
WHAT IS GENERAL INSURANCE? 
Life is full of risks. Unexpected events can set people back for years – 
to the extent that it is almost impossible to recover. 

Catastrophe events such as large-scale fires, floods and earthquakes 
can financially ruin businesses, families or individuals. However, smaller 
events can also be harmful. Recurring natural disasters like hail storms 
continually damage critical public infrastructure, housing and the 
means of production. Individuals and businesses are vulnerable to theft, 
car accidents, workplace mishaps and a host of other risks. 

Many of these risk events have a systemic impact beyond the primary 
incident, thereby affecting national and local governments, small 
businesses and vulnerable communities.

Risk management refers to the steps people take to limit the impact of 
unexpected events. Individuals, businesses and governments can take 
measures to mitigate risks, but cannot entirely prevent it. The insurance 
sector takes on this exposure by insuring against these risks. 

The insurance sector plays three roles in society: risk manager, 
investor and risk carrier. The general insurance sector’s role is to 
pool risk and ensure consumers and businesses remain in the same 
financial position they were in before the incident that resulted in an 
insurance claim. General insurance helps people protect themselves 
and the things they value, such as business assets, homes, cars and 
valuables, from the financial impact of incidents, whether big or small.

THE ROLE OF GENERAL INSURANCE IN THE 
LARGER FINANCIAL SYSTEM
An economy requires a functioning and stable financial system to 
work effectively. Such a system can withstand shocks without giving 
way to processes that impair the allocation of savings to investments 
and the processing of payments in the economy.

Financial systems are becoming more complex. As such, economic 
stability (which was previously associated chiefly with the banking 
sector) depends on a wide network of players, including insurance 
companies. 

According to the World Economic Forum (WEF) Global 
Competitiveness Report 2018, a developed financial sector fosters 

productivity through the availability of credit, equity, debt, insurance 
and other financial products; and the mitigation of excessive risk-
taking and opportunistic behaviour through regulation. 

Within such a system, the insurance sector acts as a conduit for 
households and businesses to transfer risks to entities, such as  
risk managers and carriers, that are better equipped to handle them. 
They share risk, thereby enabling society to innovate and initiate 
projects that would otherwise be less feasible, and so contribute to 
economic growth and sustainability.

According to the EY Global Insurance Trends Analysis 2018, insurance 
penetration in emerging markets remains low, which unfortunately 
hampers progress towards inclusive growth. 

Large numbers of uninsured people and businesses, risk protection 
gaps and underinsurance lead to many households and businesses 
having to bear all or most of the financial risk due to unexpected 
losses. Unexpected adverse financial impacts are often not provided 
for, which forces people to rely on credit to survive or meet monthly 
financial commitments.

Unnecessary debt can be avoided through adequate insurance, 
thereby freeing up income for savings and investments, which in  
turn contributes to sustainable economic growth and a financially 
healthy society.

THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDGS)
The SDGs are 17 global goals set by the United Nations General 
Assembly. The goals give a framework to end poverty and reverse 
environmental damage for a more sustainable planet by 2030. They  
are the blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all.

The SDGs call for collaboration between all sectors: private, public, 
grass roots and government. As risk managers, investors and risk 
carriers, general insurance providers can contribute to systemic and 
long-term sustainability. 

Of the 17 global goals, Santam has elected to apply the SDGs 
listed below. Read more about Santam’s process in determining 
which SDGs to apply, as well as how they relate to our strategic 
sustainability focus areas in the strategy section.

OUR ROLE AS INSURANCE PROVIDER 


