Multicultural Marketing:
Are Agents and Insurers
MakRing the Effort to Recach

All Potential Clients?

he necessity of purchasing insur-
I ance to protect one's assets might
secem to be a given, but some in-
surance agents are finding that some of
their customers bring with them lan-
guage barriers and heritages that do not
traditionally rely on insurance for own-
ing a home, operating a motor vehicle
oF running a husiness.

Kathryn Soderberg, CPCU, owner of
Soderberg Insurance Services in
Lynnfield, Mass,, told The Standard
that the Spanish-speaking community in
her town has become a niche market for
the agency.

“These are easier sales for us because
there is a level of trust knowing their
native language,” Soderberg, who
speaks Spanish, commented. “We are
secing higher referrals — an instamt
bond is formed once they realize we
speak their language.”

According to United States Census data,
the Hispanic population increased by
57.9%, from 22.4 million in 1990 to
35.3 million in 2000 — compared with
an increase of 13.2% for the total U5,
population,

In Massachusetts, in 1990, about
2BE,000 Hispanics accounted for 4.8%
of the total population. In 2000, the
number was 429,000 and growing, cen-
sus data showed.

Opportunity for Agency
According to Soderberg, word of mouth

in her region’s close-knit ethnic com-
munity has helped insurance sales to the
Spanish-speaking population.

She added, “Hispanics are the fastest
growing minority in the country, They
are contributing to society and need in-
surance like anyone else.™
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She noted that Hispanics are more likely
to visit the agency to discuss insurance
concerns while her non-Hispanic cus-
tomers primarily choose to call the
agency.

“We get good a deal of repeat business
from the Hispanic community,”
Soderberg said. "Our Hispanic clients
are very eager to do business once they
feel comforiable.™

Cultural Gap

Soderberg explained that the idea of in-
surance is often unfamiliar to many
first-generation Hispanics.

For example, she said, insurance is not
considered necessary in the less litigious
societies of South America.

“Hispanics might not want to buy ad-
equate coverage because they have not
seen the perils of being underinsured,”
Soderberg said. She mentioned that this
is especially true for life insurance, not-
ing that her Hispanic clients have told
her that in the event of a death, relatives
traditionally support the deceased’s im-
mediate family.

Daniel Rizzo, principal of the Rizzo
Insurance Agency in Revere, Mass.,
stated that his agents often spend ex-
tra time with recent immigrants to
explain the various products the
agency offers.

“Insurance is confusing to people who
have had coverage for 30 years,” he
said. “For those coming from another
culture, it can be a big challenge.”

Rizzo observed that although purchas-
ing insurance for recent immigrants can
be a “culture shock,™ most immigrant
clients are willing to leam the complexi-
ties of coverage.

Don Fitzgerald, owner of the Thomas
Gallagher Insurance Agency in Hyde
Park, Mass., said he tries to educate his
customers on the societal need for in-
SUrance.

“Often, they do not realize that you need
insurance not only to protect yourself,
but others as well,” Fitzgerald told The
Standard.

Spanish Marketing

Soderberg told The Standard that she
believes the Spanish-speaking commu-
mity is underserved due to the lack of
marketing in the insurance industry.

“They are being underserved to the det-
riment of independent agents,” she said,
“These communities offer a lot of busi-
mess.”™

Soderberg added that she is occasion-
ally asked by Hispanic organizations in
her region to speak to members on the
importance of insurance and the differ-
ent coverages available to consumers.
She noted that the lectures also serve
as marketing opportunitics for her
agency that have resulted in new busi-
ness.

“Agents aren't typically asked to speak
o Spanish consumer groups so these
opportunities really help our agency,”
Soderberg said.

Company Complications

John Rapo, principal of Rapo and Jepsen
Insurance, told The Standard he be-
lieves ethnic communitics are
“incredibly underserved” by insurers.

He explained that companies typically
send mailings in English to non-English
speaking customers.

Rapo suggested many recent immigrants
are operating vehicles without insur-
ance. “It's going to take a tragedy
involving an uninsured driver for this
situation to change,” he said,

In-House Help

Elizabeth Puleo, owner of the Puleo In-
surance Agency in Lynn, Mass., told
The Standard that she believes the in-
surance industry “as a whole is realizing
we need to address the Spanish popula-
toom,™

Puleo’s agency employs two Span-



ish-speaking customer service repre-
sentatives who frequently double as
mnterprelers for customers wha prc=
fer to do business in their native
tongue. She declined to name her
two prized CSRs out of fear that they
might be recruited by other agencics
to come work for them. She com-
mented that ¢even in her presence, an
insurance company offered one of
her C5Rs a higher-paying job with
the insurer.
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These are easier sales for us
because there is a level of trust
knowing their native language.
We are seeing higher referrals
— an instant bond is formed
once they realize we speak their
language.

Kathryn Sederberg, CPCU,

owner of Soderberg Insurance

Services in Lynnfield, Mass.
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James Scalo, principal of American In-
gurance Agency im Fairfield, Conn.,
stated that he has Spanish and Filipino-
speaking C5Rs that have “done a
phenomenal job™ in helping recent im-
migrants purchase coverage. He added
that it typically takes much longer for
coverage 1o be explained in a foreign
language but complaints from clients are
“very few.”

“We want and appreciate their busi-
ness, he said.

Scalo said that his agency has advertised
on a Spanizh radio station in hopes of
altracting clients

Rapo stated that all his staff in his of-
fices in Marlborough, Framingham and
Lawrence, Mass., are bilingual. He
noted that his employees spend “an in-
credible amount of time™ explaining
coverage to non-English-speaking cli-
cnis.

Bilingual Agent

Though Soderberg asserted that her abil-
ity to directly communicate with her
Spanish-speaking clients has proved to
be a boon for her agency, most agents
do not believe that a generation of bi-
lingual agents is on the horizon,

In Revere alone, according to Rizzo,
ithere are several different immigrant

groups that all speak different Asian
languages. He added that it would
not be feasible to have a person in
his agency that could communicate
with every non-English speaking
customer who came through his
doors.

Rizzo added that he does not believe that
the industry will have to begin hiring
individuals based on the proficiency in
foreign languages.

Pulea commented that she believes
other agencies, especially ones in sub-
urban communities, do not face similar
communication barmers. She said that
learning another language is a matter of

necessity only.
Gallagher Insurance’s Fitzgerald
agreed. “I'm too old to learn another

language,” he said.

Though the Spanish community com-
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