 
least directly. In fact, only Allianz still has a diversified non-financial 
equity portfolio. Instead, Generali, AXA and AVIVA have sold most of 
their non-financial holdings, retaining some very negligible holdings.

Given this divergence in the level of non-financial holdings, we looked 
more closely at the non-financial portfolio of Allianz to assess whether 
at least the German insurance group is a provider of patient capital to 
NFCs. Table 4 provides an overview of Allianz’s non-financial holdings 
worth more than EU€5 million (m) in 2016, 2019 and 2022. We focus 
on three-year time intervals because according to the literature patient 
providers of equity capital should have a multi-year investment horizon 
(Deeg & Hardie, 2016). A mixed picture emerges from the data. While 
Allianz is still providing, or has provided until recently, large equity 
investment to NFC, its non-financial portfolio is clearly shrinking over 
time. Hence, like many other large European insurers, Allianz seems to 
be withdrawing from the provision of patient capital to large NFCs.

Allianz’s non-financial portfolio stands out as well for the absence of 
shares of other large German NFCs. This is an interesting finding, given 
Allianz’s traditionally pivotal role at the core of the German cross-shareholding 
network (Höpner & Krempel, 2004). As the provision of patient capital by 
Allianz was considered one of the pillars of the German corporate system, 
we traced the evolution of Allianz’s German non-financial equity portfolio 
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in the Capital IQ database. Two clear trends emerge from the data. First, 
while Allianz still owned stakes in large NFCs like BASF, RWE, Bayer, 
Mercedes-Benz, Volkswagen and E.ON in the early 2000s, these had all 
been sold by 2014.

Second, contrary to its traditional role within the Deutschland AG net-
work, Allianz did not provide countercyclical equity investment to large 
German companies following the GFC. In fact, there were large fluctua-
tions in Allianz’s non-financial portfolio over the period 2007-2012, with 
frequent sales and acquisitions that are difficult to reconcile with the tra-
ditional role of the insurance giant as a patient and large equity investor. 
This finding dovetails with studies that have observed the progressive 
erosion of the German corporate network since the early 1990s (Höpner 
& Krempel, 2004).

In this second part, we will discuss the role of insurers as long-term 
holders of sovereign bonds. During the Eurozone crisis, peripheral govern-
ments faced considerable difficulty in securing buyers for their bonds. 
This gap was partially filled by peripheral banks, which increased their 
holdings of domestic sovereign debt. While this dynamic arguably contrib-
uted to creating a sovereign-debt ‘doom loop’, with negative repercussions 
for the balance sheets of peripheral banks, it also shows that peripheral 
banks were willing to provide their home government with counter-cyclical 
patient capital. Aggregate data suggests a similar dynamic in insurance, 
where the insurance industry holds over EU€10.5bn in assets, 42% of 
which is invested in government bonds (Insurance Europe, 2020).

Table 4.  Direct equity investments in non-financial companies held by Allianz.
2016  2019  2022 

Company Name $m %CSO $m %CSO $m %CSO

Persimmon PLC 542,41 5,88 511,45 5,72
Fresenius SE & Co. 

KGaA
299,32 0,75

Nemetschek SE 109,38 5,87
J Sainsbury PLC 70,79 0,93
ams-OSRAM AG 49,76 3,11
Unite Group PLC 46,98 2,31 61,35 1,95
Interroll Holding AG 44,24 5,89 86,63 5,07
SOL SpA 40,99 5,07
Intervest Offices & 

Warehouses
34,31 7,75 33,97 5,18 47,51 5,95

Nexus AG 15,26 5,14 21,74 5,20 26,79 2,82
Amplitude Surgical 

SA
9,95 5,37 7,91 5,28

AwanBiru 
Technology Bhd.

7,57 2,41

Sunway REIT 6,10 0,50
Only World Group 

Holdings Bhd.
5,93 4,26 0,32 0,85

Source: Capital IQ.
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In 2019, Italian and Spanish insurers held approximately 60% of their 
debt portfolio in government bonds. By contrast, the same share was at 30% 
for French insurers and 15% for Dutch ones (European Central Bank, 2020). 
This close connection between insurers and their respective sovereigns has 
been referred to as ‘sovereign-insurance doom loop’ (European Central Bank, 
2020). A recent study by Fache Rousová and Giuzio (2019) has found that 
Eurozone insurance companies tended to have a home-bias in their sover-
eign bonds holdings, being more counter-cyclical when treating home sover-
eign bonds as opposed to their foreign counterparts. Our company-level data 
allows us to test and refine these claims, providing a more granular view of 
the role of insurers as long-term investors in sovereign bonds.

Figure 4 compares the government bond holdings of the four largest 
insurance groups in the EU (excluding AVIVA) as a percentage of their 
total investments.5 The data shows that large insurers continue to allocate 
a significant share of their investments to government bonds and that this 
share of investments tends to remain fairly stable, with the exception of 
the NN Group.

To understand whether these high shares of government bond holdings 
indicate the existence of a sovereign-insurer doom loop, we also provide 
a breakdown of the government bond portfolios of the largest insurers in 
the core and peripheral Eurozone: Allianz and Generali (Table 5). This 
exercise allows us to identify two trends. On the one hand, both Allianz 
and Generali are providing long-term capital to peripheral Eurozone 
member states, holding a stable share of peripheral bonds over a multi-year 
period. On the other hand, Generali’s government bond portfolio is much 

Figure 4.  Government bonds holdings as a % of total investment.
Source: Own elaboration based on companies annual reports.
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more concentrated in the peripheral member states, with French, Spanish 
and Italian bonds accounting for two-thirds of its total government bond 
holdings. On the other hand, Allianz’s government bond portfolio is more 
diversified, with peripheral eurozone countries accounting for less than 
one-third of total holdings. This difference is mainly due to Generali’s 
much higher propensity to invest in Italian and, to a lesser extent, Spanish 
government bonds.

To sum up, our data partially questions the narrative that insurers are 
long-term investors who stabilise the state and the economy. In fact, we 
find that all of the largest European insurers have withdrawn from the 
direct provision of patient capital to private NFCs, thereby indirectly con-
tributing to the patient capital crunch affecting financial markets. This 
observation is consistent with the findings of a report by the Bank of 
England (2014), which shows that since the early 2000s, UK insurers have 
gradually reduced their holdings of UK equities in favor of fixed income 
instruments, possibly in response to Solvency II requirements. Instead, we 
observe greater variation in the role of insurers as long-term holders of 
sovereign bonds.

Conclusions

What role do insurers—the third-largest sector in financial markets—play 
in shaping contemporary capitalist accumulation? This paper presents the 
first sectoral analysis of the financialisation of European insurance to pro-
vide a tentative answer to this question, examining the extent to which 
this seemingly ‘boring’ yet powerful sector has transformed in response to 
the broader reconfiguration of financialised capitalism. Our findings chal-
lenge the conventional view of insurance as a purely stabilising force 
within the political economy. Instead, we observe several trends that sug-
gest an increasing susceptibility to financialised dynamics, albeit with sig-
nificant variation across countries and dimensions.

Table 5. I nvestments in government bonds by Allianz and Generali (EU€million).
2021 2020 2019 2018 2017

Generali Total Investments 531 498 468 416 475
Government Bonds 194 194 176 159 181
of which: Italian 32% 32% 36% 37% 36%

French 18% 19% 19% 20% 20%
Spanish 14% 13% 13% NA NA

Allianz Total Investment 809 790 754 672 664
Government Bonds 241 259 238 212 214
of which: Italian 7,7% 7,6% 7,6% 8,8% 11%

French 16% 17% 17% 17% NA
Spanish NA 6,2% 6,1% 5,6% 5,1%
German 13% 14% 14% 14% NA

Source: Own elaboration based on companies annual reports.
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First, insurers have expanded their cross-border operations within the 
EU, resulting in the dominance of a few large firms and intensifying com-
petitive pressures within the sector. Second, insurance product distribution 
has diversified beyond traditional agents to include InsurTech platforms and 
bancassurance, thereby deepening the sector’s integration with other finan-
cial institutions and heightening its exposure to systemic risk. Third, the 
proliferation of products such as unit-linked insurance shifts investment 
risk from insurers to policyholders, thereby increasing household exposure 
to market volatility. Fourth, insurers are heavily involved in asset manage-
ment activities, competing directly with global financial firms such as 
BlackRock. Fifth, while many large insurers still hold significant amounts of 
government bonds, they have largely withdrawn from their traditional role 
of providing patient capital to non-financial corporations—raising renewed 
concerns about a structural shortage of long-term investment.

Our findings corroborate and extend prior analyses of the role of 
insurers in the evolution of finance capitalism (Christophers, 2015), while 
also extending the debate on the operationalisation of financialisation to 
the insurance sector (Schwan, 2021). By highlighting insurers as centers 
of capitalist accumulation in their own right (Erturk & Solari, 2007), this 
study complements existing political economy literature that has primarily 
focused on asset managers (Braun, 2021) and pension funds (Clark, 2000; 
Estevez-Abe, 2004).

Against this backdrop, we identify two main avenues for future research 
on financialised insurance—analysing it as both a dependent and an inde-
pendent variable. First, future studies should investigate the drivers of 
insurance financialisation, particularly the role of regulation and industrial 
policy. Historically, regulation has shaped insurance markets (van der 
Heide & Kohl, 2024), and in some cases actively promoted financialised 
practices (Benoît, 2023; Benoît & Coron, 2019; François, 2021; van der 
Heide, 2023). The impact of national, supranational, and international reg-
ulatory frameworks on insurance practices requires a more systematic 
examination (Quaglia, 2014). Additionally, the geographical concentration 
of major insurers in countries such as Italy, Germany, and France raises 
questions as to whether national industrial strategies have fostered the 
development of insurance ‘champions’, as has been the case in banking 
and energy (Bulfone, 2023; Quaglia, 2011).

Second, insurers are not merely shaped by financialisation—they also 
actively transform capitalist systems. Welfare scholars have demonstrated 
how insurers privatise risk, shifting responsibility from society to the indi-
vidual (Hadziabdic & Kohl, 2022) in housing (Aalbers, 2016), pensions 
(Naczyk & Hassel, 2020), and healthcare (Benoît, 2023; Benoît & Coron, 
2019). As insurers increasingly face pressures to deliver short-term financial 
returns (see Sections 7 and 8), they contribute to the erosion of collective 
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risk-sharing mechanisms, thereby deepening social stratification (see Section 
6). Future research should comparatively assess how these developments 
contribute to growing disparities in welfare provision across countries.

Furthermore, the financialisation of insurance is also reshaping responses 
to climate risk. Insurers are simultaneously retreating from high-risk areas—
driving up home insurance prices and increasing exclusion from coverage 
(Elliott, 2021; Taylor & Knuth, 2024; 2025)—and deploying financial instru-
ments such as catastrophe bonds to manage growing climate-related losses 
(Johnson, 2013; Keucheyan, 2018). These dynamics warrant closer examina-
tion, particularly in terms of their implications for equitable access to risk 
protection and the evolving role of the state as regulator, provider, or part-
ner in the governance of financialised insurance.

Notes

	 1.	 On the global scale, the biggest sector is still banking with US$150tr assets 
followed by the Asset Management industry holding around US$110tr as-
sets.

	 2.	 As one reviewer noted, derivatives were originally designed as a form of 
insurance.

	 3.	 Profit sharing could also make policyholders quasi owners of the company 
as a whole, which was a common practice in British mutual insurance, but 
is also found elsewhere in proprietary insurance.

	 4.	 Data for the UK in 2016 was hard to come by but based on the authors’ 
own estimate, the share is below 5% and among the least developed ban-
cassurance markets in the sample.

	 5.	 It is worth highlighting that these values are not a fully accurate measure 
of stability in the provision of long-term capital to sovereigns, or lack 
thereof, as they are to some extent affected by fluctuations in the level of 
total investment as well as in the value of sovereign bonds.
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