
What is innovation? Many differ on the best definition. Joseph Schumpeter, the Austrian-
born economist, popularized the term “neue Kombination” (new combination) as part of his 
famed Economic Theory of Innovation. For Schrumpeter, innovation occurs when “the means 
of production, resources, and labor in the economic activities are combined in a different 
ways.” Wikipedia, a commonly used online encyclopedia, provides an easier-to-understand 
explanation: innovation is “the result of a process that brings together various novel ideas to 
create new value… introducing broad changes in… organizations and society.”

Either answer could aptly describe the Japanese life insurance industry over the past twenty-
something years – and perhaps the industry’s future. The rise of “big data” and sweeping 
technological advances in health and medicine are introducing new investment possibilities 
and competitive threats. Fortunately, Japanese life insurers have plenty of experience 
designing – and combining – solutions to address market challenges. 

Life Insurance and Insurtech
The pace of change seems destined to accelerate as “insurtech” disrupts Japanese life insurance. Insurtech refers to a 
family of technologies and can include digitized information, internet-connected devices (“Internet of Things”), wearable 
technologies, and artificial intelligence and robotics. Japanese life insurance companies have established internal 
innovation centers or launched business alliances to bring these technologies to the mainstream.

The challenge? Seeing what’s next. Insurers must determine how to evaluate success based on an unknown future 

https://www.nri.com/


Big Data
We still have a long way to go, and many uncertainties surround data access for private companies. Still, it seems 
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